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A Gentleman of Garlemald
by Sforzie

Summary

During Heavensward, the Warrior of Light is captured in the Sea of Clouds, and finds herself
at the Emperor's mercy.

Varis zos Galvus is far more merciful than she has been led to believe.

---
Bonus Chapter 20 summary update: "The Emperor of Garlemald falls in love with the
Warrior of Light, circa late Heavensward"
==WINNER of the June 2020 “Oh Fury Why is this So Soft and Fluffy??” Award==
(Just kidding I made that up. Or did I?)

http://archiveofourown.org/users/Sforzie/pseuds/Sforzie


Chapter 1

The faint hum of functioning machina meets her ears as the darkness and silence retreat from
her senses. She cracks her eyes open, but her head aches in protest at the motion and she
squeezes them shut again. Her body feels heavy, slightly sluggish, and is slow to move. When
she dares to peek again, her vision confirms what the growing dread in her stomach is trying
to tell her: She is on an Imperial vessel. The blacks and greys and metallic accents all but
confirm this.

She sighs and rubs the heels of her palms against her eyes. This has been a very bad day for
the Warrior of Light.

 

A few bells pass as she lies on the small, uncomfortable bed. She stares at the ceiling--black
and featureless, aside from a few recessed lights. The Warrior tries to remember what
happened to her, how she could possibly have been so careless as to have ended up in
Garlean custody, but it is too difficult to dwell on the subject for long without her head
aching. So she settles for just staring, thoughts empty, until the heaviness leaves her body and
she feels well enough to risk sitting up.

She does so, waits a few minutes, and the world does not turn upside down in her head. The
overhead lights flicker into a dim activity after she sits up. She looks around the small cell.
There is the bed, and a small table bolted to the floor. Nothing sits on the table, and the
Warrior wishes that her captors had at least had the decency to leave her a glass of water.
They didn’t do that, but she supposes that the Garleans would consider a glass of water a
potential weapon in the hands of Eorzea’s greatest champion.

They wouldn’t be entirely wrong.

The Warrior gives herself a quick once-over. Her body still smarts painfully in places from
her earlier battles. She has been stripped of almost everything--her combat gear, her linkpearl,
her weapons, and her pack are all absent. Her attire has been reduced to her smallclothes and
the thin linen tunic and trousers she had been wearing under her armored coat. It is
bothersome and degrading, but she chooses to be grateful that she was left with at least this
much of her decency retained.

She rubs her forehead, still certain that she is forgetting something. 

She has scarcely finished her personal inventory when the door to her cell beeps twice. Her
eyes immediately go to the source of the sound. The door slides open, and an armed soldier
stands there, pointing a gunblade at her face. The Warrior tenses in alarm, but does not move.
Blessed by the Light as she may be, she lacks the confidence in any ability to punch a bullet
out of the air.

“That will not be necessary,” a low voice says from behind the soldier. Her ears focus on the
man’s voice, as it is vaguely familiar to her. The soldier lowers their weapon, salutes, and



steps out of the doorway. What replaces them might be a more terrible sight--that of a
massive form of red and black and golden horns.

Emperor Varis zos Galvus occupies the doorway, squinting down at her, a victorious smirk
lingering on his thin lips before he speaks. The Emperor gestures at the soldier, who departs,
and steps into the cell. The door slides shut behind him, and he idly taps a code into the
adjacent panel. There is a barely audible click as the door lock activates.

“Ah,” the Emperor says, voice a confident purr. “The Warrior of Light has indeed
awakened.”

“Emperor Varis.” She stares up at him, a dull sense of horror picking at her weary brain.
“What is going on?”

“Exactly what it looks like, Warrior. I have taken you as my prisoner.” He gestures around the
small room. “I even made sure you were placed in one of the better holding cells. Fair
treatment for a war criminal, wouldn’t you agree?”

“How kind of you,” she says, her rising anxiety rendering her unable to suppress her sarcasm.
Looking around the cell a second time, she sees they are alone, and realizes what has been
nagging at the back of her mind. “Alphinaud! What have you done with him?”

“The little Elezen boy? He was left unconscious with the beastmen.” Varis tilts his head to
the side and squints down at her. “I don’t suppose that they will eat him, do you? I have not
been given full reports on the nature of their kind.”

She frowns. “Such careless behavior is unbefitting an emperor.”

“I care not what happens to the boy. He is not a subject of Garlemald.” A smirk. “Not yet, at
least. Everything in due time.”

The Warrior slides off the bed, her hands balling into fists at her sides. She regrets it a bit.
Her feet are bare and the floor is uncomfortably cold. Still, she does her best to put up a brave
front as the Emperor moves within striking range. What is he going to do to her? Why is she
even here? How the hells can she escape? Teleportation will be difficult without the aetheric
focus in one of her weapons.

The corner of Varis’ mouth quirks upwards.

“I know what you are thinking,” he says, golden eyes intent on her face. “You are considering
your escape. And I will tell you, as an act of good faith: There is nothing keeping you here
right now. Our shielding keeps magic out, not in. Your weapons and kit are in a storeroom
three doors down the hall on the right. The guards have been instructed to leave you go in
peace. ”

She frowns at him, suspicious of every word that passes through his lips. “Why?”

“I had you captured as a matter of curiosity.” He smirks anew, but there is no mirth in the
expression. “What manner of beast is the champion of the savages? Is she even something to



be concerned over?” He looms in closer, big hand catching her chin and tilting her head back.
“Reports from various agents in the field think so. My late grandsire certainly seemed to
think so.”

“Your--what? The Emperor?”

“Indeed.” He loosens his grasp but does not move his hand away. “In his final weeks,
Grandfather did not speak much aloud. He took to scribbling out notes to express his desires.
And when asked what he wished done about you, about the meddlesome Warrior of Light, all
His Radiance would write was ‘Do Not Kill Her’.” Now Varis frowns, his already stiff
countenance turning cold. “Why?”

She swallows, trying to keep her unease from her face. “I do not know. I never met the man.
Aside from his probable stature and raiment, I would not know him were I to pass him on the
street.”

The frown lingers, and he grouses softly, more to himself than her. “He cut a very particular
figure. You would have known him.” Now the Emperor releases his grip and takes a step
backward. “I see nothing noteworthy about you. Just a pretty face with an unearned Gift.”

She looks up at him, a massive wall of flesh and armor, and then to the door of her cell. “You
did not need to go to such lengths to ask me so pointless a question.”

“That is not for you to judge,” he says. “You are free to go; I did not lie. However, I would
not suggest being so quick on your feet just yet.” At a noise of protest from her, Varis quietly
tugs the gauntlet from his right hand and tosses it to the floor. His bared fingers grab at her
left elbow before sliding his hand up and pushing at the sleeve of her tunic.

“Stop--” She hisses in pain as his fingers find a tender spot on the back of her upper arm. She
twists in his grip, eyes catching sight of a bruising mark just under where he is grasping.

“The technicians said it took a great deal of tranquilizer to subdue you,” Varis says in a
dispassionate tone. “It must be one of your blessings, per their assessment.” He sneers for a
moment before releasing his hold. “That being said, we do not know how long it will take to
work out of your system, and I doubt that your allies will know what to do with you should
you become unconscious while under their care.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” she murmurs to herself. “I think they’re rather used to me passing out by
now.”

Varis does not acknowledge this, and instead says: “I have had the men responsible for your
dosage properly reprimanded. They should have known better than to be so careless with
such a valuable captive.”

She rubs at the sore spot on her arm. “You’re the one who had me apprehended.”

“Indeed. And I expect my orders to be followed with proper care.”



She considers her options. Escape is certainly her main priority, but the lingering tranquilizers
in her bloodstream make her wary of trying to teleport somewhere without a reference to her
present location. Besides, getting back to her allies in a hurry will only give her strength in
numbers. The Enterprise is still being repaired, and despite Varis’ words, she is certain an
Imperial recourse will follow her escape and endanger both the repair efforts and the lives of
her friends.

Varis is watching her, eyes gleaming in the artificial lighting. The concentration of his gaze is
unnerving.

“What?” she snaps at him.

“Something troubles you. Beyond your present situation, I mean.” He leans down to better
peer into her eyes. “When we met earlier, I saw it in your eyes then. And it was written on the
boy’s face as well. Something was already upsetting you, beyond the fate of the beastmen.
Might I ask what?”

She leans away from him. “Not that it’s particularly any of your business, but we lost a friend
very recently. He was a knight, and he died saving me.”

Varis considers her answer. “Ah. Yes. That is the expression. The raw sadness and guilt of a
survivor.”

She looks away with a grimace. “As I said: it isn’t any of your business.”

His bare hand reaches to brush through her hair. The gentleness of the touch is unexpected,
and catches her off-guard. She looks up, and finds his golden eyes still focused on her, and
his face far closer than she recalled it being a moment before.

“You are a fascinating woman to watch, Warrior. A lovely young maiden, who should be
filling her head with thoughts of family, instead being forced over and over to save the star.
And it shows, even though you struggle so valiantly to put on that indifferent, heroic visage.”

“Ah-” She is quieted by his thumb pressing against her lower lip.

“When was the last time you were appreciated, not as the Warrior of Light, but as a woman?”

Heat springs to her cheeks and she looks away, rattled by the Emperor’s boldness. The
tranquilizers make her head feel heavy, and she does not know how to respond to his query.

“That long?” he says after a protracted silence. “I should like to aid you with that, Warrior.”

She jerks away, a scandalized noise escaping her throat, and she has to resist the urge to snap
her teeth at the thumb that hovers too close to her face. “How dare you! Is this what the
Empire does with all of its prisoners?”

“No,” he says, lingering still within her comfort zone. “In his later decades, my grandsire
came to disapprove of the violent taking of such spoils of war, and forbade such behavior
amongst his Legions.”



She frowns, thinking of all the horrible stories of the Empire’s expansive behavior that she
has heard. “And you really believe that they follow that rule?”

He meets her gaze. If he is irritated by her retort, it does not reach his face. “Perhaps not.
However, when I was High Legatus, I made sure the Legion under my command strictly
followed Emperor Solus’ orders.”

“Why?”

Varis angles in close enough for her to smell his breath--coffee and some variety of fruity
sweetness--and speaks slowly. “Because we are not savages, Warrior of Light. We are the
rulers of the world, and it is our duty to lead by example.”

The Warrior grits her teeth. “I have seen plenty of that example, and I cannot say that it is
anything I would aspire to take pride in.”

“Perhaps not. It has never been said that the face of war was attractive.” Varis looks away as
a displeased grunt escapes him. “Though my grandsire was a vain man and quite prideful of
the many admirers he had in his younger years.”

“Jealous?”

“Hardly. Such peacocking does not behoove a ruler.” He remains close, and she is
uncomfortably aware of the keep-away spike on the front of his armor. Any closer, and she
could easily be impaled upon the ugly thing. “Surely the Warrior of Light must have a great
deal of admirers?”

She presses a hand to his chest, hoping to create a more comfortable distance between them.
The effort fails--the Emperor does not budge, and she can move no further away without
falling back on the bed.

“Indeed, there are… a fair amount of men and women who have expressed a desire for me, to
thank me for my deeds, or to simply be able to say they have touched a hero.” The Warrior
swallows and closes her eyes. She thinks of the Knight, newly dead for her sake. “But, I
prefer to keep my distance. Such casual intimacy is only good as a potential source of grief.”

“I am not interested in emotional intimacy, if that is your concern. And I will not harm you.”

She swallows, looking up at the giant and seeing the gradual darkening of his eyes. “Why
would you even be interested in such a thing?”

He smirks, and there is a hint of amusement in his low voice. “Consider it another curiosity.”
His bare hand grips lightly at her right arm, and slides up slowly. It nearly reaches her
shoulder before she shivers.

She makes a plea to his ego. “You’re the Emperor. You shouldn’t… sully yourself with some
lowly savage.”

“I am the Emperor and my word is absolute. And you are the greatest of the savages, Warrior
of Light. You are beautiful and powerful and I wish to indulge in that.” His hand moves from



her arm, capturing her chin again and brushing his thumb over her lips. “It is a pity you were
born as such. I could have found better business for you in Garlemald.”

Her cheeks flush as she catches his meaning. “You’ve waited this long to look for a
mistress?”

His armor clinks softly as he shrugs. “I have spent most of my adult years being very
preoccupied with getting to where I am now. I have not had time for such pleasantries.” He
leans in closer. “And what good is an Emperor without a powerful woman at his back? Even
my grandsire kept that image up for a few decades.”

The Warrior takes his hand and pushes it from her face. “If you just want to bed me, then be
upfront and say so. I don’t have the patience for games.”

Varis stares at her to the point of her discomfort, and then nods. “I do.” He looks at her hand,
at her grip on his wrist, if it can be called such a thing when her fingers cannot meet on the
other side. “I will not force you, Warrior.”

“No? Why not?”

“Because,” he says in an airy tone. “I am a gentleman of Garlemald.”

It takes effort to hold back a doubtful snort. “Fine. But if you hurt me, there will be at least a
dozen people I can think of that will be wanting your head removed from your neck.”

“I can think of many more than that small a number that wish the same,” Varis says. He
smoothly tugs his hand free. “But, I will keep that in mind.”

She does not have much clothing to remove, and insists upon doing this herself. The Emperor
steps a few fulms back, removing his other gauntlet while she strips from her linens and
smallclothes. He has more to remove, but parts with less. The belt and tabard go off, cast to
the floor. Varis removes his breastplate with its unwieldy spike, and sets it on the floor next to
the rest of his effects with a bit more care. Last to go is the crown.

“Is it as heavy as it looks?” she wonders idly as she sits on the edge of the bed.

“Yes. My neck has ached since I first put it on, but I am getting used to it.” 

She looks up at the small red mark the crown has left on his forehead, then past to his hair. It
is fine and pale, and flutters lightly with his movements. The thought escapes her lips
unbidden: “Your hair is beautiful.”

The Emperor blinks. “Thank you.”

“Can I touch it?”

He considers, and then gives her a playful smirk. “Perhaps, if you’re a good girl.”

She watches as he opens a flap that would normally be hidden by his tabard and frees his
member. It is half engorged but already intimidating. She swallows, not sure how much of



that she will be able to handle, but too proud to back down from a big dick. 

Varis returns to the side of the bed. The metal of his greave is cool against her skin as his
knee presses between her own. She lets out a shaky gasp, the full realization of what she is
getting herself into strikes her and floods her core with warmth. 

His skin, released from his gauntlets, is as pale as snow, and his hands bury her flesh under
the sudden blizzard of his touch. His fingertips trace down her front, pausing at her bosom.
His hands easily encompass each breast. She licks her lips as he kneads at her soft flesh, his
thumbs flexing to tease at her nipples, the peaks already sensitive in the chill of the room.
The touch alone is enough to make her squirm. Too soon, his hands continue southward,
stopping only to claim her hips in his grasp.

“Lie back and relax,” Varis says, voice a low rumble. She does as he commands, and his
hands remain on her hips, lifting her slightly as she gets to a more comfortable position on
the bed. A thin smile lingers while he watches her, and when she stops moving he whispers:
“Good?”

She starts to nod, but then flusters and covers her face with her palms.

Varis freezes in place. “What is the matter?”

“I just--” An embarrassed laugh flutters past her lips. “I’m sorry. I guess I’m getting… stage
fright? I’ve never been with someone as important an emperor before.”

His thumbs trace a small, consoling circle along her skin. “Then, I must be sure not to
disappoint.” The movement pauses. “Unless you would wish to stop?”

She considers his offer and peers at him through her fingers. Varis is watching her, gold eyes
dark with desire, his cock harder and mirroring his interest.

“It would be cruel of me to stop now.”

The gentleness of his husky voice surprises her. “No more than it would be for me to insist
otherwise.”

“I--” She stalls and thinks. “Keep going. But start with your hands.”

“Of course,” he says, sounding vaguely amused. “I am not some overzealous young man at a
pleasure house.”

The Warrior slides her hands down her face. “Okay.” She still feels nervous, and rests her
loosely fisted hands on her chest.

The Emperor looks her over, and then mutters under his breath about military beds being set
too low. He carefully settles himself on his knees before her, red cape flaring out behind him
as he arranges himself. He is still taller than any man has business being, and is looking down
at her as he returns his hands to her skin. A hand rests on each knee and gently pushes them
apart. His left hand lingers firmly on her thigh. She watches as he brings his right hand to his
mouth and licks at his fingertips. 



She bites her lower lip as the tip of his pointer finger teases where her thighs meet, rubbing
along her clit before sliding forth to penetrate her. His finger is large, like the rest of him, and
even this contact is enough to send a jolt through her body. She squirms, toes curling against
the cold floor. “Oh!”

Varis is smirking as his finger slowly thrusts into her. “My, have you truly been left
unattended for so long? ‘Tis only my finger.”

She stutters out a “shut up!” before gasping as he slides a second finger in alongside the first.
Her hips jerk against his hand as he continues his languid thrusts, fingers flexing inside her.
Just the two thick fingers are more than she’s had inside her before, and her hands drop from
her breasts to grab at his hand and hold it in place as she grinds against them.

“Oh, by the Tw-ah!” She gasps as his fingertips curl and find the sensitive spot inside her.
The Warrior manages to look to his face long enough to see his expression, a particular
mixture of amusement and lust, and then squeezes her eyes shut. “More!”

He lets out a soft humm of acknowledgement before the ring finger joins the first two. She
grits her teeth as it presses into her, feeling the slightly uncomfortable stretch. His fingers
resume their thrusting, and she squeezes around them. His free hand slips from her thigh to
grasp at himself, fingers working to draw out the last bits of hardness. Varis leans over her,
pressing his lips to her left hip before nipping lightly.

“I am ready when you are, Warrior,” he purrs. Her nails dig into the pale skin on the back of
his hand in anticipation of what is to follow.

“Ah, just keep--give me a minute!”

There is another light dragging of his teeth against her skin. “Take your time.”

She continues rutting against his hand, trembling each time his fingertips press into that
hungry spot inside of her. Finally the tension that has been building up in her thighs snaps,
and her hips jerk roughly as she comes.

He is silent as she lays panting, catching her breath, waiting for the pounding in her temples
to ebb before daring to open her eyes. He is still watching her when she does.

“The Warrior’s strength is impressive,” he commends. She manages to unclench her fingers
and release her grip on his hand. Her fingertips have left a small set of bruises on his pale
skin.

A shaky laugh escapes her. “We-we can continue now.”

“Good.” The Emperor rises smoothly to his feet, the metallic squeaking of his greaves and
boots the only indication of his movement below. She looks up at him and breathlessly smiles
at the pink coloring his cheeks. He smiles back. She watches as he takes his fingers and
smears her wetness over the tip of his cock to mix it in with the fluid that has already
gathered there. She wants to reach out and touch him, curious of what the heft of it would



feel like in her hands, but she keeps those same hands politely at her sides, fingers tensing in
the bedcovers as he positions himself between her knees. 

“Relax,” he says, the word a subtle command despite the lust in his voice.

She nods, settling back on the thin covers. She tries to relax, she does, but her body still
tingles from her orgasm, and she hopes that he will give her another.

Varis presses her knees a bit further apart. His weight shifts forward, making the bed creak
slightly, and she feels the slickened head of his cock tease along her folds. His thick fingers
have already stretched her enough that the tip finding her slit is not as daunting as it could
have been. Still, a soft noise escapes her as the head enters her. Varis stills overhead, exhaling
softly. She reaches and swats lightly at his forearm.

She gasps out: “Don’t stop!”

So he continues, sliding in an ilm at a time, letting her adjust to his girth. He bottoms out in
her just as the last of his thick shaft disappears from sight. A faint noise of surprise escapes
both of them at this, as though neither had expected for him to fit. She lets out a shaky breath,
realizes that she has curled her toes tightly and forces them to relax. He is watching, waiting
for a go-ahead. She stares up at him, impressed by his restraint.

She whispers: “Okay.”

The Garlean at rest and in motion are two very different things. Varis rolls his hips in slow
thrusts, and the Warrior is uncertain if she will ever be able to acclimate herself to the steady
cycle of feeling empty and then very, completely full, then empty again. It is far more
pleasure than she should expect to be given by any man, let alone her enemy, but she takes
what he gives without complaint.

He leans over her, one palm denting the mattress at her shoulder, his face close, gaze never
leaving hers. He is careful, observant of her reactions as his pace increases. There is less and
less emptiness, more fullness, more him . She feels greedy, wants more, flexes her legs to
hook her ankles along his sides. He seems to silently understand what she wants, and buries
himself in her. She lets out a blissful noise as he grinds into her, their bodies close enough
that she can feel the thick fabric of his trousers rubbing against her thighs. The sensation is
almost enough to make her growl in protest when he continues thrusting. 

Instead she moans, clings to him, her fingers struggling to find purchase on his armored
shoulders. She settles for grabbing a handful of his lovely hair and tugging it, and delights in
his little gasp of pain as her fingers slip through the luxuriant softness and grab again at his
shoulder. He leans in, gives a scolding nip to the base of her throat, and pushes in hard. His
fingers disappear between the press of their bodies, and she feels them tease at the point
where they are joined. His fingertips are rough against her clit, moving in tandem with the
grinding motion of his hips.

She wants more, but it is already too much. A scream fails to escape her throat as she comes
a second time, body trembling through the broken tension, muscles clenching around him,
trying to pull him over the precipice with her.



As in any other battle, the Empire falls before her.

Varis groans and pushes her away, perhaps a bit too harshly, and withdraws from her just
before his own orgasm hits. His release splashes against her abdomen in a pearlescent stream.
The Warrior flops back into the covers, body tingling.

“Oh--thank you--I---” She manages around her panting breaths. “I didn’t…”

Varis is still breathless, but manages to sound playfully chiding. “Now, now, Warrior. I have
already just bedded my nation’s greatest enemy. I do not need to invite any further trouble
tonight.”

He stoops over her and drags his tongue along her belly. She squirms and tries not to laugh.

“Ah--ah, stop--Varis that tickles!”

His eyes are bright as he sights up the line of her torso. “Unless you would rather sleep with
my seed on your skin, you will let me clean you up.”

“As you would wish, Your Radiance.” She muffles a giggle as he licks her clean.

When he is done, he leans back and settles his weight on his heels. The Warrior looks up at
him.

“I’m sorry, I messed your hair up a bit.”

He grunts softly and brushes the stray platinum lock over his shoulder. “‘Tis late, no one will
notice. Nor will they say anything if they do.”

They sit and watch each other in silence. She can tell that he is getting tired, and is impressed
that he has not already passed out on the floor. “Do you need help with your armor?”

He tucks himself back into his dark trousers and shakes his head. “No. I am quite capable of
dressing myself, Warrior.”

She says nothing else, just watches as he rises to his feet. He is indeed efficient at returning
his armor to its proper places--first tabard, then belt, then breastplate, and gauntlets last. Varis
picks up the crown and carefully returns it to his head.

“You look fatigued,” the Emperor says in a carefully disinterested tone. “Get some rest. I will
speak with you again, should you not escape beforehand.” There is a twinkle in his eye that
makes her blush.

She hugs her knees to her chest as he faces the door. “Sleep well, Lord Varis.”

His hand pauses as it reaches for the door lock. “Good night, Warrior. You do the same.”



When she awakens, her surroundings are still dark and cold and metallic. A faint hum
courses through everything, and after a long moment of consideration she realizes that it is
the sound, the vibration caused by the dreadnaught’s engines idling. A heavy blanket has
been draped over her nude form, keeping her warm despite the chill of the holding cell. The
fabric is soft and nearly plush, and she puzzles at the luxury on a military carrier. They were
from Garlemald, she thinks, as much a frozen wasteland as she has recently come to know
Ishgard to be. The blanket would have been a valuable commodity in Ishgard, and she
supposes that even the brutish Garleans could want for some comfort.

The lights in the cell turn on when she sits up, having tripped some unknown sensor. Her
muscles protest as she half stumbles from the bed. Her body is sore, but it is a pleasant sort of
ache caused by a different sort of combat. She stoops to reclaim the smallclothes and
outerwear the Emperor had stripped from her some hours previous.

The Emperor, she thinks, and her body jolts with guilt. Here she was, hero of Eorzea, and she
had let the leader of their enemy have his way with her. After redressing she sits on the edge
of the bed and wraps herself in the blanket. When they ask her about what happened after her
capture, she will have to omit that part of the story. And she will definitely have to leave out
the part where she had enjoyed it. She thinks she will die if she has to explain such things to
Alphinaud, charmingly well meaning and naive as he is. Admitting her actions to the elder
Scions would be even more unpleasant. 

The door to the cell beeps, and a somewhat scrawny Garlean man in glasses enters the room.
She sees a guard hovering in wait in the doorway.

“Ah, you are awake.” The man offers an apologetic smile and adjusts his glasses. “His
Radiance expressed his doubts that you would even still be here, but since your gear remains
in storage, he insisted that I check on you.” He holds up a small device. “Nothing intrusive, I
promise. We aren’t savages.”

She glares at the technician and does not move.

“This is just to make certain your vitals are normal. Enough of the tranquilizer should be out
of your system now to permit proper function.” He clears his throat. “Please don’t attack me.
I’m just doing my job.”

Her lack of response seems to only unnerve the technician further, and he hurries to where
she remains seated on the bedside. He holds the device to her ear, and after a few seconds it
beeps quietly.

“Ah, let’s see. Temperature is within the normal logged range for your race, blood pressure
and heart rate look good as well.” He takes a few quick steps to the door. “Yes, good. You’re
free to go, then, though His Radiance did request that you at least partake in breakfast before
you do so.” He gestures at her. “You may keep the blanket, if it makes you more comfortable.
They have to keep things a bit cold to balance out the engine heat.”

She nods at him, feeling a bit puzzled, and gets to her feet.

The technician gestures at the guard in the doorway. “He will show you where to go.”



She lets the guard lead her from the relative security of her holding cell. They go down a long
twist of hallways and lifts, and despite her best efforts she quickly loses track of where she is
in relation to the cell--and with it her gear and weapons. This alarms her, and all she can do is
hope that she will be returned to the holding cell whenever this meal has concluded.

As a prisoner of the Empire, she is not expecting much in what is offered to her. She certainly
does not expect to be led to a private dining room where the Emperor himself is preparing to
take breakfast. He is not alone. The soldier--legatus, wasn’t it?--she had faced the day
previous is standing next to the table, nodding at something the Emperor has said when she
enters the room.

“Ah, the Warrior of Light yet stands,” the legatus says in a curiously cheerful tone. “That is
good. One less trouble we have to deal with today.” He turns back to the table and crisply
salutes the Emperor. “I will relay your orders to the bridge, my Lord.”

“Good,” is all Varis says to the man before he leaves. He rises from his chair and gestures at
the other empty seat. “Sit.” For a moment his silvery brows draw together, and he adds:
“Please.”

Deciding that it is best to humor her enemy, she moves to the table and sits. It is now that she
notices there are two settings placed. The Emperor’s side of the table is somewhat in disarray,
the empty plate pushed aside to make room for a collection of papers. Varis himself is not yet
fully dressed, lacking the red cape and much of the dark armor. He is minus his crown, as
well, and instead has a pair of delicate reading glasses resting on his nose.

“No rest for the wicked, hm?” she says in observation and gestures at the paperwork.

His lips quirk slightly at her jab. “If that is the case, then I must be the most wicked.” Varis
sighs faintly and shakes his head. “I have come to understand why Emperor Solus was so
preferential to conquest. I do not recommend becoming a ruler if you wish to peacefully
avoid an endless stream of paperwork.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

He studies her over the rim of his glasses. “How fare you this morning, Warrior?”

She shrugs. “Your technician said I was in good enough condition to leave. Though, when he
said you wanted me to have breakfast, I didn’t think he meant with you.”

“Would you have declined the offer were that made more obvious?”

“Maybe.” 

Now he does smile, a wane thing that struggles to find purchase on his face. “I appreciate
your sincerity.”

When the food arrives he tells her to eat whatever she likes. Then he fills his plate and is
silent as he eats. There is more selection to the food than she expects or knows what to do



with--lovely dark bread with a sampling of butter and sweet jams available, sliced meats and
cheeses, boiled eggs, pastries, and enough coffee to drown a Lalafell.

His eyes remain on a report while he eats, and she finds comfort in his lack of scrutiny. In
return, she tries not to make it too obvious that she is watching him eat. The Emperor
consumes what she thinks is an alarming amount of coffee with his meal, but she supposes
that it must take a great deal of food and caffeine to keep a man of his massive size and
stature going. The food is good, better than camp rations or the tavern fare in Ishgard, and she
ends up eating more than she probably should.

“Doesn’t all that paperwork upset your appetite?” she asks once he has cleared his plate a
second time.

“I am used to it,” he says. “It is the sort of company I prefer to keep in private.” He glances at
her cleared plate. “I trust you found the food acceptable?”

“Oh, yes!” She blushes and leans away from the table. “Sorry. It was very good, yes. Thank
you for deigning to share it with a savage.”

“You are welcome.” He pours himself another large cup of coffee. “Morning reports indicate
that patrols spotted your allies’ wounded airship, but left it undisturbed.”

“Why?” she wonders.

“Why, indeed?” he muses, but does not conclude the thought.

They sit in silence a few minutes more. She watches the Emperor as he reads another report
and finishes the last of his coffee. When it is done, he removes his reading glasses and sets
them on the table.

“I presume that you will require assistance returning to your cell,” Varis says.

“Ah--” It is embarrassing to be called out on this, but she forces a meager smile and nods.
“Yes, sir.”

“Give me a few minutes, and I will show you the way.” He stands, graceful despite his size.
She blinks and looks up at him.

“Oh, no, you don’t have to trouble yourself with that, really. I should have been paying more
attention. One of the guards will do just fine.”

“If a guard shall do ‘just fine’, then I should be able to do much better.”

The Warrior shrugs, and fights to hide a grimace at the twinge of pain in her shoulder. “As
you wish.”

He taps a thick fingertip on the table--she blushes at the memory of what it feels like inside
her--and leans in slightly. “Stay here until I return. It will only be a few minutes.”



She nods, mute, and watches him depart. Her memory of the night before triggers a bit of
warmth in her core. Flustered, she presses her knees together. If that is all it takes to get her
worked up these days, then perhaps when she returns to Ishgard she should find someone for
a bit of regular company. The Lord Commander might do. He has seemed interested in her
since their first meeting some months ago, and has been persistent in asking her out for
drinks or a meal. He is always very busy, as is she, but it is certainly something to consider
once he has recovered from his injuries sustained in the Vault...

As promised, Varis returns to the room after the passing of only five or six minutes. He is
properly dressed now, black armor and red cape present and accounted for, though she is
surprised that his crown does not scrape at the ceiling when he walks, big as the man is. He
holds himself very carefully, which comes off as something begetting of regal poise. She
thinks there is something charming about the decorated soldier playing at being a ruler. 

“This way,” he says.

She follows him down the echoing hallway, tucking the blanket more tightly around her
shoulders. She feels exposed, trailing down the corridor after her enemy. When they pass
soldiers the men and women snap to attention and salute their leader, and many tilt their
heads to give the Warrior of Light a curious look as she goes by. She does not have to
struggle to keep up with the Emperor, and recognizes that he has checked his pace to match
hers.

When they ride a lift down, she feels compelled to offset the silence. “That legatus, the one
from earlier. He is your friend, isn’t he.”

Varis shifts his weight to look down at her, and she feels very small under his gaze.

His tone lands somewhere between amusement and curiosity. “What makes you say that?”

“The way he looked at you. The way he spoke to you. It suggested a greater familiarity than
just an officer and his commander.”

Varis grunts lowly and returns his gaze to the door. “Very observant. You would make a good
spy.”

“I don’t--” She falters, not wanting to upset the man. “Thank you, sir.”

“Legatus Regula van Hydrus.” Varis speaks softly. “And, yes. He is a very good friend of
mine. One of the few people I can truly trust on this star. We have been friends since we were
but young boys.”

“I see.” She smiles. “It sounds nice.”

The doors to the lift open, and they continue down the hall.

“Does the Warrior of Light not have a bevy of followers at her beck and call? Surely she
does. I would not be surprised to hear that the leaders of the Alliance are secretly fearful of
you, of your power. The power to overthrow them and unite Eorzea under your own banner.”



She frowns, keeping her eyes on the floor for a moment. Then she says: “What, secretly
afraid of me rather than openly like you and the rest of the Empire?”

He muffles a cough behind his closed lips. “That was not my question, Warrior.” She chances
to look up at the man, and is surprised to see a faint smile on his lips. It twists back to a
reserved scowl as they near another soldier. Varis nods at the man as they pass before
returning his attention to his prisoner. “Well?”

“I have close followers who are my allies, yes. Perhaps even friends.” She lets out a soft,
regretful sigh. “But no, nothing so intimate as that which you enjoy.” After a moment of
thought she asks: “Does your wife ever get jealous of him?”

The Emperor’s frown deepens at the question. “When she yet lived, no. My wife was not
jealous of my friendship with Regula. Quite the contrary. She was glad he was there to keep
me from over-extending myself. But she is long gone, now.”

“Oh.” She does not bother mumbling any consolations. The Emperor does not strike her as a
man who is in need of such things.

They stop at the door to her cell. Varis considers it for a moment.

“Well, then.” The tone of his voice has shifted--he is trying to sound intimidating. “Warrior of
Light, should you continue to be a thorn in my side, I very well may have to pass you off to
my heir. He should get some entertainment out of you before he cuts your head off.”

That was a strange threat, she thinks. She tries to recall who the Emperor’s son and heir
might be, but no news of him has reached her sphere of influence. “Your son, how old is he?”

Varis’ lined brow furrows further, and she is briefly amused by the fact that he doesn’t know
offhand. “He had his twenty-sixth nameday not that long ago. Why do you ask?”

“Just curious.” The prince is close to her in age. “I do not believe that I’ve heard of him
before.”

The Emperor sighs very faintly as he keys the door to open. “Consider yourself to be lucky.”

When the door slides open, she is surprised to see her pack resting on the bed next to her
gear, and her weapons stowed neatly on the floor nearby. She can feel his gaze on the top of
her head.

“The Gration is currently idling in the Sea of Clouds,” he says. “You should be able to safely
teleport to any of the aetherytes in the vicinity.”

She murmurs her thanks as she steps into the cell. He lingers in the open doorway, filling the
space completely.

“Wait,” he says. “I need your name. For the prisoner logs. Regula insists upon setting a good
example to the men.” The strained sincerity in his voice piques her curiosity.



“Oh.” He is watching her intently when she turns to face him. “Is ‘Warrior of Light’ not
enough for the records?”

“That is merely your title. Not your name.”

She considers the request, and then gives him her first name. He repeats it, and slowly
confirms the spelling.

“That will be sufficient,” Varis says. “Thank you for your cooperation, Warrior. You have
been a model prisoner.” The slightly coy turn to his voice gives her pause.

“I assume you would prefer that I don’t destroy anything on the way out.”

He nods. “If you would be so kind.”

She opens her pack and does a quick check of its inventory. Everything looks to be in place,
if not a bit jostled, and it does not seem that any of the Imperials have gone through her
belongings.

“One more thing, before you go.” The Emperor’s gloved hand extends. Curious, she rights
herself and returns to the door. When she holds out her hand, he deposits a small black
enameled piece of metal into her palm. It looks like a linkpearl, she thinks.

“What is this for?”

“A communications device. We removed a similar item from your person upon your
capture.” He points briefly toward her pack. “It should be in your effects.” The Emperor cups
her hand between his own, again making her feel small. “I want you to keep this. We will be
in the area, as you well know. Should you be in need of assistance, you can use this to contact
the Gration.”

She frowns. “Why? Does it have a tracking device in it or something?”

“A limited one,” he admits. “Only good for a quarter malm range. We use it for coordinating
troop movements.”

“Why give it to me?”

Varis’ lips pull into a careful smile. “Because, I know a potential ally when I meet her, and I
would offer her what assistance I can.” He closes her fingers around the linkpearl. “Of
course, you do not have to use it, or even keep it. But, I would give it to you, all the same.”

Part of the Warrior is insulted that her enemy would be so bold as to assume she might call
for his aid, but another part is touched by the intended sentiment.

“Thank you, Varis. Let us hope that I don’t need to make use of this.”

Varis nods. “Good. I will be leaving now. I have business to attend to for the day, so I will not
be able to stop a prisoner should she attempt an escape.” He releases her hand, and steps
away. “Safe travels, Warrior of Light.” He smiles. “Until we meet again.”





Chapter 2

When she is rejoined with the Scions, she is overglad to find that Alphinaud is unharmed. He
and the others are similarly joyful for her return. Lucia is contrite--she had arrived in time to
prevent the execution of the beastmen, but too late to prevent the Warrior of Light’s capture.
When the Warrior tells them that the Emperor let her freely go, they are puzzled. She should
be more valuable to them as a prisoner, if for no reason other than to hold her potential
execution over the Scions’ heads in order to gain their cooperation.

It is not long before she realizes why Emperor Varis let her go so readily. The Emperor, in his
cunning, knew that she needed to return to her allies so that they might handle the problem
with the primal Bismarck. And the Warrior does. She takes care of the great beast, acquires
the lost key, and opens the way to Azys Lla. A brutally efficient plan, on the Empire's part.
The sacrifice of Shiva would not have figured into their designs, and why would it have?
Even with the Gration stopped dead with its engines frozen, their plans would have
continued apace.

The Warrior stands on the metal walkways of Azys Lla while Cid surveys the Enterprise. The
Gration looms in the distance, and she wonders if the Emperor was even present for the
engagement. She doubts he was--it would have been foolish for him to have ventured into
such dangerous, unknown territory when he had a trusted legatus to do that for him. Still, she
stares at the distant dreadnought and wonders. It is easier for her to do this than to dwell on
the loss of another ally. Another friend dead so that she might continue forward on her path.
She stands and stares and feels uncomfortably helpless.

Her right hand is tucked into a pocket on her hip, and she has palmed the black linkpearl. She
has carried it with her since the Emperor pressed it into her hand. It had been a trap, of
course. That had to have been how the Gration hounded them so easily. Her fingers close
around the device, and she contemplates hurling it into the abyss.

Alphinaud calls to her, his young voice trembling, barely able to contain his sorrow at losing
two friends in such short order. She pulls her hand from her pocket and goes to comfort the
boy before they continue on their journey.

 

For a time Azys Lla is left behind by she and the Scions. When a new primal threat arises,
they return. The Empire is still there, a few small craft patrolling the area before going back
to the unmoving form of the Gration. What follows is a rather fraught week or more of cat
and mouse, trying to keep the Imperials from getting to the primals before they do. There is
not one but three of the ridiculously powerful beasts to deal with this time, each more
dangerous than the previous. 

She is on a patrol of the area while Unukalhai and Krile and the others study their findings
regarding the second primal. The Imperials are scarce today, possibly in reaction to her
resounding defeat of the latest primal.



“Who goes there?” A voice barks from an above walkway.

Well, mostly scarce. She stops, hand going to her weapon.

“Identify yourself!”

She looks up at the Garlean and feels a pang of recognition. It is the cheerful legatus from the
Gration. Regula, the Emperor’s best friend. She curses under her breath. Why does it have to
be him? Why is he still here? Her fingers twitch near the grip of her weapon.

“Ah, it’s you,” Regula says, voice slightly modulated by his helmet. “I suppose if the Scions
of the Seventh Dawn are still nosing about, then I should have expected to find the Warrior of
Light as well.” He still sounds vaguely cheerful. “His Radiance will be glad to know that you
look well.”

“I--what? Why would Varis ask about me?”

The legatus returns his gunblade to his back. “I do believe he still harbors aspirations to gain
the Warrior of Light as an ally. Though, it is not my place to say for certain.”

She looks over her shoulder, not wanting one of her allies to interrupt their conversation.
They mean well, yes, but she wants information. Regula’s posture has relaxed slightly when
she looks to him again. “You speak as his faithful legatus. But tell me, Regula, what would
you say as his friend?”

The Garlean’s form jerks with surprise. “I--” He shakes his head. “I would speak much the
same. That is just how we are.” She thinks the legatus sounds like he is smiling under his
helmet. “Does that answer disappoint you?”

“No. During our… last encounter, he did not entirely strike me as the sort of man who has the
first idea of how to relax from formalities.”

Regula chuckles. “A man of his family and status is rarely afforded that luxury.” He hums a
soft tune. “But, I do try when I get the chance.”

“I see.” She smiles. “Are good men like you a rare commodity in Garlemald?”

He flusters and half turns his head to the side. “No. I can think of another.”

She watches as he looks away from her, doing a quick survey of their surroundings. The
Warrior lets him finish, not wanting to interrupt his duty. 

“Is he well?”

“Hm?” Regula’s head pivots to face her. “Why do you ask?”

The Warrior shrugs. “You said he held interest in how I fare. It would make sense if I were
permitted to ask in kind.”



“Oh. Yes.” He shrugs his narrow shoulders. “The Emperor was in good health last I saw him.
And he gave no indication of problems in his most recent missives.”

She tsks and shakes her head. “So literal.”

Regula stares down at her for a long moment. “I should go soon. But, here. He wanted you to
have this.” The legatus roots around in a pocket and pulls out something. “Catch.”

He tosses the object down to her, and she grabs it easily out of the air. Curious, she opens her
palm. It is a small dark grey stone shaped like a flattened egg, weighty despite its small size.
She turns it over, and finds three words carved into the back. 

“Lux in obumbratio,” she reads. “Light in the shadows?”

Regula’s voice floats down to her.  “You know High Garlean? That is a surprise. Most in
Garlemald don’t even speak it anymore.” 

She looks up to him. “Oh. No, I don’t, but my Echo translated it for me. What does it mean?”

“I’m not permitted to tell you,” the legatus says. “Keep a hold on that, and give it to Varis
whenever you see him again. He will tell you what it means.”

“I will. Thank you, Regula.”

“Take care, Warrior of Light.” He lets out a sigh that is nearly muffled by his mask. “We shall
see each other again soon, I am certain.”

 

The final time the Warrior meets with the legatus, he is struck dead by the primal.

 

Regula’s body stills on the ground, and panic wells up inside the Warrior. She has seen this
before, seen the noble sacrifice, the jagged glowing wound, heard the mournful last words for
a friend being left behind. She sees Regula and thinks of the Knight and wants to scream.

The Warrior says nothing, breathes hard through her nose, and only looks away when
Y'shtola calls for her. The third primal must still be stopped, must be slain. The sacrifices of
the legatus and his men, be they their enemies, must not have been in vain. The Warrior grabs
her weapon and focuses the panic into something more useful.

 

When the primal has been felled, she turns her back to her allies and activates the black
linkpearl. She rushes to where the Garleans are still gathered.

“Hello? Please, come in. The legatus--Regula--he has been slain!” She fights back at the
panic in her voice but fails to keep it contained. Now that the battle is ended there is nothing
to hold it back. There is a crackle of static. “The primal--the eikon, it killed him!”



A male voice crackles over the line. “Who is speaking? Identify yourself!”

She says her name, then adds: “The Warrior of Light. I was there. I saw it happen.”

Her words are followed by dead air. She sees several of the legatus’ men crowded around his
body. One of them has their fingers to their ear. They look in her direction and nod.

There is another crackle from the linkpearl, then further minutes of silence. The men are still
watching her, and she feels increasingly ill at ease.

Then, after silence: “Understood. Warrior of Light, it is requested that you peacefully
surrender and accompany our men back to the Gration.”

“What? Surrender? Who would request such a thing.”

Another pause, then: “Emperor Varis, miss. He wishes to speak with you in person.”

 

On board the disabled Gration, she is greeted by the current second in command. The officer
is a statue of a woman, with snow white hair and a third eye pale as moonstone. 

“Thank you for coming without a fight,” the officer says, looking steadily down at her. “We
have already lost too many men today.”

The Warrior shakes her head, feeling fatigue creeping into her bones after the battle with the
primal and its thralls. She clutches her pack to her chest, belatedly realizing that she has left
her weapons behind. “You’re fortunate I don’t have a lot of fight left in me right now.”

The officer nods. “A transport carrier will be here soon to take the legatus home. Emperor
Varis requests that you accompany them.”

“Me?” She does not understand why. She barely knows either of the men. The officer nods.

“Not as a prisoner,” the woman says in a careful tone. “Unless you make yourself one.”

This she can understand. During her first interaction with the Emperor, he had been quite
lenient with her behavior as long as she did not cause him any trouble.

“I understand,” she says. “Is there anywhere I can freshen up?” She gestures at her armor,
which has become grimed with blood and sweat and a bit of monstrous gore. The officer
considers her, and makes a surprisingly sympathetic noise.

“Ah, yes, of course. I will see what civilian clothing I can find for you in storage. We don’t
need to present you to His Radiance looking a mess, now do we?”

“Thank you.”

“I will show you to where you can wait in private until the transport arrives. Not everyone
here will be amenable to your presence.”



The Warrior says nothing. She is fully aware of the damages she has done to the Empire,
hells, the damages done to those serving on this very vessel. She disables her linkpearl, stuffs
it into her pack, and follows the officer.

 

Not half a bell later the promised transport arrives. She is left alone in a small cell and given
a somewhat itchy blanket in case she feels the need to rest. The Warrior cannot sleep. Her
mind is too rattled to wind down. She peers out a viewport as the carrier speeds along, hoping
to distract her thoughts from what has just happened. The twisted skies of Azys Lla are left
behind, and soon the snowy Ishgardian countryside rolls past. They are cutting eastward, but
she is not certain where their exact destination lies.

“We’ll be stopping at Gyr Abania,” says the soldier that comes to check on her after a few
hours. “That is where His Radiance is currently located, dealing with some matter with the…
viceroy at Ala Mhigo.”

“Ah. I see, thank you.” It is a small relief to know that she will not be taken too far into
Imperial territory. She has almost no familiarity or knowledge of the lands east of Gridania,
and does not want to get lost in the wilds should she need to escape.

 

A man in full heavy armor stands near on a nearby catwalk and watches the Warrior as she
disembarks from the transport. She is not introduced to the man, and he says nothing to her,
but she can feel his gaze sharp at her back as the soldier leads her away. She is guided up a
long flight of stairs, and then down a maze of halls until the soldier stops at a doorway
flanked by two women in accented black armor.

“His Radiance is waiting for you here,” the soldier says, and then hurries away. The guards
do not address her, but she is certain she can feel their hidden gazes on her.

She stands in front of the door. For a moment she wonders what would happen if she just
walked out, but she reminds herself that she chose to contact the Gration, and she agreed to
come here.

She knocks on the door.

“Come in,” a voice growls from inside the room. She opens the door and slips inside before
quickly closing it behind her.

The room is a small, unused looking office. The Emperor stands before a window, his back to
her. He is minus his cape and pauldrons--those are draped over the back of the desk chair, and
his crown rests on the desk itself. Varis turns away from the window, and the afternoon light
casts heavy shadows on his face.

He says her name, and takes a step closer. “It is true, then?” The Emperor’s voice is strained.
She nods.



“I’m sorry, Varis.”

He sags visibly, as though his body has forgotten how to support its own weight. Without
thinking, she crosses the room to where he stands. His gauntlets press into her as he grabs her
and squeezes her against his left side. His head bows, face burying in her hair, and he sags
further, as though the strength of his enemy is the only thing keeping him upright in that
moment.

“Tell me what happened. The reports will lie to diminish my anger.”

So she does, telling him of the hunt for the final member of the Warring Triad, of the uneasy
cooperation between the legatus and the Scions. Of how Regula van Hydrus perished
defending one of her own. He is quiet through the whole story, and remains so once it has
finished.

She whispers: “He did not wish for death. It simply came for him, and he accepted it when it
did.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Because, during a previous encounter he… He said that he did not want to die in a pointless
spat over honor, as he could not continue to serve you were he to be dead.”

“Ah.” Varis’ voice strains. “The fool.”

The Warrior remembers one of her meetings with the late legatus, and retrieves the small
grey stone from a pocket in her trousers.

“Here. During one of our conversations, the legatus gave me this when I asked of you. He
said that I should give it to you, and you would tell me what it means.”

Varis tentatively takes the stone. His eyes widen before his face crumples. “Oh, Regula.”
Now his eyes take on the glossy sheen of unshed tears. His voice strains further. “You duty
bound fool.”

She watches him, feeling as though she is intruding upon his suffering. “Varis?”

“Thank you,” the Emperor grunts out. “You did not have to come to me, but you did. You
very well could have disregarded my summons, and stayed with your allies. Any man would
have been thusly inclined.”

She hesitates. “I could have, yes. But, I chose not to.” She reaches up and gives his shoulder
a squeeze. She offers the man an excuse for his poor posture that has nothing to do with his
sorrow. “I’m glad that I did, though. Your back is clearly hurting you.”

Varis snorts softly. “Yes, I suppose that it is.”

“Maybe you should sit for a few minutes. It’s alright. I’m the only one here to see, and who
would believe the word of a savage?”



“‘Tis true,” he murmurs, turning the dark stone in his fingers. “Thank you for bringing me
this, Warrior.” Varis hums softly, an echo of the tune she heard escape the legatus days
before. “This was our [trust stone]. He was… Regula was… vouching for your character.”
He sighs, and it is a lost and regretful sound. “As though I needed to be told that the Warrior
of Light was a good person.”

“I… why would he have me pass this on to you?”

“Ah, well. Regula knew that I desire you as an ally. A ruler needs all the trustworthy
associates that he can find. By giving the stone to you, and you delivering it to me, it
establishes a line of trust.” The Emperor frowns. “We’d never successfully used it before.
Most of the time we had to retrieve the stone from a traitor’s corpse.”

“I’ve never heard of that before.”

“It was an old tradition in parts of Ilsabard.” Varis looks at the stone for a moment longer, and
then tucks it away in a pocket. “Come, Warrior. I think I need to rest for a few minutes.”

He shows her how to carefully remove his breastplate, and then sets it down on the stone
floor. His gauntlets follow before he sits at the desk. The Warrior does not protest when he
pulls her into his lap. The Emperor wraps his thick arms around her, and rests his chin on the
top of her head. As he settles his weight against hers, she can half imagine the scolding she
will get from the Scions for putting herself in this position. They will say that the Emperor is
a monster, a villain, and their mortal enemy. And while this she knows to be true, she cannot
help but also see him as a man who has just lost his closest friend, the person who had stood
fast at his side and supported his ambitions for decades. Were Varis any man of Eorzea, the
Scions would be more than happy for the Warrior of Light to spend some of her valuable time
comforting the woes of a stranger.

So she lets him hug her and hold her like a child might clutch at their favorite doll. After a
few minutes, he sighs deeply, and she can feel the vibration against her back.

“Distract me, Warrior of Light,” he says. There is a soft plea to his voice. “Tell me a tale of
your adventures.”

This gives her pause, as Ser Aymeric is also fond of using her stories as means to distract
himself from his own troubles. She does not know if she is merely an engaging storyteller, or
if men in power are prone to bouts of escapism.

She tells him of her involvement in the recent conclusion of the Dragonsong War, and of the
demise of the great wyrm Nidhogg. The story takes a long time, and when she has finished
telling it the sky outside the window has grown dark and her voice is getting stuck in her dry
throat. Varis is silent when she ceases speaking, and for a moment she thinks he has fallen
asleep on her.

Then he murmurs: “An impressive tale. You gave much for their cause. And what did you
gain in return? What reward, what status did the people of Ishgard see fitting to bestow upon
the Warrior of Light?”



Her throat is tight, so she whispers: “I don’t know what you mean.”

There is a knock on the door. The Emperor sits up and clears his throat, but does not push her
from his lap.

“Come in,” he calls. The door creaks open. One of his guards salutes after pushing the door
open far enough to see him in the dim lighting. The other guard stands behind the first, and
also salutes.

“Your Radiance,” the first guard says. “Is everything alright? You missed the call for the
evening meal.”

“So I did,” Varis says, keeping his voice steady. “I am fine. I was simply discussing the day’s
unfortunate events with the Warrior of Light. I will take my meal here. Have a pitcher of
water brought along with coffee and my usual. Then inform the leader of the ground crew to
have my vessel ready to depart for home two bells before dawn. Once that has been
completed, you and Annia are free to retire until three bells.”

The guard salutes him. “As you command, my Lord. Is there aught else?”

Varis makes a thoughtful noise, and the Warrior can feel his gaze on the back of her head. “A
blanket. The nights are cold here in the desert.”

“Yes, sir.”

 

A few minutes pass before there is another knock on the door. One of the palace servants
delivers the Emperor’s requested items. The Warrior does not wait for permission before she
greedily fills a stoneware cup with water and gulps it down. With her throat soothed, she
takes the time to observe the Emperor’s meager repast. Varis’ ‘usual’ is little more than
several slices of buttered toast, three sweet pastries, and a small bowl of some sort of thick
vegetable soup.

“That explains why you’re so big on breakfast,” she murmurs in observation. The Emperor
grunts softly, chewing at one of the pieces of toast.

“I don’t like to eat heavily when flying back into Garlemald. Too much turbulence, on any
given day.”

The Warrior nearly thanks him for the information, but realizes that she does not know if she
will even be accompanying the Emperor further east in the morning. She pours herself more
water.

Varis offers her some of his food. She nearly declines it--the rough battles of her day have left
her too weary to think about eating much--but she decides to be polite and accepts one of the
pieces of toast.

She asks, curious: “Was the viceroy expecting you to dine with him?”



“I do not think that he was. At the least, he was probably relieved that I did not show up for
the meal.” Varis takes a sip of coffee. “The boy eats like a bird anyway. I don’t know why
they would insist on wasting so much food.”

“The boy?” She wipes at her mouth with the back of her hand. “Who is the viceroy?”

The Emperor frowns into his mug, less than pleased with her question. “He is the lord legatus
of the Twelfth Imperial Legion, which rules over Ala Mhigo and other areas.” He indelicately
shoves another piece of toast into his mouth. “Zenos yae Galvus.”

For a moment she just watches him chew, until her mind makes sense of the order and
complexity of his words. “Zenos?”

“My son and heir,” Varis says, brows low over his eyes.

“If I may be so bold as to say, you don’t sound entirely pleased by that fact.”

The Emperor just sighs, and she decides to let the subject drop.

The Warrior finishes her toast and another cup of water, and watches him methodically work
through his food. She reaches and combs her fingers through his hair. He says nothing, still
eating, but marginally tips his head into the touch. 

“Aren’t you tired, Varis?”

“Yes,” he says. “Hence the coffee.”

The Warrior is tired. She has watched a good man die and then slain a monstrous primal.
Whatever adrenaline has been fueling her has long since faded, and she would like for little
more than to close her eyes and not open them again until the sun has returned to the sky. She
wants to bury her face in the coarse emperor’s soft hair and just let another bad day
disappear.

“You aren’t going to sleep?” she asks. Varis shakes his head.

“No. I will attempt to rest on the flight back to Garlemald. Preparations for a state funeral
will have to begin when I get there.”

“Oh. I see.” She feels a bit foolish telling the man: “I’m tired.”

“You have had a strenuous day,” he says. “You may rest. I will be quiet.”

She realizes, as a heavy hand comes to rest on her hip, that he means for her to sleep on him,
as though we were some sort of sentient armchair. “Oh. Well, I know it’s crude of me to ask,
but do you know where a water closet is in this place?”

Varis chuckles softly and points at the door. “Down the hall on the right. I believe the fourth
door. There is a sign.”

“Thank you.”



When she returns, the dishes from dinner have been cleared away. All that remains now is the
coffee. Varis is standing, and she sees that he is minus more of his armor, the greaves and belt
now being part of the pile on the floor. She wonders idly if that is for her comfort or his own.
Even shed of his shell of gleaming black and gold, the Emperor is still a very large and
imposing man. He does not seem to be actively trying to achieve this, he simply is. Many of
the pure-blooded Garleans that she has seen in the past were very tall, but their new ruler
easily stands a head or more taller than any of them.

“What are you thinking?” he asks, voice soft.

“Oh, you’re just… Very tall. I wasn’t going to say anything. I’m quite sure you’re fully aware
of your dimensions and grew tired of being reminded of them decades ago.”

The Emperor chuckles softly, a small smile turning up the thin line of his mouth. “You are
indeed an observant and well-intended person, Warrior. How that good part of you survives
in your business is a curiosity.”

She yawns and stretches her arms over her head. “Keep a song in your heart and a knife in
your boot.”

His eyes flick briefly down to her boots, and he chuckles again. “Come, Warrior. Get some
rest.”

She settles back on his thighs and turns sideways as to not block his right arm’s range of
motion. He unfolds the blanket and drapes it over her. Then his left arm curls around her
middle and tucks her against his chest. The Emperor radiates heat like a forge, and combined
with the blanket she quickly grows drowsy.

“Thank you,” she murmurs. He makes a faint, agreeable noise in his throat, but says nothing.

The Warrior of Light wonders what the Scions are doing, if they have grown frantic in her
seeming capture and disappearance. She will have to get back into contact with them in the
morrow.

She wonders if the Emperor will demand for her to accompany him when it is two bells until
dawn.

 



Chapter 3

It is still dark when she is roused from her fitful sleep. The bulk of the Emperor shifts
underneath her. His arm is still loose against her back, but she can hear him murmuring to
her. The soft sound of his low voice growling her name is enough to make her body tingle.

“...it is time to wake.”

She opens her eyes and briefly struggles to remember how to move. Her body does not want
to, it protests with stiffness and demands to remain firmly ensconced against the Emperor’s
form. But Varis shifts his weight again and moves his arm to give her backside a delicate
nudge.

“Come, Warrior. I must get up, and so must you.”

She groans, reluctantly shifting her weight away from his. “What time is it?”

“Half to the third bell before dawn,” comes the answer. “I must prepare myself.”

“You told your bodyguards three bells.”

“Yes, but I would like a few minutes to myself.” He pats her hip and she slides off his lap.
“Surely you must understand.”

“I… yes. Sometimes it’s nice to be alone for a little while.” She gestures at the door. “I can
leave?”

“That will not be necessary.” Varis rises from the chair with a grunt. “You may sit. I will
return shortly.”

The Warrior watches him depart in the direction of the bathroom. She sits in the wooden desk
chair, which still radiates a bit of leftover heat from its occupants. She shivers and wraps the
blanket around herself, and waits for him.

When Varis returns, his step is less stiff. She wonders if his legs fell asleep from her sitting in
his lap all evening.

The Emperor sets about returning his armor to his person. “I need to ask you a question,
Warrior.”

She yawns, comfortable in her blanket cocoon. “Oh? What is it, Varis?”

“Come with me to the capital.”

She blinks and is unable to suppress the confused frown. “That isn’t a question. That’s an
order.”



He pauses in smoothing down the front of his tabard. “Ah. ‘Tis true. What I meant was that I
am offering you an invitation to come to the palace with me.”

“Why?”

“Because,” he says, tone a bit gruff. “I wish you to accompany me.”

“Why?” she asks again, and he lets out a frustrated hiss between his teeth.

“Because, you--you have given me comfort, and I would ask you to continue. For today, at
the least.”

It strikes her as sad--that the leader of a whole empire would be so alone. Doubly so now,
with the loss of the man who struck the Warrior as his only true confidant. She wonders, in
this sort of situation, how long it takes for a ruler to sour to the ruled, how long it takes for
them to become a terror to their own people.

Still, she hesitates. “What if I do not wish to accompany you?” She is already needed as the
hero of Eorzea, surely she cannot be expected to be a champion for their enemy, too.

The Emperor’s mouth sets in a frown. “I would not be surprised. And I would not force you. I
can arrange for transportation to safely take you back to the border of Gyr Abania. Though
you are here as my guest, I cannot so easily guarantee any neutrality on the part of those
stationed here should you choose to go alone.”

“That is kind of you, Varis.” She unwinds from the blanket, and shivers at the chill in the
night air. “Might I have a few minutes to think on the matter?”

He nods. “You have until my bodyguards arrive.”

“Thank you.” The Warrior toes over to where she left her pack by the door. She searches
through the pockets until she finds a small wooden comb. Varis is making a show of
inspecting his armor before returning it to his body, but she can feel his gaze on her as she
leans against the desk and combs through her sleep-tousled hair. “You know, it’s strange,
when I think about it.”

“Hm?”

“When I first was approached by the Scions, to help them with the threat from the primals,
they quite prided themselves on being a neutral party between the different city states. But
eventually they put that aside in favor of supporting the Eorzean Alliance.”

“And no neutrality against Garlemald, of course.” 

“Your forces had already been attacking Eorzea for years. To be passive against them would
be tantamount to being complicit in the destruction of our own lands.”

“Perhaps.”

“And, your soldiers attacked the Scions directly.”



The Emperor grunts softly and turns his face away. “It is a matter of war, Warrior of Light.
You know that.”

“True.” She turns the comb in her fingers. “I only really attacked Imperial forces because I
had been ordered to. Much as your own soldiers could say the same in reverse.”

The buckles on his belt click noisily in the quiet air. “What would you have done, had you
not been ordered?”

She snorts softly. “Are you kidding? I had just started out as an adventurer. I was absolutely
clueless about almost everything in Eorzea.” The Warrior shrugs after a pause. “I likely
would have run off.”

“Very brave, coming from the hero of Eorzea.”

“I was a young woman armed with what amounted to a pointy stick and some magic. Against
armed infantry and gigantic machina.” She watches him reattach his pauldrons and cape to
his mess of armor. “But for the blessing of Hydaelyn, I would have been dead years ago.”

He chuckles softly. “So, the stories I have heard of your combat prowess are exaggerated?”

“Everything gets exaggerated after a few retellings,” she says. “But, no, I am a much better
combatant now than I was when I started out.”

The Emperor throws a glance to her pack. “So good that you do not require any armaments?”

She flusters and waves the comb at him. “I might have left them in my earlier haste. I’m sure
the Scions picked up my weapons.”

“From what I saw previously, they looked to be of expensive make.”

“Yes, well. The weapons help keep me alive. So I benefit from having the best I can afford.”

“Wise words.” The breastplate returns to its usual place. “How did you become involved with
the Scions of the Seventh Dawn? I would have thought one of the Grand Companies would
have snatched up a halfway competent soldier first.”

“Oh, that’s… that’s a story.” She shakes her head. “In simplest terms, the Scions were really
initially interested in gaining my aid because of my Echo. With the Echo, I can fight a primal
without concern of being tempered. Of course, I have to not be mauled to death, too, but
fortunately I… very quickly got better at fighting.”

“Because of your Gift.”

“So it would seem.” She nods and stifles a yawn. “It's too early for such talk, Varis. Don’t
you think so?”

“Perhaps.” He turns and looks down at his crown, still resting on the desk. She looks up at
him.



“Unless you’re trying to distract yourself?”

His lips pinch into a frown. “Are you not supposed to be deciding on your course this
morning?”

“I am.” She extends her reach with the comb and taps him lightly on the nose. “If I choose to
come with you to Garlemald, do you plan on holding me hostage there? I’d rather not
become a prisoner again if I could help it.”

His hawkish gaze tries to focus on the comb but fails. The Emperor grouses softly and moves
to push her hand away, but checks the motion when his fingers touch her wrist. “I am asking
you to come to Garlemald as my guest. Nothing more. As long as you behave while in
Garlean territory, nothing will be added to your extensive list of offenses, and there will be no
reason to put you in chains.”

“Then, I can leave when I wish?”

“Weather permitting, yes. There is a lack of functioning aetherytes in our territory, so you
would have to be transported closer to Eorzea.”

“So much trouble, just for me.”

His fingers curl lightly around her wrist. “Why do you diminish your worth so readily?”

The Warrior licks her lips. “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m just an adventurer who has
gotten in over her head, and you are the leader of an entire empire.”

He shakes his head. “It is disheartening to see someone of such value dismiss herself so
easily. I would rather have a whole legion of soldiers as brave and talented as you, then all
the magitek that my grandsire has left behind.”

She blushes and pulls her hand away, hurrying over to the relative safety of her pack. “You
don’t--you don’t have to lower yourself to base flattery, Emperor. I was going to accompany
you anyways.”

Varis blinks, and his brows lift slightly in unison. “You were?”

The Warrior nods as she tucks the comb back into her bag. “I was. I’m admittedly somewhat
curious as to what Garlemald looks like, aside from just ‘frozen wasteland’. There’s no harm
in a little sight-seeing, right? I can just… pretend I’m doing recon for the Scions.”

The frown departs from the lines it has permanently etched into his face, and is replaced by a
reserved smile. “You may call it what you like, Warrior.”

 

Two bells later, and the Warrior of Light is aboard another transport vessel, similar to the one
that first brought her to Ala Mhigo. The aircraft speeds on a northeasterly course, and she
tries to not let a small prick of doubt cut a track of worry into her mind. She wonders what
she is getting herself into.



She has no way of knowing.

The Emperor made a point of not watching the legatus’ body being loaded onto the new
vessel. Now he is secreted away in a private compartment on the ship, away from the prying
eyes of the crew. She stands in the closed doorway and watches him remove his crown and
breastplate before flopping heavily on the bed that takes up most of the small room.

“Hardly fitting quarters for an emperor,” she notes. He grunts softly, an arm thrown over his
head.

“You should see the bunks the crew has to share,” he says. His voice is low, weary, worn as
though he has been crying. She knows he hasn’t, but hears it in his tone all the same. For a
long moment he is silent, and then he murmurs her name. “I am going to rest for a bit. You
may stand there if you would like, or you can join me. Either way, I would appreciate it if
you hit that button by your left shoulder to lower the lights.”

“Oh. Yes.” She presses the button as requested, and the lights drop to near total darkness. It
takes a minute for her eyes to adjust to the dim blue glow that is emitted by a series of small
lights lining the center of the floor.

She removes her boots and sets them next to her pack, and then carefully toes through the
darkness to the bed. The Emperor takes up most of the space on the military issued bunk, but
when she touches the fabric above his right knee he subtly shifts his weight closer to the wall.
With a murmur of thanks she settles down next to him. The mattress is hard, and she idly
thinks that he was a more comfortable place to sleep.

There is a faint clink of armor as the arm cast over his head moves to encircle her. He draws
her in closer, and she rests her cheek against the soft cloth of his tabard. His heart is
pounding.

“It’s alright,” she whispers. Varis lets out a long, shaking breath.

 

She awakes some time later in the near dark. The airship is shaking steadily around her, and
she dimly remembers Varis saying something about turbulence. The Warrior presses herself
closer to the man, his bulk still and reassuring. He sleeps quietly, face placid aside from a
pinch between his brows that is not there during his waking hours. She wonders what he
might dream of--the death of his friend? The long ago passing of his wife? His troublesome
son? She has no way of knowing what occupies his dreams, and is not keen on bothering him
to find out. Dreams are private unless they are chosen to be shared, she thinks.

The Warrior dozes, but does not entirely return to slumber. She has rested enough since
nightfall for her body to refuse incapacitation, and so she drifts on the edge of a dream.
Eventually the rumble of the turbulence slacks off, and she becomes aware of the Emperor’s
breath warm on the nape of her neck.

“Did you get any sleep?” she wonders aloud. Varis grunts softly, pressing closer to her, nose
bumping against her neck. His arm squeezes at her, nearly enough to be painful, but stopping



before she lets out a noise of discomfort.

“I’m not awake,” the Emperor murmurs against her skin. “This is just a dream.”

“Oh.” She shifts her weight and curls her arm over her shoulder, pressing her fingertips to his
cheek. “So, you did get sleep, then.”

“Enough for now.” His weight shifts along the length of the uncomfortable bed. “Enough to
get through the day.”

“I’m sure they’ll have plenty of coffee ready for you,” she says softly.

“Mm-hmm.” He exhales through his nose, and it tickles at her skin. His head tilts against her
hand, and she feels the scrape of stubble along his jaw. 

“You need to shave.”

“You need to shave,” he echoes with sleepy childishness, and she laughs. Varis sighs. “You
are not going to let me go back to sleep, are you?”

“I could, if you asked me to.” She returns her hand to where it had been tucked against his
arm. “How much longer do we have?”

“How should I know?” he grumbles. His arm uncurls from around her middle, and his hand
grips the side of the bed as he pushes his bulk into a seated position. She shivers at the loss of
his warmth. The Warrior snuggles against his side as Varis fishes what looks like a pocket
watch from inside his armor. He pops the lid open, and she is quietly fascinated by the soft
blue glow of the numbers that appear on the stark white face of the watch.

“Is that magitek?” she whispers.

“Mm? Yes, it is.” He angles the watch so she can see the numbers. “The sun will be up in the
capital by now. Assuming the weather hasn’t delayed our travel pattern, we should reach the
palace in about an hour.” He clicks the watch closed and returns it to his pocket. Varis looks
down at her. “Are you cold?”

“A bit, yes.” She tucks her hands against the leather of his under armor. “You aren’t?”

“I am acclimated.” Varis makes a thoughtful noise. “I will have to find something for you to
cover up with when we arrive. Your face, as well.”

“My face?” She thinks. “Oh. Right. You probably don’t want everyone to know that you’re
sneaking the Warrior of Light into the palace.”

The Emperor makes a noise of agreement. “It will be easier than dealing with the fuss my
detractors will cause.” His arm coils around her side again. “I am sure there is a cloak in
storage. We shall check after landing.”

“Alright.” She rests her head against his side. “What do we do until then?”



For a long moment Varis says nothing. Then: “I do not know. I am not good for small talk
when I am only half awake.”

“We don’t have to talk,” she says.

His hand twitches against her ribs. “I do not think now is--”

“I meant a walk.”

The Emperor blinks. “There is not really much to see.”

“Is there at least a viewport somewhere? I’m curious about the area we’re flying over.”

Varis’ eyes half close in thought. “Again: there is not much to view. Mostly snow. Rooftops.
Things like that.”

“Oh. I understand.” She reaches and twists a lock of his pale hair around her fingers. “I don’t
mind just waiting, then. Perhaps you should try to get a little more sleep.”

He grunts softly in agreement and settles back down on the hard mattress. The Warrior lets
him hold her to his chest. She lies in the dark, wide awake, and listens to the Emperor’s
breathing even out as he drifts back off to sleep.

She wonders why she feels safe in her enemy’s arms.

 

There is a moderate amount of pomp and fanfare when the Emperor disembarks from the
transport carrier. The Warrior supposes that he was not gone long enough for more of a fuss
to be made over his return. Again Varis does not stop to look at the long black box when it is
unloaded. His face pinches in displeasure as he hurries down through the loading docks,
boots clanging loudly with each step. She grips her pack in her arms and trails behind, not
quite able to keep up with the man in his unhappy haste. She is grateful for the heavy cloak
that one of the crew found for her in a storage locker. It is made of some soft fur she does not
recognize that is dyed a deep, blood-soaked red. The Warrior keeps the hood of the cloak
over her face as she tries to keep pace between the Emperor and his bodyguards. 

She only manages to catch up when the Emperor stops to speak with a few soldiers. They are
asking about the legatus. She cannot see his face, but can tell from how tense his voice is that
he wants the conversation to be over. She understands--the centurion who thinks he has the
Emperor’s ear does not.

“The Consul has allotted the required time for services--”

Varis raises a hand. “Good. I will address the matter after the mid-day bells.”

“Y-yes, Your Radiance. As you say.” The centurion sounds a bit put off through his helmet,
but politely salutes and steps out of the Emperor’s way. When he reaches a lift at the end of a
long echoing hallway, he only waits long enough to the Warrior to step on before hitting a
button. The doors clang shut, and for a moment there is only the soft rattling of the lift and



his heavy sigh. She peeks from under the edge of the cloak. Varis is frowning, staring hard at
the closed doors. She wants to ask him a question--how is he feeling--but she knows that is a
pointless gesture. She can tell how he is feeling without any words. Alone in the lift, the
Emperor allows himself a brief moment of respite, and the frown and pinched brows tell her
more than any grumbled words possibly could.

Instead, she reaches and presses her fingertips lightly to his armored forearm. Varis jerks, as
though he has forgotten her presence, but then exhales softly.

“Just stay with me,” he says as the lift comes to a stop. There is a pleasant mechanical chime.
She nods, removing her hand and adjusting her cloak as she follows the Emperor out of the
lift and into the palace proper. She hears one of the guards greet him, but Varis just grunts
softly and strides down the hall.

The Warrior minds her hood as she follows him and carefully takes in their surroundings.
They are heading down a long corridor, with high ceilings that seem oversized even for the
giant Garlean hurrying through them. Everything is dark--the ornately carved wooden wall
panels are painted black, as are the columns, the stairs and their railings. The floors are tiled
in various shades of gray. Everything is trimmed in sparse, carefully allotted amounts of gold.
It comes off as austere rather than grim, as the hallways are well lit enough to stave off the
gloomy gray light that comes through the windows and skylights. And yet, even with the
light, the palace is clearly someone’s loving testimonial to the majesty of the dark.

The only real break in the somber color scheme is the red and gold carpet they are making
their way along. She is aware of the Emperor’s bodyguards catching up and following at a
respectable distance. The Warrior still does her best to keep up with him as he walks down
the quiet halls, as he does not seem to be in the more considerate mood that he had been in
during their first walk together.

Eventually they turn down another hallway, and the red carpet terminates in front of a lone
door. Varis stops, doesn’t move, and waits as one of his bodyguards retrieves a keycard and
press it to a black panel next to the door. The bodyguard disappears inside the room for a few
minutes. When she returns, she smartly salutes him.

“Everything is clear, Your Radiance,” she says. He nods and pushes the door open.

Holding it wide, he says: “After you, Warrior.”

She can feel the bodyguards stare at her as she enters the room. Varis closes the door and
locks it behind them.

The Warrior realizes that this is merely not a room they have stepped into, but the
antechamber for a suite of rooms that stem from doors along another stretch of hallway. All
the lights have already been activated by the bodyguard.

They are in the Emperor’s personal quarters.

“All this, just for you?” she says as she peers down the hallway. Varis makes a thoughtful
noise as he nimbly plucks the cloak from her shoulders and hangs it on a hook by the locked



door.

“What, were you expecting more?” He presses a hand to her shoulder blades and guides her
down the hall. “This is honestly more space than I need, but I was happy to move back into
this suite when I took the throne.”

She looks at the floor. It is covered in slats of dark wood and several lengths of a dark green
runner, trimmed with silver. It looks like something more at home in an Ishgardian nobles’
hunting lodge than here in the Imperial palace.

“Back into here?” she echoes, curious, as he pushes open a door. Beyond is a study, as
evidenced by the tall bookshelves and desk covered in a haphazard arrangement of papers
and several pairs of reading glasses. Everything is done in dark wood, trimmed with silver,
and the cloth accents are varying shades of forest green.

“These were my quarters when I was younger,” Varis says. He removes his crown and sets it
down on top of a pile of papers. “They’re as far from the throne room as I could manage.”

“I expected more red and gold.”

“Ah, well.” He coughs softly. “I redecorated to my own tastes.” The Emperor ducks his head
to look at one of the piles of paperwork on the desk.

She turns to look at the rest of the study. There is no fireplace, but instead a radiator in its
place that hums softly and glows faintly blue when it cycles on to warm the room in response
to their presence.

“The green is nice,” she offers. “Lively.”

“Ah… thank you.” Varis clears his throat. “I can show you the rest.”

She nods, and he leads her out into the hallway. There is a sitting room, similarly dressed,
though it has a too-clean, unused quality to it. Then an oversized bathing room that is larger
than the apartment she has rented back in Eorzea. They come to a stop in the doorway of the
Emperor’s bedroom.

“While you are my guest, you are more than welcome to take your repose here,” the Emperor
says. “Or I can have your own guest quarters arranged.”

“Here?” She glances toward the man. “But, these are your rooms, Varis.”

His tone is deadpan. “Yes, I am aware.”

“I don’t think it appropriate for you to… to…” She trails off uncertainly as he rests a heavy
hand at the small of her back. “To invite an enemy of your nation to share your bed with
you.” The bed is, to be fair, very large, and they likely could lie on opposite sides without
being able to meet hands in the middle.

The Emperor steps further into his room. A thoughtful noise drifts down to her. The Warrior
trails after him. She pushes back a heavy drape and tries to peer out one of the windows, but



the view is obscured by a combination of frosted glass and a layer of snow.

“Then I will give you a full pardon,” Varis says, as though this were the only obvious answer.
She jolts and steps away from him.

“What--You can’t just do that!”

“Of course I can. I am the Emperor. My word is law.” He holds his hand out to her. “You
would refuse my pardon?”

She frowns. “If you’re only giving it just to sleep with me again, then yes.”

He echoes her frown and looks at his hand. “You have shown me a sincere kindness, Warrior.
Even if it is only born from pity, I still believe that you did not do it to curry favor with me.
Was I wrong?”

She stares up at his face, at the openness of his expression. He doesn’t want to be wrong, she
thinks. He does not want her to be just another boot licker trying to get on the better side of
the throne.

“No. I really did feel bad for you, Varis. You showed your own kindness to me when… well,
not quite when we first met, since you had me arrested.” The Emperor grimaces and curls his
hand back against his chest. “You were… polite enough to ask me what troubled me after my
capture. And you did not mock my suffering over my loss.” She swallows. “Shouldn’t the
Warrior of Light be a good enough person to give the same courtesy in return?”

He speaks slowly, as though still trying to parse his thoughts in his mind. “So you were just
trying to address the balance.”

“No.” She shakes her head. “It wasn’t an active thought, okay? The legatus died and I just--I
lost my cool. So I used the linkpearl you gave me. And I went when Regula’s men said you
wanted to speak with me.”

“It was as I said in Ala Mhigo,” Varis murmurs. “I needed someone who would not try to
soften the blow for me.”

The Warrior leans toward him. “And what do you want from me now, Varis? What are you
trying to bribe with a pardon?”

His voice is low, but he does not hesitate in his reply. “Your company. I want for your
company, Warrior of Light.”

“Why me?”

The Emperor shakes his head, a faint color tinting his high cheeks. “Why not you?”

“Because, before my powers were given to me, I was absolutely nobody. You have always
been somebody, Varis. I can’t possibly do anything that would interest you.”

He purses his lips. “That is not for you to decide.”



“I don’t get any say in the matter?”

“In the matter of my own thoughts? No. Your ‘say’, as you put it, is in whether or not you
accept my offer. You can refuse and still stay.” He considers something and smirks. “Though,
I must say, I would enjoy imagining the impotent displeasure on the faces of the leaders of
the Eorzean Alliance when they realize I have done something they would not dream of--that
is, offering you my hand in forgiveness.”

“So, you do get something out of it.”

The smirk lingers as he shrugs. “I could write them a letter detailing how pleasurable you are
in bed, if you would prefer that manner of pettiness.”

She blushes and swats at his arm. “Don’t you dare!” He chuckles down at her. The Warrior
sighs. “So, what’s the catch, on the pardon?”

He blinks, mirth forgotten. “The catch? Ah, you mean the conditions. The legalese in
Garlemald always requires conditions.” The Emperor clears his throat. “For you, Warrior,
given the nature of your crimes against the state, your pardon would be invalidated were you
to return to violence against citizens of the state or its lands and properties.”

“So I would not be able to return to Eorzea.”

Varis flinches. “You would. But you would not be able to participate in any offenses against
Garlemald. Were you to do that, you would probably be eliminated by a sniper as soon as you
took the field. If you were lucky, at the least. If you were in Gyr Abania, you might be
unlucky and run into my son.”

“That sounds like a threat, Varis.”

His armor rattles as he shrugs. “I am simply warning you of all the conditions. You asked.”

She sighs. “I did, yes.”

The Emperor watches her silently, his expression one of apprehension.

“Might I have some time to consider your offer? In the meanwhile, as it is likely the safest
place for me here, I would gladly take my rest in your rooms tonight.”

“And after that?”

“No one knows tomorrow, Varis.”

 



Chapter 4

Several days pass after the Warrior of Light arrives at the Imperial Palace of Garlemald. She
has not left the Emperor’s quarters since her arrival, though she finds little reason to
complain. She is not used to having time to herself, to just relax and nap and flip through first
edition copies of books written in a language that she does not know but her Echo has no
trouble with. Varis spends much of his time out of his chambers, attending meetings and
showing his face in the throne room. The Warrior doesn’t really know what all of that entails,
but thinks it’s probably boring compared to going on an adventure out in the wilds, so she
doesn’t bother him about his work.

Varis does not give her any sort of orders to remain in his quarters. There was a light
suggestion of such a thing on the first afternoon, before he went to work on arrangements for
the funeral of the legatus. But, no orders, and when he returns to his quarters he seeks her out
and asks what she has been up to in his absence. His expression is always tense at first, but
relaxes after a few minutes of speaking with her. He returns once during the day usually,
around the mid-day bells, and takes his meals in his quarters so that she can join him. They
make use of the previously neglected table and chairs in the sitting room. He is always quiet
when he eats and drinks his coffee, but sometimes prompts her into speaking with a well
placed question. Varis listens to her speak, a small smile on his lips.

On the afternoon of the second day she is at the palace, the Emperor returns from the funeral
of Regula van Hydrus. He is silent as he enters his quarters, and says nothing to the Warrior.
She asks nothing of him. She knows where he has been--she heard the cannons firing during
the service. Varis limps down the hall like a wounded man, and frees himself of his crown
and half of his armor before reaching his over-sized bed. She pulls back the soft pale green
covers and sits, stretching out her legs. The Emperor collapses next to her on the mattress,
and drags himself forward until his head rests on her thighs. They are both wordless as he
weeps, soaking her silken trousers with his sorrow. She strokes her fingers through his hair,
letting him release what he needs to get out. She does not say a word, and eventually his tears
taper off, and his breathing evens out. She does not rouse him from his slumber until the
servants arrive with his evening meal.

The next day, he returns to his quarters shortly after the mid-day meal is delivered. The
Warrior is already helping herself to a bowl of warm soup when he stops and leans in the
doorway to the sitting room.

She looks up at him, takes in the fatigue in his eyes, knows that he slept fitfully the night
before, but says nothing. He slowly enters the room, sets his crown down on an empty
armchair, and sits in his usual seat to her left.

“Are you alright?” she finally dares to ask. He frowns.

“I cannot remember a time when I was truly ‘alright’ in the last forty years,” Varis says.
“What you mean is--am I worse than usual?”



The Warrior gives a small shrug and sets the bowl down. “You don’t have to be so aggressive
about it, but yes.”

His eyelids half close. “I would say I am of an average condition.” Varis leans and picks up a
slice of dark brown bread, and busies himself slathering it with butter and jam. “I have been
wondering, Warrior. Have you given further consideration to my offer?”

“The pardon?” she says, and he nods. “I--well, yes. I have.” She doesn’t tell him that she
thought about it the day previous as he lay miserable before her.

He sets the knife down on the platter and slowly turns the bread in his fingers. “And? Any
thoughts on the matter?”

The Warrior watches him. “If I stay, Varis, I don’t want it to be because you need a
replacement for Regula.” She cuts off his growl of denial. “Because I could never do that.
Friends are not something that can be replaced. Each one is a unique thing, just like people.”

He closes his mouth for a moment. “I was not going to expect such a thing of you, Warrior.”

“What did you have in mind, then?”

The Emperor coughs softly and turns his face away. “Nothing in particular.”

She leans her elbow on her knee and looks up at him. “I do believe you are lying, Varis.”

“You would be wise to not speak to me so when we are not alone,” he says, voice suddenly
tense. “There are those who would take offense on my behalf.”

“And you?”

“I can tell that you--” the Emperor reaches out and tweaks at her chin with his gloved fingers.
“--are teasing me.”

“As much as I dare, yes.”

“Mm.” He withdraws his heavy hand. “I would still like to call you my ally.” Now he meets
her with his own teasing tone. “Or perhaps my consort, hmm?”

She blushes and retreats from his immediate proximity. “Very funny. I’m the Warrior of
Light. I do not have time for that sort of thing.”

“Really? I could offer you all sorts of things you do not need, Warrior: Safety, security, a
quiet place away from the front lines…”

She snorts in amusement. “I definitely don’t have time for any of that.”

“A pity.”

The Warrior picks up the bowl of soup. “I’ll give you my decision tonight, okay? I don’t want
to overstay your hospitality.”



He murmurs her name. “You may stay for as long as you like.” Then he quiets himself with
his bread and says nothing more for the remainder of the meal.

 

If it is possible, the Emperor is in even more dismal spirits when he returns to his quarters not
long after nightfall. She is in the study, paging through a peculiar history of military battles
from prior to two Calamities ago, when he slams the door to his quarters shut and stomps his
way into the same room that she is occupying. She watches him go over to the desk and sit.
The desk chair seems over-sized to her, but it is probably just passably enough to support his
bulk. The Emperor leans back into the dark wood, a soft sigh escaping him as he removes the
crown from his head and sets it on the desk. She quietly closes the old tome before calling to
him.

“Long day?”

Varis’ golden eyes widen, as though he has forgotten that he left the Warrior here to her own
devices all afternoon. Perhaps he has, the matters of court have surely left little room in his
thoughts for pleasantries.

“It tested my patience,” he says. “My spies in Gyr Abania sent in reports of unrest in the
province. There is an increasing likelihood of an open rebellion beginning in the province.”

“Why have spies in Ala Mhigo? Isn’t your--don’t you control the region? Can’t the viceroy
just deal with a rebellion on his own?”

“Quite handily,” Varis says. “But his idea of dealing with rebels is to hunt them all down like
stray dogs and slaughter them. A province is of little value if it has been severely
depopulated.”

“Fair enough.” She moves closer as he beckons, and sits lightly on his thighs, just above the
metallic line of his greaves.

“Based on the reports, it will likely not be long before the Alliance gets involved, and with
them the Scions of the Seventh Dawn.” He gazes down the line of his nose at her. “The
Scions will be looking for you, if they have not started to already.”

“I’ve no reason to stop them from looking for me.”

He muses: “Their little resistance movement will fail without a champion.”

“Surely there are those from Ala Mhigo who are worthy of being called heroes for their own
cause,” she says. Her lips curl into a playful pout. “I am not a mercenary. And if I help defeat
your forces in Gyr Abania, then all your other provinces and subjugated lands will get ideas,
and I’ll be dragged all over the place to help more people gain freedom from your oppressive
yoke.”  She reaches up and touches the side of the keep-away spike, and he sighs.

“Is that not what you do?”



“Oh, I don’t know. I’ve always been more about killing primals and ending ancient wars with
dragons and killing Ascians. Typical adventurer activities.”

“I do believe you left out all the destruction of Imperial property and lives.”

“Yes, well.” She picks at the hem of her tunic. “You brought me here, knowing what I’ve
done.”

He makes an agreeing noise. “The choice to stay or leave is yours to make, Warrior. Should
you stay, you will remain under my auspices.”

“And should I go?”

He shrugs, and his armor rattles. “I should still hope to see you once more.”

She doesn’t know what to say, how to answer, and so she says nothing. The Emperor leaves
the issue to hang awkwardly in the air for a few minutes before he clears his throat. 

“So, what did you do all afternoon, Warrior?”

She smiles at him. “I took a very long, and likely very expensive bath--you have quite the
collection of oils and unguents to choose from. Then I cleaned out my pack and horrified
your housemaid with part of a dead kobold.”

His shoulders shake again as he muffles a laugh. “At least you made good use of your time.”

She sighs dramatically: “I forgot to give the kobold to the researcher who requested the parts.
A pity, they were going to give me a decent amount of gil for my efforts.”

“I will see that you are properly compensated for your lack of funds.” She nods, though she
can’t be sure if he is teasing her or not. “How well does being hero of the savages pay?”

“Not as well as one of your infantry soldiers makes, I’m sure,” she says. “But, I don’t really
do it for the coin, Varis. I would have gone back to just adventuring ages ago were that the
case.”

“I see.” He closes his eyes and rests his head against the cushioned back of the chair. She
watches him for a minute before leaning in towards his ear. 

“I know how to help you unwind a little,” she whispers.

“I do not need to--” The Emperor is quieted by a finger pressed against his lips. “Go ahead,
then.”

She slides her finger over his chin, feeling the slight pull of stubble there. “You are just laced
up far too tightly for your own good.”

He makes an uncertain sound as she adjusts her positioning, resting her knees on the middle
of his thighs and rising up. His golden eyes flick to watch her hands as she deftly slides her
fingers under each pauldron and releases the clasps that keep his breastplate in place. After



tossing the armor gently to the floor she leans in closer, arms threading around his neck and
to the back of his head. He huffs softly at the motion.

It takes a moment, but she finds the fine, silken thread that holds the braids encircling his
head in place. She breaks it easily, and spends a few minutes carefully untwisting the strands
of each orderly plait. Varis sighs at the release. She threads her fingers through his long hair,
quietly enjoying the pampered softness of it against her battleworn skin and pulling the fine
black circlet free to be placed next to the crown on his desk. He makes a sound almost like a
cat purring as she returns her fingers to his head and carefully digs her nails into his scalp. 

Varis’ hands go to her back, supporting her as she kneads at his skin. His breath plays warmly
against her neck and chest, and when she looks down she sees his eyes are nearly closed.

“That feels good, hm?”

He nods slightly, but not enough to imbalance her. “How did you know?”

“You forget,” she says. “I usually wear a lot more armor, and some of it isn’t the most
comfortable kit in existence. Especially the headgear. Nothing like a nice brain rub after a
long day and a half of saving the world.”

Varis chuckles. “I get the feeling that you will not take to being a kept woman.”

“So do I.” She pauses in scratching his scalp. “I’ve had to take care of myself for far too
long.”

He hums softly and feathers his lips against her jaw. “That does not mean I cannot try. I
would give you the finest of silks and sharpest of blades. Whatever you wanted.”

“Do you always assume a woman wants a sharp sword?”

“Mm, no. You merely strike me as the sort of woman who appreciates the finer things when
she can get them, down to her weaponry.”

The Warrior laughs softly and combs her fingers down through his long hair. “And how many
women have you been with where weapon preference is an issue to be concerned over?”

“Just you.”

“I see.” She does not move from her peculiar perch on his thighs, but lingers against him,
eyes half closing as his lips travel down from her jaw and over the side of her throat. “Varis?
Can I ask you something? It’s important.”

He makes an uncertain noise and leans back. “Of course. Have a seat.” His hands do not
leave her back until she has rearranged herself to sit across his broad thighs.

“Thank you.” She looks up at him and watches the careful neutrality of his expression before
asking her question. “Do you really desire me as an ally, or do you just desire to have me in
your bed?”



He stares down at her. “Can I not desire both?”

“It is certainly within your purview,” she says. “But, what’s in it for me? Why should I stay
here with you, Varis? Why, when I am wanted and needed in Eorzea?”

“Ah.” His brows raise. “A well earned selfishness, to be certain.” The Emperor’s expression
turns thoughtful.

After a few minutes, she says: “Don’t get me wrong, Varis. Despite your reputation on the
outside of Garlemald, you’ve been a decent enough fellow to me. I mean, you haven’t
threatened to have me executed or anything.”

His eyes widen. “I would not dream of it. Even as an enemy, you are too valuable to this
star.” Varis shakes his head. “Though I am loathe to refer to you as merely a tool, you have
been a valuable weapon in dealing with both the eikons and the meddlesome Ascians.” He
touches her cheek with the soft leather underside of his gauntlet. “And I would be reluctant to
do anything that would prevent you from continuing to do so.”

“Then, what am I to do when I am here? Fight for Garlemald? Slay your enemies? Destroy
the primals?”

For a long moment he is silent. His eyes, gleaming in the blue glow of the desk lamp, are
aimed at her face but focused on her forehead. She can tell he’s thinking hard on his response,
and does not press his answer.

When Varis finally speaks again his voice is low and thick in his throat. “Really, I do not care
all that much if you join our cause. That is not why I brought you here. That was never why I
sought you out again.”

“What do you mean?”

Varis stoops over her and captures her face in his hands. His lips are rough but his touch is
delicate. He kisses like a man who has forgotten how, one who has gone decades without
anyone to give his breath to. She wonders, as he pulls away, coloring staining his pale cheeks,
why it is she that he has chosen.

She whispers: “Varis… why?”

His thumbs brush over her cheeks, and he shakes his head. “Does a man need a reason to
want to kiss a woman he admires? That he wants to keep at his side?”

She mouths her question again. Then: “I don’t understand. We scarcely know each other--you
can’t possibly think--”

“No man knows his brother when first they meet. Let us come together, Warrior, with the
barest of preconceptions to darken our paths.”

She flattens her lips together. “Was that why you had me captured in the Sea of Clouds?”



“It was not planned, but aye. I needed to know if I was wrong in what I thought I saw.” He
leans in again, lips ghosting the corner of her mouth. “You were fearless and beautiful,
blooming in the fire of the setting sun. And I felt some inkling of a connection, as I have not
in years. I had to see you again. I had to know.”

“And now?”

“I would still pursue you, Warrior of Light, even were you to spit in my face and deny my
pardon, and try to walk back to Eorzea on foot.”

“Varis, why?”

He kisses her again, still gentle and awkward. She shivers against the sincerity of his touch
and turns her face away.

“That isn’t a reason, Varis.”

The Emperor pulls her in tight. There is something soft and anxious in his voice when he
speaks again. “Please, Warrior. Take my pardon and stay. If you go back to your Scions and
follow them to Gyr Abania, you will be naught but an offering to the rebellion’s flame. You
are the Warrior of Light, but if you go my son will hunt you down and kill you.” There is a
tremor of fear in the man’s voice, and she wonders what Varis has done to dread his own
child so.

“You would have me stay, and let others be sacrificed in my stead?”

The Emperor cries out her name. “Please! They will die regardless of whether you are there
or not. I do not want you to be reduced to a disinterested footnote in one of my son’s reports.”

“I cannot just turn my back on them if they need my aid,” she says.

“I need you more!”

The Warrior pulls away and looks up at him. Varis stares down at her, jaw clenched and eyes
wide, a sheen of wetness on his lower eyelashes.

“For all I know, this is just some ploy to--” She feels ashamed to accuse him of treachery
when he has shown her patience and hospitality that she, as his enemy, has not earned. She
does not complete the thought aloud. 

The Emperor grimaces but does not look away. She feels something twist in her breast, and
wonders what would happen were the Warrior of Light to not come to the aid of the Scions,
just this once.

“Varis, I don’t know how they do it in the royal house of Garlemald, but this is not how
you… you... “ She licks her lips. “How you win over a woman. You can’t just lock her away
from the rest of her life and her duty.”

The Emperor whispers: “Then, tell me what you would have me do.”



The Warrior of Light thinks. “Prove to me that you aren’t just doing this as a ploy to keep me
from aiding in Gyr Abania.”

He swallows. “Anything. Just name it.”

“Withdraw your forces from Ala Mhigo.”

The Emperor grimaces. “I cannot do that. Gyr Abania is too important a foothold for us to
give up.”

“You just said ‘anything’, Varis.”

“Within reason. I will not promise you something I cannot give.”

She purses her lips. “What other provinces are currently giving Garlemald trouble?”

“There are always a few, ‘tis the nature of an empire…” Varis’ brow creases further in
thought. “I suppose Doma, most recently.”

“Doma?” She wasn’t familiar with the name. “Where is that?”

“The continent of Othard, on the other side of the world from Eorzea.” Varis squints down at
her. “A relatively small kingdom, they were vassals to Garlemald for a few decades before
my grandsire died. They rose in rebellion amidst the war of succession here in Garlemald and
drove our forces out.” He hesitates. “When I took power, I had the Twelfth Legion, led by my
son, go to Doma and crush their rebellion.”

“Fairly recently, then?”

“Perhaps a year, yes. Why do you ask?”

“Let them go.”

“What?” The word barely chokes its way out of his throat.

“That is my condition. Free Doma from the Empire, and I will not go to Gyr Abania for the
Scions.”

The Emperor’s gaze is sharp and hawkish as he stares down at her. “You ask a great deal.”

“So do you, Varis.” The Warrior crosses her arms over her chest. “The Eorzean Alliance will
likely be coaxed into aiding the Ala Mhigan resistance movement with increasing numbers as
fear of invasion by Garlemald grows. You will need more forces to send to aid those already
in Gyr Abania. If you free Doma, the forces stationed there can be sent to reinforce those
already in Eorzea.”

She watches his eyes dart in thought. “You are a cunning woman, Warrior.”

“I’ve never been lauded as such by my peers, but thank you.” She stares at him. “Well?”



“Give me a month,” the Emperor says. “A month, and I will be able to prove my intent to
you.” He removes his right gauntlet and holds out his hand. After a moment of hesitation she
clasps her hands to his.

“A month,” she says. “And in the meantime, bring me your pardon. I will take it, to hold you
to your word.”

His brows raise. “You will?”

“I will.”

“Thy will be done, Warrior of Light.” Varis squeezes her hand and tugs her in close. When he
kisses her again it is hungrier than before. Hungrier, and yet restrained, like a wolf that wants
to bite its prey but not tear it to pieces. He stops and nips at her lower lip. “I want you to stay.
With me.”

“Of course, Your Radiance,” she says, tightening her grip on his hand. “I have to keep an eye
on you.”

He groans lowly. His hand releases hers, and joins his other as they move to grab at her
buttocks. She gasps, breath hitching as her back arches to press against him.

He breathes: “Please.”

She shifts her weight in his lap. “Take me to your bed, then. Treat me like you really mean
what you’ve been saying.”

Varis moves a hand to hook under her knees. “As the Warrior wills it.”

 



Chapter 5

The Warrior of Light muses that there are worse ways to wake up. During her years of
adventuring and working to save Eorzea she has woken many ways, and at this point is just
glad that she has survived all of them.

To wake on a massive, luxuriantly comfortable bed, the weight of an Emperor draped
bonelessly over her is certainly one of the more enjoyable ways that she can recall being
awakened. Varis is still fast asleep as the first lines of gray morning light peek around the
edges of his bedroom curtains. It takes a fair amount of effort to extract herself partially from
the blanket of his body. She manages to sit up, her right calf and foot pinned underneath his
thigh. He is sleeping on his stomach, which provides her with a very enlightening view of his
back and posterior. His skin is pale and peppered with scars here and there, and the Warrior
wonders at the decades of combat that has brought him to the relative sanctuary of his royal
chambers. 

After a few minutes of admiration of his royal personage, she squirms the rest of the way
from underneath him and escapes to the bathroom. When she returns a few minutes later,
carefully stepping over discarded pieces of armor, Varis has rolled over onto his back.

“Good morning,” she calls from the edge of the bed. The Emperor huffs softly.

“You really are not one for sleeping in, are you?”

“I would if I could.” The Warrior hops back up onto the bed and crawls across the pale green
sheets until she is again at his side. “Would you rather I just lie here and be bored while you
sleep the morning away?”

“Yes,” he says grumpily.

“No morning sex, then,” she observes. He grunts, extending a long arm and hooking his hand
around her middle. She squeaks out a laugh as he tugs her to him.

“There is a time and place for everything,” Varis said. “And the morning is for preparing to
face the day.”

“That’s dull.” The Warrior wiggles her toes. “You should try mixing things up, Varis. Be
more flexible.”

“The Empire runs on a schedule, and so do I.”

“You’d never survive as an adventurer,” she teases. “If you came back from a morning bath
to find an Ascian nicking all your smallclothes, you wouldn’t know what to do.”

He tips his head to look down at her. “What?”



“A few of them were a bit more peculiar than their darkness and doom brethren,” she muses
softly. “We still had to kill him, eventually.”

Varis grunts softly in acknowledgement of her statement. After a few minutes of mutual quiet
he asks: “Did you ever get your underthings back from the Ascian?”

“Hm? Oh, no. I never did figure out what he did with them. I suppose he was just sowing his
own variety of chaos.”

“Oh.” Quiet again, and when his hold around her middle slackens she realizes he has returned
to his slumber. 

The Warrior stares at the light filtering through the curtains and tries to recall how many days
she has been at the palace. Four, perhaps? They have blurred together slightly in her memory,
and she wonders idly what it will be like to stay here for a whole month. What if she just…
never left? Will she be able to continue to help support Eorzea from a distance? She doesn’t
like the thought of actively trying to manipulate the Garlean emperor. She is not that sort of
person, and Varis does not strike her as the sort to tolerate even well-meaning duplicity. 

She wonders if he will keep his word about Doma.

 

Varis does not move again until after the morning meal has been delivered to his quarters.
The Warrior had to find one of his robes and answer the door. To their credit, the servants
have already gotten used to she being the one who greets them in the morning, and not their
master. They are incredibly polite to her when she opens the door, and deliver the trays of
food and coffee to the sitting room without having to be directed there. Then they are gone
back down the long dark hallway, and she is left alone again.

The Warrior sits in her usual spot in the sitting room and helps herself to breakfast. She is on
her third slice of toast and second cup of tea when the Emperor finally presents himself to the
day. He has put on a pair of loose, dark grey slacks and cottony button-down the color of
amber, but his unbound hair is a mess that drapes over his left shoulder.

“You need to shave,” she says in greeting. Varis grumps back at her in a near falsetto before
depositing himself in the overstuffed armchair adjacent to the couch where she sits.

“We will have to teach you proper decorum, Warrior,” the Emperor says as he leans on his
elbow. She just chuckles and picks up his coffee cup. He takes it from her outstretched hands
and drains it halfway before saying: “Thank you.”

“If your subjects saw you like this, they wouldn’t know what to say.” She grins impishly up
at him.

He peers at her over the rim of his cup. “They would know better than to say anything.”

“Well, then it’s a good thing I’m not one of your subjects.”

“Indeed,” he murmurs.



She watches him fill his plate. “And what exciting plans await the Emperor today, hm?”

“Read some reports. Listen to the radio. Take a nap. Take a bath. Go to bed.”

“That only vaguely sounds productive.”

“'Tis Darksday. I do not have to go to the throne room if it is not my desire.”

“Oh. You get a day off?” It seems a novel concept to the Warrior. She never really gets days
off, and is always on call in case the world is about to end. These days at the palace are her
first of actual relaxation in more than a year.

“When circumstances permit it, yes.” He sets his cup down and moves to refill it, but she
does it for him. He smiles, fingers lingering over hers when she holds the cup out again. “Of
course, being the Emperor, I can also just give myself an office day whenever I wish.”

“How do you get anything done at all?”

“I am duty bound, and have not had any sort of partner to distract me.”

She blushes and looks at her plate. She tries to sound casual as she says: “I’m not your
partner, Varis.”

He smirks down at her. “No, but you are a distraction.”

As usual, the Emperor falls silent as he begins to eat. She watches him from the corner of her
eye, pondering the loose fit of his clothes and the generally careless air of his appearance. It
is strange, she thinks, to see the usually extremely uptight man looking so… relaxed. She
knew it had to be possible--it was possible for anyone to relax, especially with enough
alcohol. But here the giant sits, his only concern in the world being the food on the plate in
front of him. She is rather certain that if she sits still enough, he will forget that she is even
there.

She clears her throat as she picks up a piece of cheese from the tray. “I should make contact
with the Scions today. To let them know that I’m alive.” She adds, pointedly: “And safe.”

Varis makes a noise to acknowledge her words, but she sees the corner of his mouth tick
downward as he lifts his coffee cup.

“Varis, I have to. I’m not going to disappear into your bedroom forever. I have
responsibilities.”

He sips his coffee, golden eyes now fixing on her. There is something slightly accusatory to
the look, but she can’t determine its cause. “No, I really do have to. You can’t just kiss me
and make the rest of the world disappear.”

“I could kiss you again,” he murmurs in a mildly petulant tone. She laughs at his inflection,
and he briefly smiles.



“I must call the Scions to give them that peace of mind, alright? I don’t plan on leaving. We
agreed on a month.”

“We did.”

She sighs as she picks up her tea and leans back into the couch cushions. “Though, I wouldn’t
mind actually leaving your quarters. No offense, of course, but I’m sure there’s more to see
here than just these four walls.”

Varis makes a thoughtful noise, but says nothing else.

 

Once breakfast is completed and the servants have cleared away the empty trays and plates,
Varis takes his cup of coffee and retreats into his study. The Warrior leaves him alone for a
little while, taking out her pack from where a maid tucked it away in one of the Emperor’s
clothes bureaus. The old leather is worn and familiar under her fingertips, and seems out of
place amongst the careful luxury of the Emperor’s quarters. She feels a twinge of
homesickness as she opens the pack and roots through its contents. Amongst the potion jars
and mending kits and stray bits of animal she finds a folded piece of parchment. The paper
has been in her pack for months now, but she hasn’t had the heart to throw it away when
cleaning. It is nothing much, just a series of doodles from Alphinaud of various members of
the Scions, drawn one afternoon in Ishgard when they were snowed in after a blizzard. Each
image, rendered in the young Elezen’s surprisingly fine hand, is accompanied by a bit of
catty commentary from his sister. 

The Warrior sighs and folds the paper before returning it to her bag. She hopes they are all
doing well enough without her. She worries for the twins most of all, as they are young and
have come to look up to her like an elder sibling.

She does not want to disappoint them.

Pack hanging from her shoulder, the Warrior goes to the study and sits on the couch. She
deposits the bag next to her and continues looking though it. Varis is sitting in his desk chair,
left arm twisted behind his head as he scratches at his neck. His hair is still a loose and
tantalizing mess, but she manages to resist the temptation to set the bag aside and go after
him. That can wait until she is done speaking with whatever Scion she can find. 

She eventually finds her linkpearl and activates the device. The sound of static and crackle
meets her ear, and she frowns. She wonders if there is interference from within the palace,
preventing any spies from communicating within the dark walls. She wishes Cid were
around, as she is not technologically inclined enough to figure out how to make the linkpearl
work at such a distance.

There is a stirring of the air near the back of her head.

“Give it to me,” the Emperor says. She looks up, and his broad palm is tipped outwards,
nearly touching her.



“Don’t break it.”

He just grunts as he takes the linkpearl and peers at it over the rim of his reading glasses. The
Emperor pulls open a drawer and retrieves a small thin metal rod, no longer than the first
joint of his pinky finger. He leans over to the lamp on his desk and turns the communicator
over in his thick fingertips. The Warrior leans against the back of the couch and watches,
curious as to what he is doing.

“Where do you expect your allies to be?”

“Um, probably Ishgard or nearby. The Coerthas region.”

“Mor Dhona, then,” he murmurs, and pokes at a spot with the little rod.

The Warrior blushes but doesn’t say anything. Of course his spies and informants would have
told him about the Scions’ hideout at the Rising Stones. It is not as though it was an
incredibly well kept secret. After all, the Scions were a public organization.

A few careful taps of the device later, and the Emperor holds the linkpearl back out to her.

“It should work now.”

“Oh. Thank you.” Puzzled, the Warrior turns the linkpearl over in her hand, but cannot figure
out what the Emperor has done to it. When she activates the device once more, there is a brief
spit of static before the standard signal silence. “How did you...?”

Varis is already looking back at the report in front of him on the desk. “It is just a standard
linkpearl, nothing special. If I can input the trajectory codes on a transport vessel, I should
certainly be able to do a frequency override on a device that low-tech.”

She smiles and settles back into the cushions. “Thank you, Varis.”

“Of course,” he murmurs. The Emperor waves a dismissive hand and puts the little metal rod
away. He slides the drawer shut and tips his face away from the couch.

The Warrior tucks the linkpearl into her ear and hits the button to begin transmission.

“Good morning, this is--” She hesitates. “This is the Warrior of Light. Please come in.”

There is the usual hum of silence while she waits for a response. The Warrior wonders how
many malms they are from Mor Dhona--and how Varis even could manage to get the device
to work over such a distance. She sometimes has trouble getting it to transmit across just the
distance of a smaller region, to say nothing of communicating with another continent entirely.

Then there is a crackle, and breathy, excited voice says her name over the line. “Warrior, is
that really you?”

She smiles at the boy’s voice. “Yes, Alphinaud, ‘tis I.”



He blurts immediately over the line: “What happened to you? Are you alright? By the
Twelve, you just disappeared and left your gear behind and the Garleans wouldn’t say a
damned thing and--” He stops, and she can hear him gasping for breath. “We thought you
were dead!”

“I’m fine, Alphinaud.”

Once he catches his breath, there is a change in the young man’s tone. She can hear the
hesitation plain in Alphinaud’s voice over the line. “N-now. How can I be certain that this is
the Warrior of Light that I am speaking to? Why not come speak to us in person?”

She frowns and looks over her shoulder. The Emperor is paying her no mind, staring through
his glasses at the report. She lowers her voice and brings her fingers to her ear again.

“I am calling to check on the status of the wild roses. I’m unfortunately too far away right
now to be able to inspect them myself.”

She can hear a faint intake of breath over the line. “Understood.” He pauses, and then says:
“Full well glad am I to hear your voice, Warrior. We had feared the worst for you when you
disappeared after fighting Zurvan.”

“I know. I should have said something. I’m sorry I didn’t--there just wasn’t time.”

“I’m sure you had your reasons. It was a fright, that’s all.”

She sighs. “I truly am sorry, Alphinaud. But I had to hurry.” She feels bad for having made
the Scions worry. “Is everyone else alright?”

“Yes. Fortunately the Imperials left us alone once the primal had been felled. I believe they
were more preoccupied with their own escape. We made it out safely once we… Well, once
we determined that you were indeed gone.” He made an uncertain noise. “We collected your
gear for you. It’s at the Rising Stones.”

“Thank you. I appreciate it.”

“Yes. We need you to make your way back to the Rising Stones, Warrior, so you can collect
everything when you return. There is a great trouble brewing and the Scions have been asked
to aid in the cause. And, naturally your presence is requested.”

“Gyr Abania, then?”

“Ye--how did you know that?”

She purses her lips as she hears the soft creak of the chair Varis is occupying. He is listening
to her, now.

“I’m sorry, Alphinaud, but I cannot come and assist the Scions. Not for this.”

“What? Why not? What’s wrong, Warrior?”



“Nothing is wrong, not exactly. I’m just busy with business here.”

There is something confused and wary in Alphinaud’s tone. “And where is ‘here’, Warrior?”

She swallows. “Garlemald.”

“What?!” The young man sputters in disbelief. “What are you doing in--”

“I’m sorry, I am. But, I can’t explain right now. I’ll be in touch. Farewell.”

“Warrior--” Alphinaud’s protest goes silent as she disables the linkpearl and removes it from
her ear. She can feel the Emperor’s gaze on her back.

His pale eyes are indeed focused on her through the lenses of his glasses as she moves to
return the linkpearl to her pack. She sighs so hard it feels as though her lungs might collapse.

“You chose to stay here,” he says in a careful tone. She nods.

“For now, yes. The Scions are… being called to Gyr Abania, to aid in the burgeoning
resistance movement. Just as you said they would. And, of course, they are wanting my aid.”

“Of course,” he echoes. “You would choose Garlemald over the well being of your allies?”

“No,” she says. The Emperor’s eyes remain fixed on the Warrior as she makes her way over
to the desk. “But, for now, I am choosing to stay here. I am choosing you and your pardon,
Varis.”

He whispers: “Why?”

She reaches and traces her fingertips over the sharp lines of his cheek. “You told me yourself,
remember? You need my Light more than anyone else right now, and I am a champion for
those in need.”

“Your Light?” Varis says. His brows pinch together, and she thinks he almost looks worried.
“What does that even mean?”

She traces her finger over his upper lip before gently tapping the tip of his nose. “I would be
lying were I to say I knew exactly. I just know that right now, I need to be here. Something
set the fates to bring me here, Varis. Don’t you think so?”

“I--” The Emperor falters, and he catches her wrist in his big hand. “I do. And I--I want you
to stay here, with me, for as long as you deem necessary.”

“Or at least a month, Varis. You have that long.”

He grimaces at the reminder. “Yes, a month. I know.”

“You aren’t going to boast now that you can do it in less?”



“No.” For a moment he grits his teeth. “Your request involves a great deal of difficult and
delicate political maneuvers. It is not as simple as waving my hand and ordering it done.”

“Oh. What’s the point of being the Emperor if you can’t just snap your fingers and will
something wrought?”

He blinks, and briefly looks puzzled. “That was how my grandsire liked to do things. But I
will not throw things so willingly into chaos on a whim. The entire fabric of the Empire must
be considered when making such decisions. A few carelessly pulled threads could ruin the
whole weave. Withdrawing from Doma will affect more people than just the citizens of that
province.”

“Wise words, from so young a ruler.”

“Ah, I am not--” Varis’ brown wrinkles for a moment as he looks away. “Thank you.”

“I mean it.” She gently pulls her wrist free and moves her hand to comb through his hair.
“Though, I may have to stick around longer just to make sure you don’t go messing things up
as soon as I turn my back.”

He swallows. “Perhaps so.”

 

After the mid-day meal Varis makes his way to his bedroom. The Warrior follows him
without prompting. She perches on the edge of his bed, the Emperor’s oversized robe
wrapped around her. Varis is quiet as he removes his clothing.

“Why don’t you have an attendant help you with your armor?”

He rumbles thoughtfully in his throat. “When I was younger I did,” he says, slowly
unbuttoning the amber hued top. “But I stopped some time ago. It made me uncomfortable.”

“It made you feel vulnerable,” she says. He shrugs his broad shoulders.

“Perhaps.”

“I could go sit in your study or someplace else, if it would make you feel more at ease.”

Varis quirks a pale brow at her as he lets the broad swath of cotton crumple to the cold floor.
“That will not be necessary, Warrior. After all, I have already seen you without any attire. It
would be churlish of me to deny you the same.”

She blushes. “If you say so.”

“I do.” He continues his undressing. “Besides, I have nothing to hide. I keep the worst of me
on the inside.” The Emperor winks down at her.

She murmurs: “Don’t we all?” 



The Warrior stares at Varis once he is completely nude. Even without all his usual layers of
armor on, he is still massive. She is reminded of a sculpture she saw once, where the
proportions were slightly off. The effect is similar here, except skewed toward the end of
‘does any man really need legs that long, or thighs that thick?’

The answer, she thinks, is a definite ‘yes’. 

He turns and starts towards the bathing room. “You can stay here, or you may join me.”

She scrambles off the bed and follows him.

 

The bathing room and its oversized tub are already familiar to the Warrior. She watches as
Varis pads barefoot along the tiled floor. He hits a small switch to activate the stopper and
then turns on the water. Her gaze shifts lower and she watches the muscles of his long legs
flex as he steps down into the basin. There is refined power there, in those dominant muscles
and casual movements, and it plucks a chord of warmth between her thighs.

“You are wasted sitting on a throne, Varis,” she murmurs. He half turns to look at her.

“Hm?” He scrubs his fingers through his hair, and she cannot tell if he is intentionally
striking a pose at her. She is surprised to find that part of her wants him to, wants him to want
her--

“I just--I know a good fighter when I see one.”

He smirks. “As do I. And I have spent most of my life fighting and earning these scars, so
that I might ‘waste’ away on the throne.” He turns away and stoops to disengage the flow of
water. “Not that I get much time to actually sit there.”

“It’s a lot of work for one man.”

Varis makes a noise of agreement, but then says: “It is what I wanted.”

She watches him turn slowly, the water curling around his calves before he sits. Varis leans
against the side of the tub, bracing his arms along the wall and tilting his head back. Her eyes
following the line of his throat down to his chest, the scars painted over the muscles, and the
blue gleam of the ceruleum lights on the fine pale hairs that trace down the length of his
torso. She stares down at him and wonders how any one person could be so very… beautiful.

The Warrior fidgets in the space between the tub and the doorway. She wants to follow him,
but is reluctant to intrude on his quiet.

He says her name, thick and teasing over his tongue. “Do you need an invitation to come in?”

She jerks and laughs softly. “No, I just…”

Varis looks up at her from where he has settled in the massive tub. “Have you ever had sex in
a tub before, Warrior?”



She is embarrassed by how easily the question makes her blush when it is rumbled out of his
throat. “Ah, well, yes. It gets cold in Ishgard.”

Varis looks amused. “Not the answer I was expecting.”

She plays with the edge of the robe. “What, you think being a hero makes me too prim and
proper to enjoy myself? There’s nothing strange about having a good time while enjoying a
warm bath.”

His golden eyes are burning as he stares at her. “Take off the robe, and I shall see if I agree.”

The robe unbelts easily, and she lets it slither down her body into a pile on the tiled floor. “If
you insist, Your Radiance.”

Varis smirks up at her and extends a hand. “I do. Come here, Warrior.”

She takes his hand, and he holds it securely as she carefully steps into the warm water.
“Thank you.”

He gives her hand a small tug and kisses her knuckles. “I would not want you to slip and hurt
yourself.”

The Warrior kneels next to him in the water. “Wouldn’t that be a funny report to have read?
‘Warrior of Light drowns in the Emperor’s bathtub’. Of course, the news reporters would try
and find a way to sensationalize it somehow.”

He chuckles. “As though that headline were not interesting enough on its own.”

His hair wanders in silvery coils around his shoulders, and she reaches to brush a few damp
strands away from his face. She has to admit that she is curious as to what the man washed
his hair with, but that curiosity was overridden in her mind by the fact that she could see the
man’s erection bobbing in the clear water. He sees the Warrior’s gaze and takes her hand,
guiding her fingers underwater until they brush against him.

“It doesn’t take much to get you worked up, hm?”

“On the contrary,” he purrs. “I have to spend all day keeping a straight face and proper poise.
I can only allow myself such… pleasures...when I am in private.”

“Or in a prison cell,” she quips. The Emperor grunts softly at the reminder.

“Believe me, on the Gration, that cell was far more private than the quarters I used.” Varis
moves his free hand to where her knees are braced on the floor of the tub. His fingers trace
fine wet lines along her skin until they disappear between her thighs. She gasps involuntarily
as one of his thick fingers sinks into her.

“A-ah, well. Glad to hear you aren’t an exhibitionist.” Her hips twitch. “A proper gentleman,
wasn’t that it?”



“I do try.” Varis sits up some, water sheeting down his chest as it emerges from the water
line. She scoots closer and moves to straddle his thighs. The motion dislodges his finger from
inside her, and he chuckles softly. “Not feeling so proper yourself, tonight?”

“N-no!” She rises up enough to allow him access, and then curls her fingers around his shaft.
Varis rumbles approvingly as she guides the tip to her entrance.

“Help yourself, then, dear Warrior.”

She does so, guiding the head into her before flexing her legs and lowering herself into his
lap in a single, smooth motion. She does not stop until he is hilted inside her. Her voice peaks
into a blissful moan that echoes in the bathing room, and nearly drowns out Varis’ own groan
of pleasure. His fingers feather over her lower abdomen before moving to grip at her hips.
She waits a few minutes, rolling her hips slowly as her inner walls relax to fully
accommodate him.

“You feel good,” she murmurs, slouching forward enough to grip at his shoulders. She uses
the leverage to rise up, letting the thick shaft slide halfway out. Varis makes an agreeing
noise, but says nothing, his breath coming in little focused puffs as she lowers herself back
down his length. “So-oh!” After a few repetitions of the motion, his own hips start to move
beneath her, rocking up to meet her body as she lowers herself again and again. The water
sloshes around them as she rides him with increasing fervor, crying out his name in keening
bits and pieces.

It is not long before Varis picks up his own pace, the powerful muscles of his legs flexing as
he pounds into her.

Eventually she cannot keep up with him, her thighs trembling as she leans against his frame.
The Emperor does not slow down, and she tilts her head to breathily gasp encouragement up
to his ear. 

Varis cries out her name, and his strong hands hold her in place as his pounding stops with a
final upward thrust. There is a heavy rush of warmth deep inside her, and she gasps as she
realizes he has filled her with his seed.

“Oh--oh, Varis--” She bites her lip, feeling him pulse inside her. “Oh, you--”

“Shh,” he hisses breathlessly. There is a final twitch within her, and the Warrior tries to fight
down a rush of alarm at the thought of having been bred by the emperor of Garlemald.

“But, I don’t--we shouldn’t--”

His fingers release her hip to brush lightly over her stomach. “There is no cause for alarm. I
will acquire some contraceptives from the court alchemist.” His tone is calm, and his lack of
alarm over their recklessness somehow makes her feel a little better.

“You’d do that for me?”



“Of course.” He strokes his fingers along her abdomen, and she shivers. “I am certain that the
Warrior of Light has better things to be doing with her time then to stop and have a child.”

“And the Emperor does not need to sully his bloodline with a savage,” she says.

Varis grunts softly, but it is a non-committal noise. “I already have an heir. That would not be
a concern.” He looks away. “However, I would not want to direct unnecessary violence
toward you by being so careless as to let that sort of thing happen.”

“Thank you, Varis.” She leans forward, settling her weight atop him, the soft mounds of her
breasts pressing against the firm muscles of his chest. His softened member slips out of her,
and she feels the trickle of his seed escaping her to mix with the warm bath water. She
squirms a bit, body disliking the sudden emptiness, her inner walls clenching in futility.

He chuckles as she squirms again. “My, but you are quite the fan of sex in the bath, as you
claimed.”

She licks and nips at his collarbone. “You felt good inside me.”

“I could quite concur.” The Emperor tilts his head back, baring his long throat to her. “Once I
have acquired the appropriate preventatives, I should like for another chance to come inside
you, so long as you are willing.”

“As long as we’re both careful, I don’t see why n--ahh!!” She cries out against his pale skin
as his fore and middle fingers push into her slit. Her muscles squeeze needily on him, hips
jerking toward his hand. “Varis!”

“I cannot leave you wanting,” he murmurs as he thrusts his fingers into her. His fingers curl
against the sensitive spot inside her, and she sings for him as she rides his fingers. She groans
when he adds the third finger, and quivers helplessly as the pad of his thumb rolls in a steady
circle over her clit.

When she comes she screams against his skin. Her muscles finally relax, and she settles
against him, mind melting away into bubbles in the water. The Emperor’s fingers withdraw
from her, and both palms smooth along her back until her body stops trembling. 

Varis hits the latch to let the water drain out before refilling the tub. He is quite careful not to
jostle her, of which she is appreciative. She does not want to move--he is very comfortable.

After a few minutes, the Emperor murmurs: “I do believe I agree with you, Warrior. That was
an enjoyable experience.”

She laughs languidly against his chest. Varis tips his chin down and presses his lips to her
forehead.

 

In time, they leave the bathtub behind. He wraps her in a heavy towel and rubs her body dry,
then retrieves the discarded robe from the bathing room floor and wraps her flushed skin in



the shimmering green silk. The Warrior follows him, half in a daze, as he returns to the
bedroom and pulls the loose, dark slacks back up the length of his legs.

Varis leads the way to the study and gently nudges her toward the couch. While she sits and
makes herself comfortable, the Emperor goes and opens the paneled doors of a cabinet that
sits amongst the bookshelves. Inside, next to a lightly stocked sideboard, is a device of black
metal that reminds her, superficially at least, of the orchestrions she has seen scattered
amongst the taverns and inns of Eorzea. Varis looks at the glowing numbers of the wall clock
and shakes his head with a sigh.

“Do you drink?”

“When it’s safe,” the Warrior says. Varis hums softly and picks a bottle from the sideboard,
and then fills two small glasses with an amber liquid. The bottle is put away, and he roughly
bumps his thumb against a button on the front of the black orchestrion. The device hums to
life, and as Varis picks up the glasses and joins her on the couch, a voice lilts out of the
device. She catches a brief grimace on the Emperor’s face at the sound of the voice. It is
somewhat high and undeniably arrogant, but also possessive of some strange, radiantly
charming quality that the Warrior cannot pinpoint. She feels as though she has heard the man
speak somewhere before.

“The Capital radio likes to replay his old saber rattling speeches on Darksday evenings,”
Varis says. He holds out one of the glasses of amber. “Sip.”

“Thank you.” She takes a sip, and the liquor bites at her tongue. “If you don’t like listening,
then why do you?”

Varis settles back into the cushions. “I don’t usually, not this early. They play music later.”

She can sense his unease and scoots closer to him, offering her warmth to his left side. His
free arm moves, wrapping loosely around her back, hand coming to rest on her hip. Varis
takes a sip from his glass and sighs.

“So, the man on the, uh, radio. That is…?”

“That was, you mean. Solus zos Galvus. My grandsire. I was a young man when this was
recorded. Even back then he already seemed impossibly ancient. But it did not hold him
back, not until the end.” Varis does nothing to mask the dislike in his voice.

“Why play it, if he’s dead?”

Varis takes another sip, staring hard at the glass. “Because the great Founding Father of our
nation will never die. He lives with us still.”

“Ah.” That sort of indoctrination can be dangerous, she thinks.

They sit, emptying their glasses, as the radio continues the old speech. She does not listen
closely to the dead Emperor’s words. Something about the man’s voice makes it difficult to



focus on what exactly he is saying. By the time the recording concludes, Varis is rolling his
empty glass in his fingers and muttering along.

“...and we shall stand united, rising whole and glorious. A guiding light for all the star to
follow.”

The clock on the wall chimes the hour precisely as the speech ends. Varis closes his eyes and
huffs softly.

“Good riddance,” he mutters. Varis takes the empty glass from her fingers and sets the pair on
the end table. There is a moment of silence from the radio, and then music begins to play.
There is the sound, pitched with longing, of a violin, pursued by the notes of a piano.

She scoots closer before toppling over, pressing her back along his thighs and crossing her
arms behind her head. Varis looks down at her, head tipped in curiosity. His hand moves to
cover her cheek, and a content smile works its way onto his lips.

She likes the look far more than the grimace that he saves for his dead grandsire.



Chapter 6

Two more days pass before the Warrior of Light grows listless enough in the Emperor’s
quarters to seek some kind of escape. With Varis’ permission, and a surprisingly well drawn
map from the Emperor himself, she ventures out into the private wing of the palace. She is
escorted at a distance by one of Varis’ private bodyguards--she still isn’t completely clear on
which is which, but it is the woman whose armor is accented in blue--so that she does not get
herself into any trouble. Or, should the map fail her, so she will not get lost amongst the
endless identical hallways.

“Is there anything you would recommend looking at?” she asks over her shoulder. The guard
gives her an inquisitive head tilt, but doesn’t respond. “Mm.” The Warrior unfolds the map
that Varis inked out before kissing her on the forehead and making his way off to a meeting.
“There has to be a way outside…” He had marked relevant hallways but not any exterior
doors.

The hallways of the private wing are a bit cooler than she has become accustomed to in Varis’
quarters, and she is glad for the cloak he has procured for her.

“A building this large, there has to be exits in case of an emergency, right?” She stops and
turns more directly to face the guard. “Help me out here… Julia, yes?”

The guard’s face is angled towards her, but for all the Warrior knows the woman has her eyes
closed behind the faceplate of her armor and is trying to ignore her.

Then, to her surprise, the guard gives her a proper Imperial salute. “Julia quo Soranus. His
Radiance said nothing about you leaving the palace, only that I am to ensure your safety and
direction.” There is a strange turn to the woman’s voice, almost admiring. “Though, you are
the champion of the savages, yes? There’s been much gossip about you, even before your
arrival here.”

“Ah, yes, that’s me. Warrior of Light and all the hearsay that goes with it.” She smiles at the
guard.

“May I see the map His Radiance provided you?”

She nods, and the guard studies it for a moment. An armored finger taps at a spot on the map.
“Here. There is an exit out to one of the courtyards at the end of this hallway. Though, there
will not be much to see. There was another snowstorm last night.”

“Thank you, Julia.”

The guard nods and hands back the map. The Warrior considers the location that was
indicated. It is not terribly far from a large room that Varis has simply noted as LIBRARY in
his heavy handed lettering. “Good as any place to start. Let’s go.”

The guard says nothing, but follows a bit more closely behind than before.



 

Another few minutes of walking and they reach the promised exit door that Julia indicated on
the map. The Warrior tries one of the black metal handles, and is relieved when the lock
releases and the door creaks open. She flinches as a gust of frigid air strikes her cheeks, but
still dares to press on a few steps outside.

There is, as Julia had warned, not a great deal to see outside. The black and gray exterior, all
stone and metal and glass, reaches up to the sky. The ground is covered with a heavy layer of
snow, and the drapery of snow over the roofs of the palace softens the sharp edges.
Everything gleams in the bright morning light. 

Julia stops a yalm behind her and tilts her head back, letting out a soft noise of pleasure. “Oh.
What a lovely day.”

The Warrior looks up as well. The sky is brilliant and blue and without a single smudge of
cloud. A few small transport crafts hum as they fly overhead. She inhales deeply, letting the
cold air sting at her lungs before exhaling again.

“Lady Warrior?” Julia’s voice drifts down to her through the still air, and she turns to look at
the guard.

“Yes?”

“His Radiance has taken you into his confidence. We don’t know why, and truthfully it is
none of our business. But we--my sister and I--we would ask something of you.”

“Go on.”

“We are sworn to his protection,” Julia says. “But we are limited in our charge. We cannot
always be where he goes. Not behind certain closed doors. We have heard that he gave you a
pardon, and would hope that you will not betray that.”

The Warrior frowns and shivers against the wind. “The Emperor has shown me an undue
amount of generosity with his time and attention. I would not dare think to betray his
hospitality.”

“Thank you.”

She considers the blue bowl of the sky overhead. “If I may ask, Julia. Do you think Emperor
Varis is a good man?”

The guard makes an uncertain noise. “It is difficult to be a good man in Garlemald.”

“Then it is much the same as in Eorzea.”

Julia gives a stiff nod. “As such, you will understand that it is best for you to make that
judgment yourself.”

“I do, yes.”



“Thank you, my Lady.”

She rubs her arms through her cloak. “I think I’ve had enough fresh air for one day. Don’t
you?”

The guard just nods silently.

 

The Warrior is glad for the relative warmth of the halls when she returns inside. She looks to
the map again, and heads toward the library. She doesn’t want for any books while staying in
the Emperor’s quarters, but during her exploration and adventuring, she has always found
that a library is a reliable source of interest. 

Julia waits outside the doors, claiming a dislike of the smell of the place. The Warrior
wonders how she can smell anything at all through her helmet, but does not press the issue.
Beyond the gilded double doors, the private library of the Imperial palace awaits, and it does
not disappoint in its grandeur. It is split amongst two levels, done up in white and gold,
standing out brilliant and curiously cold amongst the dark comfort of the rest of the palace.
The walls are lined with bookshelves, floor to vaulted ceiling, and she is certain that she
wouldn’t be able to count all the books in this lifetime, let alone even read the names along
the spines.

Dotted among the immense sea of books there are breaks in the shelves, and these gaps are
filled with paintings and sculpture. Most of the paintings are of scenery from around the star,
but at the center of the upper floor there is a painting of a man. He has a youngish look to
him, with a soft face carved into a carefully arrogant expression. The man is garbed in some
variety of Imperial parade regalia. She isn’t sure at first, as the man’s hair is short and brown
with a white streak framing the right of his face, but when she looks into his bright yellow
eyes she knows who he is.

“Solus zos Galvus,” she murmurs. It is strange, she thinks, but aside from the sulfuric shine
to his eyes, Varis looks almost nothing like his grandfather.

Staring up at the painting of the former emperor, the Warrior feels a prickle along the back of
her neck. A sense of danger--her Echo sparking to life, warning her that something wicked is
drawing near. The Warrior turns slowly, surveying the expanse of the library, but is quickly
able to determine that she is alone. If anything, it almost feels as though the painting is
watching her.

But, that is silly.

 

The Warrior leaves the library and continues her exploration of the halls. It is curious, she
thinks, that she does not run into anyone else while wandering. Her only interaction with
another person is with Julia, who remains quiet and attentive a few yalms behind her. 

“Where is everyone else?” she wonders aloud. “Where is the rest of the royal family?”



Julia does not reply, which tells her that the answer is unpleasant and not something she is
meant to discuss. The Warrior frowns, unable to shake an uneasy feeling, as though some
phantom from the library has clung to her boot heel.

“It is not something to fret over,” the guard finally says. “His Radiance prefers to keep to
himself.”

Deciding that this answer is better than nothing at all, she continues down a long,
unremarkable hallway. Eventually she reaches the point of the map that Varis has noted as
being near the accessway to the throne room. She thinks the little jagged lines are indicative
of a series of staircases, but can’t be certain without asking. He has also marked an X near the
doorway, with a small note not to go past that point.

She stops at the door in question, and supposes that it is time for her to turn around and go
back to Varis’ quarters. It is nearly time for the mid-day meal, and that is as good a reason as
any to end her morning’s adventure. She is about to turn around when the double doors fling
open. Varis stands there, hands on the door handles. His eyes widen slightly and he stares
down at her. She stares back. She can hear Julia’s heels shift on the tiled floor as she salutes
the Emperor.

After a long moment of nearly awkward silence, the corners of his mouth quirk upwards, and
Varis steps through the doors.

“Ah, I see that you managed to find your way all the way here.”

The Warrior gestures with the map. “Yes, your drawings were quite accurate. My lord.” She
tacks that on at the end, just in case someone is on the other side of the door and listening.

Varis chuckles softly, and his posture relaxes into a less rigid stance. “Well, then. Since you
are here, might I invite you to join me for the mid-day meal? No sense in having to traverse
all the way back to my quarters.”

She looks down at her exceedingly casual clothing. “Are you sure I’m dressed for that?”

“I say you are.” Varis holds out his hand. “Please, join me.”

She nods and presses her fingers into his palm. The leather of the gauntlet is warm from his
skin as his fingers close around her hand.

The Emperor leads her through the forbidden doorway. There is indeed a guard standing
there, one in standard armor that she does not recognize.

“Julia, go ahead and send a belay order to your sister,” the Emperor says. Behind them, she
hears the chirp of a linkpearl. Varis tilts his head toward the Warrior. “Annia is the one who
usually informs the kitchen of when I return to my quarters.”

“Oh. You’re ruining the mystique for me, Lord Varis.”

He chuckles warmly and they descend a stairwell. A short walk down an adjacent hall brings
them to what the Warrior can only presume is the main dining room of the palace. It is a long,



spacious affair, occupied primarily by a table that could easily seat nearly two dozen people.
She puzzles at the excess as Varis makes his way to one end of the table. The chair at the end
is a bit larger and more ornate than the rest, obviously for his royal personage. There are
place settings in front of every chair, but she can’t imagine that they have all been used
recently, and wonders if some poor retainer has to dust and clean the whole mess on a daily
basis. There are more chairs here than she’s seen indication of people since she arrived at the
palace, and the Warrior is rather certain that the servants are not permitted to dine here.

Varis pulls out one of the chairs adjacent to his and gestures for her to be seated. It is not long
before the servants arrive with the usual trays of food that they bring for the mid-day meal,
and the Warrior is relieved for at least that aspect of familiarity.

The atmosphere of the nearly empty dining room is not as comfortable as the privacy of
Varis’ sitting room, but she does her best to tune that out and focus on the Emperor. He is
quiet, as ever, but his attention is on her. He smiles as she ignores most of the table setting
and just selects a spoon for her soup. 

After a few minutes of quiet she clears her throat, the lack of anyone else entering the
expansive dining hall making her uncomfortable.

“Varis?”

“Mm?” He is cutting his slice of roasted game into small pieces, and does not look up from
the task.

“Where is everyone else? I mean, this is a lot of table for two people.”

The movement of his fork and knife pauses. She keeps her gaze on his hands, wondering if
she’s overstepped in her words.

Finally he murmurs: “It is even more table for just one person.”

The Warrior doesn’t say anything, just watches him eat. His posture is stiff and proper, even
though there is no one else around to judge how well he is playing the part of emperor. She
reaches out and presses her hand into the soft cloth of his sleeve. His head declines slightly to
look at her, brows drawing together. She squeezes his arm before letting him go.

Varis exhales in a faint sigh. “After the passing of my grandsire, most of the royal family
chose to live elsewhere in the city. I cannot say I blame them; the atmosphere here was less
than pleasant in the final few years before his death.” Varis sights down the length of the
table. “This table was never full. It seemed to give the old man some sort of comfort.” He
shakes his head and picks up his glass of wine.

“And you?”

“I… sent the family that remained as far away as possible.”

She does not ask. She knows of whom the Emperor speaks. Instead she idly taps the edge of
her spoon against her soup bowl.



“I think I rather prefer taking my meals in your sitting room, Your Radiance.”

“Yes,” he says. “As do I.”

She sips her soup, and he quietly spears little pieces of meat onto his fork.

“So, what sort of adventure did you have in the palace, today?”

The Warrior blinks, not having expected him to bother with more conversation. He is usually
quieter back in his quarters. “Oh, not much. I figured out how to get outside, had a look
around. The sky was lovely today.”

He swallows and reaches for his glass. “Is it? I have not been outside today. Too busy.”

She smiles. “Yes, bright blue sky. But, it was a bit colder than I’m dressed for, so I didn’t stay
out very long. Then I used your map to find the library. It’s very impressive, but…”

Varis makes a curious noise as she trails off.

“I’ve been in a lot of libraries, you know,” she says, trying to divert the subject away from the
uncomfortable feeling the palace library had left her with. “They’re always interesting,
especially if you find one in some old abandoned ruins. There’s always old tomes and knick
knacks and other things that give you a feel for the people who left it behind.”

“And, what did our library tell you?”

She considers her answer, then coyly says: “That your grandfather must have enjoyed reading
a great deal.”

Varis blinks, and then chuckles softly. “I rarely saw him with a book in hand, if I am being
honest. But, I am certain that he was quite proud of his collection.”

“It was impressive, to be sure,” she murmurs. The Warrior picks up a piece of bread and
hurriedly stuffs a hunk of it into her mouth, hoping to stall any more questions.

 

After the meal is over, Varis leads her back down the long halls and in the direction of his
quarters. The Warrior is glad for this, as she is not entirely certain she wouldn’t get lost trying
to find her way back without the map. Not yet, at least.

“I feel a bit bad about having you here,” the Emperor murmurs as they pace the length of a
hall, he minding the length of his stride against hers.

“What do you mean?”

“For one such as you, this must be terribly boring.”

She considers her answer. “Perhaps a bit. Though, adventuring isn’t constant excitement.
There is a great deal of just sitting around and waiting for something to happen.”



“What do you do, then?”

The Warrior squeezes the crook of his elbow as she thinks. “Oh, you know. Mend my gear.
Work on various little crafting projects that I’m trying to get better at. Look for useful
plants… Mostly training, though.”

“Combat training, you mean?”

“Well, I am the ‘Warrior’ of Light, Varis. Though I may have been gifted with prowess and
power in combat, it still takes a lot of practice to keep my mind and body sharp.”

His lips pinch in a thoughtful pout, and he doesn’t seem to notice when they reach the end of
the red carpet in front of his quarters.

“Varis?”

He blinks and looks up. “Oh, yes.” The Emperor unlocks the door and holds it open. “After
you, Warrior.”

 



Chapter 7

The Warrior has to admit, she feels a distinct sense of relief when her menses start. This
means that the pills that Varis had acquired from the alchemist are indeed doing their job, and
she has nothing to worry about when intimately enjoying herself with the Emperor. The sense
of relief lasts only for a few minutes, before she scrambles to a cabinet and retrieves her pack.
Cursing several of the Twelve in sequence, she is dismayed to find that she did not properly
replenish her supplies after the previous moon--things had been chaotic in Ishgard then and
she had not had time to think of such matters. Now it is too late, and she is going to suffer for
it.

She downs the last of the sweet slurry in her bottle of pain tonic and makes her way into the
bathing room. Despite checking every cabinet and drawer in the room, she can find no sign of
anything that might have been meant as a pain reliever.

“You honestly can’t tell me that you’re never in pain, you big--” The Warrior huffs softly and
presses her forehead against the cold glass of the mirror. “Shit, shit, shit.”

 

This is how, when he returns to his quarters to have his mid-day meal with the Warrior, the
Emperor of Garlemald comes to find the woman on the floor of the bathtub. She is nude and
curled on her side, her eyes not quite closed as she shivers. He notes the thin line of red
tracing down to the drain.

His voice is cautious as he calls her name. “Are you alright?”

The Warrior grimaces and squeezes her eyes shut. “Well, now I’m embarrassed in addition to
waiting for the sweet release of death.”

She hears the clink and rattle of his armor as he kneels next to the tub.

“Tell me what is wrong.”

“I am suffering, as is a woman’s work. I will be fine.” She presses her cheek against the cold
porcelain and shivers again. “The first day is just always the worst.”

“The first…?”

“Day of my menses.”

“Oh.” He makes a thoughtful noise. “I had forgotten about that.”

“How lucky for you.” She huffs softly in pain at another knife-twist from below. “On the plus
side, you don’t have to execute the alchemist.”

“Yes, I suppose that is true…”



She opens her eyes to find him peering down at her, a careful look of concern on his face.
“Oh, don’t look at me like that.”

“What? You are suffering, how do you want me to look at you? Let me help you, Warrior. I
cannot just leave you lying in the bottom of the tub for the next half-week.”

The Warrior bites back another sarcastic reply. Instead she mutters: “This is my fault. I lost
track of the date.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s always three days after the full moon,” she mumbles into her forearm. “But, I’ve barely
seen the sky since I got here, so how was I supposed to know it was past the full moon
already?” She groans and shakes her head. “I’m sorry.”

“Whatever for?”

“That you have to see me like this.”

“If you are referring to the blood, I have spent the last thirty winters going from one
battlefield to the next,” the Emperor says, his voice soft. “I have likely seen more blood than
you have in you to bleed out.”

She laughs despite the pain, and he smiles.

“Now then,” Varis says. “What can I get for you, to get you out of the tub?”

“Ah, um… before you go running off, go to my pack. It’s on your bed. There should be what
looks like a brown sackcloth pillow. About the size of your hand. Lumpy. Bring me that.”

The Emperor gives her an inquisitive look, but does as he is asked. When he returns a few
minutes later, he is holding the object she requested.

“I need to have more attire arranged for you,” he notes as he holds out his hand. “There’s
nothing left in there, and I cannot have you just sit around wearing my dressing gown all
day.” He pauses. “Well, I can, but--”

“One thing at a time, Your Radiance.” She turns the pouch over, fingers feeling over its
lumpy surface until she finds a larger lump than the rest. Here she focuses a bit of her aether,
until the pouch grows warm to the touch.

“What is it?” he asks.

“My heating pad.” The Warrior leans against the wall of the bathtub and presses the pouch to
her lower abdomen. She lets out a content sigh. “It’s full of rice, and a small fire aspected
crystal. I activate the crystal, and it heats the rice.”

Varis’ brow furrows. “What keeps the rice from burning?”



She manages not to roll her eyes up at him. “The crystal is just very warm. It’s not on fire.
Not enough heat transfers for that.”

“Oh.” He turns his head away and mutters under his breath about not understanding magic.
Then he clears his throat: “What else did you need?”

“Painkillers, mostly. And something to use so I don’t just bleed into my clothing.” She tips
her head against the porcelain. “And something to wear, I should suppose.”

“I will… see what I can find for you.”

The Warrior nods as she watches him go, and then taps more aether into the crystal.

 

She has half dozed off by the time he returns. Varis grips a black leather satchel in his gloved
hands, and wears a determined look on his face.

“I have returned,” he announces. “Do you feel any better?”

“Mm.” The Warrior rolls her head to her right shoulder and sighs at a faint crack the motion
causes. “Marginally. Any luck on your venture?”

“More than I had expected.” He sits next to the tub on the cold floor, cloak flaring out behind
him and long legs stretching out along the length of the basin. He removes his gauntlets and
sets them aside before opening the satchel. “I ran into--well, not coincidentally, they were
waiting for me--but my guards were waiting for me when I left. They seemed to know that
something was afoot.” He squints at the Warrior and leans toward her. “Is there some sort of
female hive-mind that I am not aware of?”

She just smirks at him and shakes her head. He sighs and pulls out a small glass bottle.

“They assisted me in gathering supplies for you. Said I needed to introduce you to the
alchemist, so you could take care of yourself.”

“That was nice of them.”

He grunts and gestures with the bottle. “Pain relieving tonic. Annia insisted that you know to
ask for ‘the good stuff’ from the alchemist. I am quite certain this might be the same
concoction they give to men on the battlefield when they are having a limb amputated.” He
sets the bottle down next to him. “Do not take it on an empty stomach.”

“Hm. That might be strong enough.”

“I would hope so.” Next he retrieves a bundle of strips of undyed cotton cloth. “For the
blood. Julia said that if they are rinsed properly after usage it is fine to send them out with the
standard laundry.”

“Anything else?”



“There is more of the tonic and cloths in the satchel.” Varis’ fingers twist for a moment in the
bag’s leather strap. “If you stay longer than this month, I will arrange for things to be
acquired for you ahead of the full moon.”

“That…. Thank you, Varis.”

“And when you are feeling more yourself, I shall have to send for the court tailor. The man
barely works since my grandsire died. We might as well give him something to do, since he is
still getting paid for being here.” The Emperor lightly picks at the silk sleeve of the robe.
“You need some attire more appropriate for our climate.”

She gives a flustered laugh and shakes her head. “You don’t have to go to all that trouble,
Varis.”

“Perhaps not, but I can still do it if I want to.”

“Ah, yes. Will of the Emperor and all.” He nods his head and she sighs. “And what else does
His Radiance will for me today?”

“For right now? Let’s get you cleaned up and fed.”

She frowns. “Don’t you have more important business to attend to this afternoon?”

“The Senate would say yes, as they are currently in the midst of several days of badgering me
about some of the orders I put forward this week. But, they are not the Emperor, so I can
postpone the next meeting with them until tomorrow.”

She blushes. “Varis. You’re being irresponsible.”

He blinks a few times and then smiles at her. “Really? It almost sounds like a nice thing when
you say it, Warrior.” Varis takes her hand and kisses at her knuckles. “How about we run a bit
of warm water for you, and you can wash up. I will get something for you to wear.”

 

The Emperor is gone for several minutes while she sits in a few inches of warm water. She
wonders at the man’s behavior, as most men she has dealt with over the years simply choose
to give her a wide berth during ‘that time of the moon’, as though she might turn into some
frightening beast while under Menphina’s sway. It isn’t as though she wants to put up with
this, what woman would? And yet Varis acts as though it were nothing, no problem, just
another task to see through with his usual attention to detail.

It is refreshing, if not nearly overwhelming.

When the Emperor returns to the bathing room, he has changed out of his armor into a
turtleneck and trousers of a curiously knit fabric that she does not recognize. The trousers and
top are both black, and there is a bit of embroidery around the neck that she thinks looks
vaguely familiar. It is, she realizes after a moment of consideration, the bottom-most layers of
what he usually wears underneath his regalia.



“You look nice out of your armor,” she observes as he helps her out of the bathtub. Her joints
protest at the motion, having been pressed to the cold porcelain for much of the morning.

He chuckles softly. “You are welcome to your own poor judgments, Warrior.”

Varis lingers close as she dresses, though he does politely look away when she wiggles into
her smallclothes and reinforces the area with some of the cotton padding. She pulls on a pair
of short leather pants and laces them to her level of comfort around the waist. Varis catches
her wrist in his long fingers before handing over the last piece of clothing he has brought.

“Are you sure you need the top? You look quite delectable as you are.”

“Y-you want to touch me like this?”

“I fail to see why not,” Varis says with a shrug of his broad shoulders. “You are no less
desirable, Warrior.” He releases her wrist and gestures at her bare breasts. “You probably
should cover up, though. We do not need you getting too chilled.” Varis gestures with the
folded sweater in his other hand.

The sweater is far too large for her, the sleeves folding over her hands and the bottom hem
ending a fulm past her bottom. It is warm and comfortable, though, like a hug made of soft
silvery wool.

The Emperor retrieves the satchel and her heating pad from the floor and then, despite a brief
protest on her part, scoops her up into his arms and carries her down the hall to the sitting
room where the mid-day meal is waiting for them.

“I’m not an invalid,” she says as he carefully deposits her in her usual spot on the divan.

“I know. But, I am going to pretend you are, since I found you awaiting death in my bathtub.”
Varis sets the heating pad in her lap and presses his lips to her forehead. “Worry not, Warrior,
it will be our secret.”

She huffs softly, but smiles up at him. “You’re horrible.”

He chuckles. “Now you are sounding like the Senate.” Varis presses his lips to the tip of her
nose before turning to face the lunch trays. She is glad for this, because the motion leaves her
flustered and her cheeks hot. The Warrior busies herself with rolling up the sweater sleeves.

She accepts her usual bowl of warm soup from the tray, and then watches as Varis takes his
plate and covers it almost entirely in mashed popotoes. A bit of meat and vegetable goes on
the side of the plate. The Warrior has learned not to bring up his dietary choices, as pointing
out that a plate of mashed popotoes did not really count as a proper meal simply earns her a
surly look and the Emperor adding more of the fluffy golden tubers onto his plate.

That is to say nothing either of how the man eats a bakery’s worth of pastries on a daily basis.
He seems in good enough health, and for that she is willing to let the issue rest.

When her soup bowl is empty she uses a piece of bread to wipe it clean. She uses her spoon
to steal a bit of popotoes from Varis’ plate. He grunts in subtle alarm and moves to protect his



plate.

“Now, now,” she teases, “you didn’t leave any left on the tray for me to have.”

Varis stares at her, brows pinching together for a moment. Then he holds the plate out, lets
her scoop up another spoonful, and then continues eating. The Warrior sets her empty bowl
and spoon onto the tray and opens the black satchel. She pulls out one of the small bottles
and looks at the pale green label affixed to its side. It is printed in Garlean, but she is still able
to work out consumption notes and dosage warnings.

She carefully removes the top and ignores the warnings, downing about a third of the bottle
before stopping. The taste is less sweet than the tonics she is used to getting in Eorzea, more
mild with a peculiar minty aftertaste. She notices Varis watching her from the corner of her
eye, and silently returns the bottle to the bag. He says nothing and crams more popotoes into
his mouth.

The Warrior leans back into the couch cushions and closes her eyes. After a few minutes she
hears Varis set his plate down on the tray and rattle around in the other dishes. He says her
name softly, as though unsure of her wakefulness, and she opens her eyes. He has the head of
a chocobo-shaped pastry stuffed into his mouth, and is holding another plate in his hand. It is
covered in small dark brown cubes. She studies them and their glossy sheen for a moment
before realizing what she’s looking at.

“I didn’t think you would have any sort of chocolate here in Garlemald,” she says. The
Emperor gives a little defensive huff, and pulls the now headless pastry from his mouth.

“Ah, well, I am… not excessively fond of it myself. But my grandsire was, and had trade
connections set up to have it imported. He was a man of… very expensive tastes.”

“So you, what, just prefer your imports to be coffee and rolanberries?” She smiles at the
slightly indignant noise this draws from him. “What? I’m not the greatest of botanists, but I
still know neither of those grow in frozen tundra. In Eorzea, the best of both of those grow in
Vylbrand.”

He holds out the small plate, its surface chilled, and watches as she chooses a piece of dark
chocolate from its uniform contents. “Indeed. That is one of the benefits of having an
empire.”

“Or peaceful trade agreements.” She slips the chocolate between her lips, holding Varis’ gaze
as she lets the bittersweet treat melt on her tongue. After swallowing, she says: “You do know
about those, right? That you can engage in commerce with other nations without conquering
them?”

“Yes,” he says with the faintest hint of testiness in his voice. “But it is far more efficient if
you are in control of the lands from which you are deriving goods and resources.”

“Mm. You could try it, though. Free Doma, open supportive trade functions. Gain their
begrudging support as allies…”



He grunts and gestures with the plate. “You are determined, aren’t you.”

She takes another piece of chocolate. “It’s just another of my foibles.” The Warrior applies a
bit more aether to her heating pad and adjusts herself on the cushions. “But, you should
know, if you really want me here, you’ll have to put up with my flaws in addition to whatever
you find charming. I won’t be some silent submissive who spends all day waiting for you in
your bed.”

Varis’ brow furrows and the corners of his mouth curl downward. “That is not what I want of
you. Be that as it may, you know little when it comes to the operations of an empire.” He
silences himself with an overly large bite of pastry.

“But, I do know about people.” She licks a stray bit of chocolate from her forefinger. “I don’t
know why, but people like me. They listen to me; they’re willing to try to better themselves
just after meeting me once. I suppose it’s part of my Gift.”

“And here I thought I was just imagining that effect,” he murmurs. “Though, I would rather
think that was some part of your natural charm, and not something you have to attribute to an
esoteric divinity.”

She doesn’t know what to say to this--she’s spent far too long attributing the goodness in
herself to the generosity of the Mothercrystal than something innate to herself. The Warrior
decides she does not feel like thinking too deeply on this matter right now, and distracts
herself with the rest of the Emperor’s offering. Varis watches her, an amused twinkle in his
eyes, as she quietly devours the entirety of the contents of the plate.

“Good?” he inquires lightly when she relinquishes her hold on the dish. She nods, leaning
back and adjusting the heating pad.

“Yes. I haven’t had chocolate in awhile.” She smiles and gestures at him as he partakes in his
coffee. “How was yours? What was in it, anyway?”

“It was good. Today was rolanberry with a bit of blood currant.” He smirks into his cup.
“Coincidence, I assure you. The daily menus are finalized the night before.” Varis licks his
lips. “Would you like one?”

 

The painkillers that Varis’ guards provided are indeed powerful, and by the time she has
finished eating all the sweets the Emperor presents to her they have already started to kick in
and dull the pain twisting at her abdomen. She is glad for this, naturally. Varis sips his coffee
and stares at her, and she wonders exactly what he is looking at.

“Is there something on my face?” she asks after a solid minute of his staring. The Emperor
blinks and coughs into his coffee.

“No, no. Your face is fine. I mean, it is beautiful. I mean--” He pauses. “I am not entirely
certain what I mean at this point. My apologies.”



She sips her flowery tea and smiles. “There’s no need for apologies, but you were staring at
me.”

“Was I?” He wipes a bit of coffee from the corner of his mouth with his thumb. “I was
merely...thinking.”

She believes that she has seen that before--Varis staring intently at her while lost in thought.
He never really divulges what he is thinking about, though.

“Do you feel more comfortable now, Warrior?” He sets his cup down on the table and reaches
out for her. His big hands are warm as they touch the sides of her face. She smiles.

“You’ve been very kind to me this afternoon, Varis. Are you sure you don’t want anything in
return?”

“I want to touch you,” he blurts out. His bright eyes widen at her chuckle, and he looks to the
coffee cup. “Perhaps there was something extra in the coffee.”

She sets her tea down next to his cup. “You can touch me, yes, as long as you’re careful.”
The Warrior gets up from the couch and moves to where he is seated in his armchair, and
presses her palms against his shoulders. “Settle back.”

Varis makes a little noise in his throat as he follows her command, hands balancing at her
hips as she moves to sit in his lap. She straddles his thighs, enjoying the strain of his muscles
against hers. She leans in to run her hands down the black fabric clad expanse of his chest.

“I know some men enjoy messing around down there when a woman is on her moon, but I’m
not that fond of it myself on the first day or two.” She traces her fingers over his obliques,
and he shivers at her touch. “So, you can touch me, just above the belt, okay? I’ll make it up
to you later.”

“Above, er, above the belt is just fine,” Varis murmurs. “I do not require any compensation.”
His hands push north, up under the excess of her sweater, palms rubbing smoothly along the
tense muscles of her abdomen. “You will tell me if I do anything that hurts you.”

“No, I’m just going to s--ah!--suffer in silence.” Her breath catches as his fingers find the
underside of her breasts and sweep upwards to tease at her nipples.

He watches her, eyes aglow as his fingers continue to explore the curves of her breasts. It is a
strange game, she manages to think, his fingertips blindly feeling along her tender flesh while
his gaze remains locked on hers. 

“You are very warm,” he says in his low voice. The vibrato of it makes her fingers tingle, and
she lets out a breathless laugh. His fingers move away from her breasts, back down to explore
over her ribcage, then slowly down her sides until they pause back home on her hips. “The
sweater isn’t too heavy for you, is it?”

“Oh, no, it’s lovely,” she says. He makes an uncertain noise, thumbs pressing into her flesh,
and she catches what he is aiming at. “Though, it does seem to be getting in the way.”



A smidgen coy, he offers: “Perhaps you should take it off for a bit?”

“Just a little while,” she agrees.

Varis helps her pull the oversized sweater off over her head and tosses it over onto the couch.
The air in the sitting room is slightly chilly, but he is warm and close and she lets herself be
drawn into his heated gravity. His big hands roam gently down her back, and she settles her
weight against him. His touch is a balm to her aching muscles.

For reasons unknown to the Warrior, Varis quickly loses interest in tickling at her breasts, and
instead keeps his hands on her back as his mouth goes to her chin. He kisses there, teasing
close to her lips before moving down to her jaw. She sighs contentedly and tips her head to
the side, allowing his mouth access to her neck. The Emperor kisses down her throat, nipping
lightly at her pulse before continuing down the curve of her neck and on to her shoulder. 

Her fingers brush over the front of his trousers. Varis hisses softly against her shoulder as her
palm bumps against the taut fabric, rubbing deliberately against the flesh trapped beneath.

She teases: “Is this something I can take credit for?”

He makes a strained noise in his throat. “You needn't--”

“Unless you’re forbidding me from touching you, Varis, I can do what I want.” She palms his
erection again, and is rewarded with the Emperor’s bodily shudder. “And I do so enjoy
touching you. Not just here, of course. All over. There’s so much of you to touch.” She traces
her fingers up over his abdomen and digs in a bit into the firm muscles there. He huffs against
her skin, whispering her name with the delicate sort of reverence men usually save for their
gods.

“Touch me, then, Warrior,” he says, voice high and thin with need. “I will not forbid you this
indulgence.”

She chuckles, fingers teasing underneath the waistband of his trousers and brushing against
the hair there. “Your indulgence or mine, Varis?”

He huffs again and kisses at her throat. “Perhaps just our mutual gratification.”

“Mutual, hm?” Her hand moves lower, until her fingers find the base of his girth. “You’d
treat me as your equal?” He nods fervently against her. “Is that just because my hand is down
your trousers?”

The Emperor whispers, breathless: “No.”

The Warrior hums softly as she pulls as much of him free from his trousers as she can
manage, delighting in the gasp that escapes the man as her fingers tease over the moisture
that has already gathered at the tip. She watches his face as her hand slowly traverses his
length. His ivory cheeks are flushed and pupils wide with desire. Varis catches her watching
him and his steady breaths cut short with a soft gasp. When she winks at him, he groans



lowly and buries his face in the curve of her neck. She manages not to laugh when he
whispers her name into her skin.

The Warrior whispers near his ear: “Do you want me to take care of you, Your Radiance?”

His reply is a muffled: “Please.”

His cock is a handful, even with the base still trapped under tight fabric. Her thumb drags his
wetness down the underside of his shaft, and she squeezes just enough on the upward stroke
to draw a little blissful noise from Varis’ throat. It does not take long to make the mountain
unravel against her, and his fingertips grip her back with bruising force as his hips jerk
upward to meet her palm.

When he comes it leaves a viscous residue on his black-clad belly, though the remainder ends
up coating her fingertips and trailing along her abdomen. For a long moment he does not
move, just remains slumped against her shoulder, breath escaping in ardent puffs. After he
steadies himself, Varis moves a hand from her back to catch at her chin, tilting her head back
enough to permit him access to her lips. His kiss is still awkward but sincere, and she parts
her lips to tease his tongue into her mouth.

The Warrior does not know if she will ever be able to drink coffee again without thinking of
the Emperor. She will have to stick to tea whenever she finally goes home to Ishgard.

“Stay with me,” he whispers when they break for air.

“What?” She opens her eyes, looks at him, takes in the intent look on his face.

“When the month is over, and I have kept my word.” Varis moves his hand from her chin to
comb his fingers through her hair. “Stay with me.” He presses his forehead to hers. “For as
long as you can stand to. Please, stay.”

“Oh, Varis, I don’t…” She sighs softly. “Ask me again when you have kept your word.
Okay?” The Warrior smooths her lips over his third eye. “That isn’t something you should be
asking when you’ve just been intimate with someone.”

The backs of his fingers brush along her cheek. His breathing has calmed, but his golden gaze
is still focused on her face.

Finally he nods. His lips bend into a smile and the rest of his expression folds similarly with
blissful afterglow. “As you wish.”

 



Chapter 8

The days move on, the Warrior’s menses pass, and things go more or less back to normal. She
returns to her usual business of lounging about in the Emperor’s quarters, sometimes
wandering down the halls with the Emperor’s map in hand, but making a point not to go into
the library. She tries it once, decides that there is still something in the grand room that makes
her uncomfortable, and retreats from it without a backward glance.

She sits at Varis’ desk in the study and does a mental tally of how long she has been in
Garlemald. Sixteen days now? Perhaps seventeen. It seems to have been that long. She
glances at the papers on his desk, but nothing is of much interest. It’s all just trade papers and
petitions and military reports and a notepad covered in Varis’ handwriting with a great deal of
underlined notes that seem to be in regard to whatever his son is up to in Gyr Abania. She
does not see any notes regarding herself of the Scions, so she decides not to worry about that
matter for the time being.

She likes to sit in the desk chair. It is far too large for her, but it smells like Varis and some
little animal part of her brain has decided she likes that. She enjoys the faintly caramelized
smell of his coffee, of well-worn leather and polished armor, and the cold bite to the
perspiration on his skin on days when he actually leaves the palace.

The Warrior is dozing in the chair when the Emperor returns from his duties. He calls her
name softly, which is enough to rouse her from her nap, but she does not move until she feels
a heavy hand rest on her shoulder.

“I have brought you something,” Varis says by way of greeting. She looks to him, puzzling
briefly over the fact that he has already freed himself of his crown and breastplate and
pauldrons. 

“You didn’t have to do that,” she says, and makes a show of stretching her arms over her
head. The Warrior peeks up at him, and sees that his gaze has drifted down to where the edge
of her knit top has ridden up along her stomach. “Varis?”

He blinks and looks her in the eyes. “Come. It’s in the sitting room.”

She hops down from the desk chair and follows him across the hall into the sitting room. The
missing pieces of his attire are lumped in his preferred armchair. Nearby there is a long
narrow bundle laid out on the surface of the table where they usually take their meals.
Curious, the Warrior presses past him and goes to the table. The bundle is bound in a dark
dyed leather, and she is aware of the smell of something mechanical as she nears.

“Go ahead. It is a gift, from me to you.”

There is a metallic rattle as she unrolls the gift, and the heavy barrel of a gunblade falls into
her open hand. It looks to be fairly standard issue--the Warrior has seen plenty of a similar
make on the bodies of fallen Imperial centurions, as well as strapped to the backs of some of
the living guards in the palace. But this weapon is clearly new and unused, lacquered a



perfect black with silvered fittings. The blade is a bit shorter than she expects, but it is also
new, with nary a single nick or scratch upon its pristine sterling surface.

“It’s beautiful, but…” She looks up at him. “You trust me to have this?”

Varis arches a brow. “Should I not? You have done nothing to harm me in the last two weeks.
Why should putting a weapon into your hands make a difference?”

She isn’t sure if he is being naïve or not. “What, you’ve been waiting for me to bludgeon you
with a book?”

He hums softly. “I had not considered a book, but now that you mention it I suppose I should
have.” Varis touches the back of her hand. “If it will make you feel better, I can lock it up in
my cabinet when you aren’t using it.”

The Warrior considers the variety of cabinets and bureaus and other storage boxes scattered
about his quarters, but can’t determine which one he’s speaking of. “What cabinet?”

“Where I keep my own weapons.”

She blinks, and then laughs softly. She feels silly at the explanation. “Oh. Of course you must
have some weapons. You were the High Legatus, right?”

Varis smiles, clearly pleased that she knows this detail, even though he has never mentioned
it to her. “That is correct.” He gestures at her hand. “Give it a try?”

Most of the weight of the gunblade is focused in the hilt and the frame and cylinder of the
revolver. She levels the weapon in front of her, surprised by how well it balances with the
length of the blade.

“I seem to recall you having a sword among your possessions during your first time on the
Gration," Varis says. “Do you believe you could handle this weapon as such?”

“I think so.” The Warrior gives the gunblade an experimental swing. “I’ve no experience with
firearms, though. I probably should have spoken more with the machinists in Ishgard.”

The Emperor enfolds her in his arms and gently wraps her hands around hers. He gently
adjusts her grip. “You will want to hold it like this, otherwise you’ll throw your wrist when
the blade makes contact.”

She blushes and does her best not to lean into the warmth of his body. “Oh. Okay. Thank
you.”

“Worry not. When next I can free up an afternoon, I will go over the basics with you.”

Part of her wants to protest--certainly the leader of an empire has better things to do with his
time than teach her to use a gunblade. But just as much she finds, to her surprise, that she
wants that time with him. Though his massive form belies great prowess in physical combat,
the Warrior has never seen him actually fight.



“That’s kind of you, Varis.”

He presses his nose into her hair. “My pleasure.”

She wonders if she can convince him to train with his shirt off. She takes another short swing
with the gunblade, and feels the purr of Varis’ approving hum behind her.

“You are a natural. Though, I should not be surprised, should I? You are no helpless maiden,
but the Warrior of Light. I am sure you scarcely need my instruction.”

“I wouldn’t refuse it.” She lets the point of the weapon rest carefully on the floor. “You
probably have almost as many years of combat experience as I’ve been alive. I would be
foolish to not at least listen to what you have to say. Especially regarding a weapon I have no
real knowledge of.”

His chuckle reverberates through her spine and makes her shiver with unexpected pleasure.
“Then, you are already ahead of most of the soldiers I have served with.” Varis gives her a
small squeeze before stepping away. “Come, I shall show you where the cabinet is located.”

 

The Emperor leads the way across the hall to his study. She is surprised when he maneuvers
his way around his desk chair to the far wall. There he pushes back a hanging tapestry and
reveals a keypad. Varis removes the gauntlet from his right hand and tosses it into the desk
chair.

“Why keep it hidden?” she wonders as he enters a code and slides open a concealed door.

“I would rather the maids did not have access to weaponry,” he nonchalantly says. The door
squeaks to a stop.

“Oh. Fair enough.” This being Garlemald, though, the Warrior would be half surprised if the
maids didn’t keep a knife tucked into their stockings.

Varis steps to the side so she can take a look. The Warrior moves to his periphery, the smell
of metal and gunpowder and leather meeting her nose. It is more pleasant than she might
have expected, as it reminds her of the steely presence of the man standing next to her. Varis
gestures inside with his bare hand.

“Feel free to look. I can answer any questions you might have.”

She nods and studies the small collection inside--there is what could pass for a standard
heavy sword, until she notes the barrel and trigger incorporated into the blade. Next to it is a
massive heavy shield that appears to have a gun barrel incorporated into its design. Mounted
higher in the cabinet there are a long barreled revolver and a gunblade that looks similar to
the one she has been gifted with.

“Standard officer’s issue,” Varis says as he notes her gaze on the gunblade. He picks it up.
“This one has served me well, since before I was first a legatus.” He points the blade



downward and gestures at the dark red handle. There, inscribed in black lettering is [VyG].
“Back when I was just ‘the Emperor’s grandson’.”

She runs her finger over the black letters. “You’ve both come a long way, haven’t you?”

He cocks his head to the side. “Do you think so?”

“Of course. You’re the Emperor now.”

Varis rests the flat of the blade on his shoulder and makes a thoughtful noise. “There are
many who would say that I had a head start, due to my familial connections with Emperor
Solus.” He grimaces. “The old man certainly would.”

“True, but a head start is worth nothing if you don’t do anything with it,” she says. “You’ve
told me yourself. You’ve spent your whole life working hard to prove yourself worthy of the
throne. If you hadn’t, you’d still be a legatus, right? That is, if the new emperor didn’t have
you executed to get you out of the way.”

He stares down at her, brows raised slightly. “I--” Varis huffs softly in chagrin and looks
away. “Yes, you are right.”

“Varis?”

He glances at her, and she recognizes a thinly veiled look of apprehension on his features.
She swallows.

“I know what it feels like, to have people expect something of you just because of a title. I
know what it feels like to have to prove that you aren’t just your title.”

Varis’ face relaxes into a frown. “Sometimes, I feel as though…” He trails off. “Nevermind.”

She wants to press him, but doesn’t. She thinks she knows what troubles him--she has seen
his expression sour at the memory of his grandfather. She wants to tell him that everything is
okay now, that his grandfather has passed and won’t be able to persecute him any longer. But,
she doesn’t know how. So the Warrior just nods, and Varis noisily clears his throat.

“Here. I’ll show you a secret.” He lifts his gunblade, and indicates that she do the same.
“These blades are made by a master craftsman here in the Capital. They use a very particular
blend of steel that is partially tempered with a byproduct of the ceruleum refining process.
Because of this, blades forged by our craftsman have a particular way of… singing, when
they come in contact with each other. It’s a way of checking for forgeries that might sneak
into the ranks.”

“Oh.” She considers his words and smiles. “That’s brilliant.”

“Naught more than a particular quirk of the craftsmanship, but... “ Varis smiles. “Yes, I
suppose it is a particularly fascinating result. Shall I show you?”

She nods. “Yes, I’d love to hear it.”



“Hold out your gunblade then, in a resting stance.”

He touches the flat of his blade against hers, and there is a gentle metallic chime. Something
levin courses from her hand and down her arm as Varis slowly shifts the blade until the edges
touch, as though drawing a bow across a string. The air is pierced with a singular, seductive
ringing. She shivers. The Emperor is no fumbling soldier--he knows what he is doing with a
weapon in his hand. The Warrior exhales shakily as his wrist pivots and pulls his gunblade
away. The weapon in her hand vibrates slightly.

“Are you alright?” he murmurs. “Your cheeks have gone flushed.”

“I just…” She licks her lips. “You know how to handle your weapon.”

His lips twitch in amusement. “Does that excite you, Warrior of Light?”

She looks at the gunblade, held steady in his hand. A shaky laugh escapes her. “More than I
expected it to, yes.”

Varis chuckles and returns the gunblade to the cabinet. He retrieves the much larger
gunblade. It is a massive thing, easily six or seven fulms long, but he handles it as easily as
the previous weapon. The blade is a rippling blood red thing, and with its black and gold hilt
the weapon is a silent impression of the power of Garlemald.

There is something familiar about the weapon that she cannot immediately place.

The Emperor lifts the forked points at the end of the weapon until they are just shy of her
shoulder. “A weapon should be a familiar thing, a reliable extension of oneself. If you are
cornered and alone, your weapon may be the only thing you have to rely on.”

“Has that ever happened to you, Varis?”

“You have seen me, seen my scars. I stand out like a target on the battlefield.” He looks down
the black barrel of the gunblade, and he flashes a playful smirk. “So you know it is they who
were the ones cornered when they thought they had me backed against a wall.”

The blade comes to a hanging stop only an ilm from her throat. She exhales shakily.

“Impressive,” the Emperor murmurs. “Though I can tell you are unsteady with a weapon so
close to you, I do not see any fear in your lovely eyes.”

She looks up the long line of the blade and to his face. “You aren’t going to hurt me.” She is
certain of this.

Varis considers her answer, and then nods as he rests the gunblade on his broad shoulder.
“That is true.” His free hand extends to brush his gloved fingers against her cheek. “I can
teach you how to use a gunblade properly. At the very least, training with it will help keep
you sharp and ready to fight, so you have not gone soft when the time comes.”

“You seem certain that it will.”



His eyes half close and for a moment he looks regretful. “It always does.” Varis sighs. “This
is but a temporary reprieve. Peace cannot be bought without blood on this star, however
much I wish that words were enough. That is just the nature of the beast. Depending on how
things progress in Gyr Abania, I will eventually have to be present on that battlefield as
well.”

She frowns, choosing for the time being to sidestep the fact that if Garlemald just stopped
trying to conquer Eorzea, neither weapons nor words would be necessary for peace. Instead
she focuses on her current situation. “And when you go, what will happen to me?”

The Emperor delicately returns the bulky gunblade to the weapons cabinet. He holds out his
hand to her, and she places the grip of her gunblade in his open palm. He adds it to the
contents of the cabinet.

“Ask me again in two weeks,” he says.

Ah, yes. Their agreement. “Still working on that?”

“Some progress is being made.”

“Really?”

“Mmhmm.” He glances down at her. “Are you hoping that I fail in my efforts?”

She touches the back of his arm. “No. I believe you can be a man of peace, Varis.” The
Warrior gestures at the big red blade in the weapons cabinet. “Regula believed in you, too.”

He blinks. “What?”

“Your gunblade. I’ve seen the model before. The Legatus carried one when we crossed paths,
though I would say his was more silver in color.”

“Ah. I see. Yes, they were both of a model issued to Imperial legati. That’s very observant of
you.”

She just smiles and rests her head against his sleeve. “Thank you for the gift, Varis. It is
lovely, and I will do my best not to waste it.”

“I trust that you will.” Varis closes the cabinet doors and taps in a code to secure the fixtures.

The Warrior rises up on her toes to whisper toward his ear. “And, I just want to say that you
handling those blades with such finesse was… very attractive.”

He pauses. “Is that so?”

She takes his hand and guides it between her thighs so that he can feel the press of heat there.
“Very.”

Varis holds her gaze as his broad fingers squeeze at her inner thigh. His hand shifts, and she
holds back a gasp as his thumb brushes against the thin fabric of her trousers. His right brow



arches playfully with a realization.

“No smallclothes?”

She licks her lips. “I did not see a need for them today.” She shivers as his thumb caresses her
through her trousers.

“Wise woman,” he murmurs. Varis picks up the gauntlet from his desk chair before pulling
the other off and tossing the pair over the side of the couch. He scoops her up and deposits
her on the desk, sending papers and stationary in all directions. She laughs breathily as he sits
before her, easily working her trousers down and off and throwing them in the same direction
as his gloves. He tugs her forward until her bottom nears the edge of the desk. Unhesitant,
she parts her knees for him. The Warrior crooks a beckoning finger and smiles as the
Emperor immediately moves in. 

He teases a fingertip along her slit, and makes a pleased noise at the wetness already gathered
there. Varis shifts his weight forward and accompanies his finger with his tongue. His breath
huffs against the hair that frames her sex and she trembles. For a brief moment she sees his
golden eyes looking up at her, gauging her reaction. 

She gasps: “Varis!” He hums in agreement. His tongue slips between her folds, and her
muscles clutch eagerly against his as both tongue and finger caress her inner walls. Her hands
go to his hair, fingers tangling in whatever isn’t bound and braided. She wants more of him--
wants all of him, wants to smother him with her thighs and have him know the wild levin that
he has cast into her veins with a casual drag of his blade. She wants him to know that he may
be the strongest man in all of Garlemald, but even he has a weakness--and that she is much
the same.

It is nigh impossible to voice these things when his thumb is rubbing against her clit. 

He works at her for several minutes, thumb of his right hand teasing in persistent circles
while the forefinger of the left drags itself inside of her with maddening slowness. His tongue
is persistent between the two, the wet sounds of his attentions periodically accompanied by a
low hum from his throat. 

She calls his name when she finally comes, hips twitching and fingers coiled and clenched
tightly in his hair. She holds him in place, her body demanding his subjugation, and the
Emperor gladly serves. He laps at her as she trembles through her climax, thumb pressing
against her and dragging the pleasure out.

She cries out, half plaintive, half demanding: “More!”

When she has started to still and her grip on his scalp slackens, Varis frees himself from his
trousers and stands. He grabs her hips and lifts her. She moans her assent as he guides the
already glistening head of his cock to her swollen folds. She moans again as he pushes into
her, and her legs hook along his sides. He takes a careful step away from the desk before
pressing her backside into the study wall. She braces herself against the wall and rocks her
hips into his, fingers grasping firmly at his shoulders. He thrusts into her, breathless, urgent,
her body demanding this further service and he desperate to give.



“Varis,” she pants out her demand. “Finish in me!”

The Emperor surrenders to her, grinding her hips into the wall as his muscles tense. She wails
with pleasure as he fills her.

When he is spent, he steps back and settles down into the desk chair once more. She remains
enthroned on him, panting against his chest. Her fingers release his shoulder from her grip
and pull his face to hers. She tastes herself in his kiss.

The Warrior sighs into his mouth: “Thank you.”

 



Chapter 9

The Warrior is not sure what she is expecting when she is introduced to the court tailor.
Whatever ‘it’ is, the middle-aged Elezen does not match the mental image. The tailor is a tall,
trim man with dark skin and fading blue hair, who would have not struck her as remarkable at
all except for the ugly scar that traces down the left side of his face.

“Warrior of Light, it is my honor and privilege to be of assistance to you,” the Elezen says
smoothly as he bows. “Cataegis oen Mondblum, happy to be at your service.”

“Thank you, um--”

“‘Cataegis’ is fine,” he says. “Or you may just call me ‘The Elezen’, as his former Radiance
was more inclined.”

“Cataegis,” she repeats. Oen, she thinks. If she recalls correctly, that means he’s a former
soldier. “Tell me, how does one go from being infantry to a tailor?”

The Elezen gives her a reservedly amused look. “It is, in fact, the other way around. I was
born into a tailor’s life, but the military did come calling when I was in my younger years. I
served my duty and was given the honor of joining the palace staff after my retirement. And
here I have remained, for some twenty subsequent winters.”

“Ah. Well, then I suppose you know what you’re doing better than I.”

“I do,” he says politely. He idly coils a measuring tape around his long fingers. “Now, then,
Lord Varis indicated you were in need of a wardrobe.” He squints at her, cocking his head to
the side in thought. “Should be simple enough.”

Aside from a few murmurs to himself, the tailor is quiet while taking her measurements. He
is holding a length of the measuring tape between her shoulders when he speaks up. “So, tell
me, how does Eorzea’s famed and feared Warrior of Light end up in the Imperial Palace of
Garlemald, under the keeping of the Emperor himself? You should be in chains, or dead. Or
worse.”

“I’m not in his keeping,” she corrects, and disregards the latter half of his statement. “I’m--”
Uncertain, she stops. Just what exactly is she doing here? She is no prisoner, Varis has
staunchly made that clear. Any diplomatic purposes she is serving on behalf of Eorzea are
entirely of her own devising. And as for her relations with Varis himself… “A guest. I’m a
guest of the Emperor.”

“A guest, yes,” the tailor repeats in a careful tone. “You know, I had the pleasure of serving
under His Radiance when he was but a Legatus. He never struck me as the sort to have a
guest. Certainly not a guest who…” He trails off while jotting down numbers with a little
nubbin of a pencil. “...lingered so long.”

“I’m not sure that’s entirely your business, Cataegis,” she says.



“No, I suppose it isn’t.” He hums softly. “Still, it does give an old man hope. The palace has
been so dreadfully dull since Emperor Solus passed.”

She watches the man potter about, tapping pencil on notepad. She tries: “And what do you
think of Emperor Varis, as a person? Is he a good man?”

The Elezen tuts, not looking up from the notepad. “Come now, Miss Warrior. Surely by now
you must know that ‘good’ is a horrible term to use to describe a person. And equally you
ought know by now that the continuance of my employment partially requires that I do not
voice my opinions on the man.”

She thinks of the similar answer she received from Julia. “Of course.”

“That being said. As a former soldier of his, I can say with confidence that there was a reason
Emperor Varis had such strong backing from the Legions when he made his move to gain the
throne.” He coils the tape loosely around her wrist. “Lord Varis won the throne. He did not
gain it through chance or inheritance.”

“I see.”

She is still pondering the tailor’s words several minutes later when there is a light rapping of
knuckles on the door. The Emperor opens the door without waiting for acknowledgement.
His eyes flit briefly to the Elezen before looking down to her.

“Are you quite finished with the Warrior, Cataegis?” Varis says.

The tailor bows politely and tucks the remains of his pencil behind his long ear. “Yes, Your
Radiance. I do believe I have all the necessary measurements. I’ll see what I can have ready
in a few days.”

“Good. Make sure you have some standard training gear in cotton and carbonweave prepared
as well.”

“Of course, sir.”

Varis’ gaze lingers on her face, his expression pensive. “You were still interested in learning,
yes, Warrior? I have a few free hours today.”

She recalls the gunblade, freshly forged and waiting in the weapons cabinet. “Yes, if you
have the time.”

He smiles down at her. “Good. I will have a room in the training center cleared for our
usage.”

 

The Warrior goes ahead to change into something more appropriate for combat training. By
the time Varis returns to his quarters, she is seated on his bed, a small leather pouch dumped
open and a collection of gleaming stones gathered in front of her. She can feel his gaze on her
as he quietly strips from his armor.



“I shall have to get you keyed in to access the training center on your own,” he murmurs,
more to himself than her. She hears the clink and rattle of his boots being removed. “Would
you like that, Warrior?”

“I’m not sure I should be going there without you.” She nudges one of the stones with her
finger, and glances up in time to get a glimpse of the Emperor’s bared legs. “I wouldn’t be
able to get my gunblade.”

“They have practice weapons there…” He pulls on a pair of black thick cotton trousers and
laces up the top. “But, if you would prefer only to go with me, then I will make time for
you.”

“You already make so much time for me, Varis.”

“And that is my pleasure and privilege to do so.”

When he has bound his hair back into a ponytail, the Emperor turns his attention to what the
Warrior is doing. He stands next to the bed.

“And what are these?” Varis picks up one of the shining stones.

“Soul crystals,” she says. “They help me use various combat jobs. Each one contains a bit of
the memory of someone who wielded it before. Helps master skills more quickly.”

He makes a curious noise, holding the blue crystal up to the light. “I don’t feel anything
special about it.”

“That’s because you’re Garlean. The memories are stored and accessed through aether in the
crystal.”

“Ah, then they would be all but useless to one such as me,” he grunts out.

“I’m afraid so.” She flashes a conciliatory smile. “Don’t feel too cross about it all. A lot of
non-Garleans don’t have enough skill in using their aether to make any use of soul crystals.”

“Well, here we do not have any sort of magical stones to aid us with our learning,” Varis says
and gently deposits the crystal back on the bedcovers. “You will have to learn to use a
gunblade for yourself.” He smiles. “Do not worry. I have seen countless lesser men manage
to successfully wield a gunblade. So, you should be a master after a lesson or two.”

She laughs and lightly swats his bicep. “I am not above learning for myself, Varis.”

“Of course not.”

The Warrior picks up a pale blue stone. For a brief moment her mind is inundated with the
recollections of paladins past. She glances at Varis, thinks of the variety of sword and shield
that he has locked away in the study, and tries to reconcile them with what she knows of the
paladin’s charge to protect. They are not the same, she decides, and sets the soul crystal
down.



“Why are you looking through these now?” Varis wonders aloud.

“Ah, well. I was just trying to see if any of them might help me with using a gunblade better.
But, I don’t think it’s the same at all.” She carefully returns the stones to their storage pouch.

He chuckles and gently touches the top of her head. “Do not worry, my dear Warrior of Light.
You will do just fine under my tutelage. Probably better than fine, in fact.”

 

Varis leads her through the palace, down halls she has yet to traverse but that are honestly
barely distinguishable from those she has. The Warrior wonders idly how the Emperor or
anyone else in the palace can so easily remember where they are in the building. She also
wonders what madman designed the place, but knows that is a question that is better without
breath put behind it. Some of the halls have guards posted--those especially close to the
throne room--but others are vacant and lonely places.

The last hall they come to has a guard posted outside of a glass door. They salute the
Emperor and nod politely to his companion. Varis pulls a metallic keycard from his pocket
and uses it to open the door. Beyond the barrier the subdued smell of sweat meets her nose,
and she has to squint against the sudden brightness of the lighting. A young Garlean, in
uniform excepting for a helmet, stands near the door holding what looks to her like a
tomestone with a screen that glows ceruleum blue.

The Garlean salutes as soon as the door has closed. “Good afternoon, Your Radiance! We
have Room B set aside and prepared for your usage this afternoon, sir.”

“Good,” Varis says, before beckoning slightly to the Warrior and continuing on his way. They
leave that first little room and head down a side hallway. A few soldiers and guards in
exercise attire are milling about, but they all quickly move to salute as the Emperor strides
down the hall. The Warrior is not blind to the side glances the men and women all cast in her
wake. She waits until Varis has opened a door and she has followed him beyond before
saying anything.

Watching as he keys the lock on the door, she says: “Why did every person we pass give me a
side eye, as though we’ve been fucking?”

He turns and looks down at her, mouth opened slightly, a faint bit of color on his cheeks.
After a long moment he closes his mouth and clears his throat. “Well, we have, have we
not?”

“Yes, but, they don’t have to look at me like that.” The Warrior crosses her arms and frowns.
“What sort of gossip goes around this palace, Varis? What do your men think I was brought
here for?”

He sighs. “Do you really care about their opinions?”

“A little.” She shakes her head. “I can’t help it.”



Varis cups the side of her face in his hand. “Whatever they think, it does not truly matter. All
that matters is what you think of me, and what I think of you.”

The Warrior huffs softly and decides that she can always ask Annia or Julia about the palace
gossip mill. One of the two of them will likely be honest with her. She made sure Varis had
them properly compensated for their assistance during her menses, and since then they’ve
been quite courteous with her. It is useful to have her own allies on the inside, she thinks.

He clears his throat again and slowly turns her away from the door. “Now then. This is one of
the training rooms. It is not used for drills or anything large scale, and is intended for
individual combat practice and general physical fitness assessments for the military.”

“Do you have to take a physical, Varis?” she asks coyly as she looks around the room.

“Not anymore,” he grumps. “Fortunately.”

The floor of the room is padded, and soft under her bare feet after they have removed their
boots. The walls are hardwood, nicked and scratched in places, with a metal railing a yalm
and a half off the floor level on one wall. On the far wall is a large window, its frosted glass
letting in the persistent gray glare of daylight. There are also several racks against the wall of
various weapons and other forms of equipment.

“Would you still pass a physical?” the Warrior asks as Varis pads across the room to the
weapons rack.

“Most likely,” he says. He smirks back at her. “What, do you not approve of my physical
condition?”

“Ah--yes, of course, Varis.”

Varis lifts two plain gunblades from the rack. “You would not pass, unfortunately. Nothing
against you, of course.” He holds out one of the weapons. “We can work on that, if you
would like.”

She blushes. “I don’t know if that’s really necessary.”

He smiles at her before moving to sit on a bench. It looks like it is meant for some variety of
weight lifting, but the Emperor sits where he wants to, so she follows.

“Now then, the basics.” He hits a latch on the side of the gunblade now resting on his knees,
and the gun chamber opens. “There is a safety mechanism to prevent accidental firing of the
weapon, but you will find a great deal of the gunblades our centurions tote around have the
safety jammed into the ‘off’ position.”

She looks at the switch he is indicating near the trigger of the revolver. “How do you know?”

Varis smirks. “Because I conducted a great deal of weapons inspections when I was a legatus,
and they were always having points docked for improper weapon maintenance.” He taps the
side of the open chamber. “Now, we always make sure the weapon is not loaded if we are not



planning to use it in combat or munitions training. Always assume a weapon in your hand is
loaded until you have personally confirmed otherwise.”

The Warrior nods, turning her gunblade onto its side and finding the switch that Varis had
used to open the chamber. It opens smoothly, and she rolls the cylinder slowly between her
fingers. He nods in approval.

“Very good.”

They sit side by side on the bench for several minutes, the Emperor patiently explaining his
way through the basic workings of the gunblade--of how the barrel is slightly offset to
prevent exiting ammunition from striking the blade, how the ammunition chamber has spots
for six standard rounds and one for specialized explosive ammunition, and so forth. She
listens attentively, curious about the technology that Garlemald has created to wage its wars.
It reminds her of the firearms the machinists in Ishgard have been producing, but more
elegant and refined. Varis does not go so far as to break the weapon down and show her how
to put it back together, but the Warrior does not entirely mind this omission.

When the review is done, they get up from the bench. She rubs idly at her tailbone, as the
bench was unpadded and aggressively uncomfortable to sit on for any extended period of
time.

“Now then,” Varis rumbles and sets his weapon down on the offending bench. “We will go
over handling and combat basics.” He waves at her. “Go ahead, hold the gunblade like I
showed you the other day.”

The Warrior nods, closing the chamber and securing the safety before taking the hilt in her
hands. She places one before the other, and then adjusts them.

“Close,” Varis says.

“Why do you have me wielding it with two hands?” she wonders, looking at the Emperor as
he slowly paces around her. “Everyone else I’ve seen uses it in just one.”

“Because you are still learning how to wield it,” he says. “I am quite certain that you are
capable of using it with just one hand. Certainly strong enough.”

“So it’s a matter of precaution.”

“In so many words. I have seen too many overzealous soldiers damage a weapon or break
their wrist because they do not yet fully understand their weapon.”

She tests the weight behind the swing. “And if we spar, will you use it with one hand or
two?”

The Emperor pauses, and his brows lift in unison. “You wish to spar with me?”

“I do, of course.”



He hums thoughtfully. “One handed, most likely. I would put too much force behind my
swings otherwise, and injure you.”

“You sound confident of yourself.”

He smirks down at the Warrior. “I am.” Varis stops behind her. “Besides, I am more used to
carrying a gunblade in conjunction with a shield.” He moves close behind her. 

She shivers as his weight presses warm and heavy against her back. “Are you sure you aren’t
trying to fuel the gossip mill at all?”

“Very sure, my dear,” he says, folding his arms around her and pressing their hands together
on the hilt of the gunblade. “Though, I am quite certain guard duty in the palace can be quite
dull at times.”

“Life itself can be dull at times, when we’re fortunate,” she says. She feels his breath huff
softly at the crown of her head, and his fingers adjust themselves over hers.

“Now then. With a weapon like this, a two handed grip is better when using the weapon
defensively. I know it does not seem like much of a shield, but it can be used to surprising
effect. That is why a proper grip and awareness of the blade’s positioning relative to your
body is important.” He releases her left hand to run a finger up the flat of the blade, just
parallel to the barrel of the gun component.

“Ah, you don’t want your leading side to be where the barrel is, or it might become
damaged.”

“That is correct. Very good.”

The Emperor leads her through a few practice swings, stopping now and again to further
explain the thought process behind what was being done. When he is satisfied with her
comprehension, he steps away.

“Now then, single handed grip is similar. There is a bit of a groove there near the front of the
hilt, and that is the best place to keep the leading edge of your hand. You will be able to reach
the trigger easily with that grip, and enough of the hilt remains behind your palm to
compensate for any possible dislodging that a blow might incur.”

The Warrior squints as she holds out the gunblade before her, trying to sight down the line of
the barrel. “Did you train many soldiers, Varis? I’d imagine you were good at it.”

“I did, but I was horrible at it.” He smirks. “I yelled too much, or so said my grandsire.”

She considers this, considers all the people she has met in her adventures. “Well. Some
people need to be yelled at.”

He keeps his back to the door when he hunches over and noisily laughs. She smiles and takes
a few practice swings while he calms himself.



The Warrior thinks of the friendly, smiling faces of the leaders of the Eorzean Alliance. She
wonders why it would be a bad thing for the imperial soldiers to see their leader laughing, or
to see how beautiful he looked when he smiled. Would it remove some vital layer of
mystique and make him seem too real, too much a normal mortal man like the rest of them?
She recalls some slightly disparaging commentary from Ser Aymeric during a dinner--’the
Empire does not worship gods. They worship their emperor in the gods’ stead. But the
emperor will not care for his men, not as the gods do.’ Ser Aymeric had been musing into his
fourth glass of wine, and she had not put much thought into his words at the time.

Now, as she watches Varis work to make his expression neutral, she wonders just what it
means to be the emperor of Garlemald. For Varis, and for his subjects.

And for her.

“Now then,” Varis’ voice brings her from her thoughts, “I believe we can do a bit of sparring.
Nothing too rough. This is just training.”

The Warrior holds the gunblade in her right hand. Its weight trails behind her, the point nearly
touching the soft ground they stand upon. 

She teases: “If you don’t get a little bumped around, how am I supposed to kiss anything
better?”

“I could ask much the same of you.” He winks at her and readies himself. “I will go first.
Block my attack.”

Easier said than done, she thinks as she watches the muscles strain under his shirt. She nods
and switches her grip on the gunblade.

The Warrior is not used to seeing Varis move at more than a casual saunter, so when he
launches himself at her it catches her off guard. A man of his great size should not be able to
move so effortlessly. She barely has time to raise her weapon in defense before he collides
with her, gunblade first.

Her feet slip along the padded floor as she stumbles back several yalms, but she manages not
to fall over.

“Are you alright?” Varis calls. The Warrior steadies herself and nods, brings her training
weapon back to a ready stance. Her hands and arms sting from the impact.

Now that she knows how he is going to move--more battering ram than dancer--she has no
trouble dodging and blocking his swing. Her feet dig into the floor and she throws her weight
into a counterattack. The Emperor doesn’t go flying, but he loses his balance enough to
stagger backwards. The wall resonates with a thud as he collides with its surface. She hears a
faint cry of surprise from the other side of the wall.

“Are you alright, Your Radiance?” she calls to him, unable to hide a brief grin. The
Emperor’s pale cheeks darken with a blush, and he pushes away from the wall. He stalks



across the room, and uses his height to loom over her. It isn’t as intimidating as it probably is
meant to be.

“You are lucky that we are in a mostly public space,” Varis whispers into her ear. “Otherwise
I would bend you over that bench and show you just how ‘alright’ I am.”

It is her turn to blush, and she pokes lightly at his chest with the butt of her gunblade. “Now,
now, Varis. There’s time for that later.”

“Indeed.” The Emperor presses a kiss to the top of her head. “Let us continue.”

 

By the time they have completed training for the afternoon, both Emperor and Warrior are
flushed and sweating. Her tunic clings to her skin in spots, and she would like nothing more
than to peel it off and throw it at the Emperor just to see his reaction. However, she knows
that this would be too inappropriate for him, and settles for sidling up close to his side after
they have put the practice weapons away.

“You know, Varis, I could really go for a bath right now.”

The Emperor pulls his hair from its now disheveled ponytail. “Is that so?” He smooths his
hair out before tying it back again.

“It is,” she says as she follows him to the doorway. “You’re more than welcome to join me.”
She picks up a fluffy towel and drapes it over her shoulders.

Varis keys open the door. Several guards in the corridor are trying to look as though they
weren’t trying to spy on the goings-on within the room. When the Warrior looks at them, this
time they have the decency to look away. She allows herself a smirk as she follows Varis out
of the training center.

They are only a few paces down the hall when the Emperor stops and half turns to look down
at her. She catches him glance over her shoulder before speaking.

“You did very well with your training today,” he says. “I’m quite pleased.”

“Well, I--” She is cut off when Varis grabs the ends of the towel and uses them as leverage to
pull her in for a kiss.

A slightly strangled noise escapes from the guard that is still minding the door to the training
center.

The Warrior squeaks out a laugh as she is released. A quick glance over her shoulder shows
her the guard. They are leaning away, an arm half raised as though they may need to defend
themselves. She turns away as Varis resumes his course.

The Emperor hums, low and cheerful. “Now, then, about that bath…”



Chapter 10

Chapter Notes

(Ahh we are at chapter 10 Ahh this was just supposed to be a little one-shot) Thank you
all for your lovely comments! They make me happy to read. :)

The Warrior sits perched on the end of the Emperor’s massive bed while watching him get
dressed. As usual, he refuses her assistance in putting on most of the pieces. She is still
puzzled by this aspect of his habits--from what she has heard from stories of royalty over the
years, kings and emperors and the like usually were dressed and bathed and tended to by a
whole small army of servants. But Varis rarely lets anyone into his room, aside from the
servants that deliver their meals each day. A maid comes in once or twice a week to tidy up
and collect the dirty laundry, but not until the Emperor has left for the day. Not even Annia
and Julia are welcomed into his private space when he is present.

She is the only one.

She was quick to notice this, of course, it was impossible not to notice within the first few
days of her occupancy of his chambers. But, the Warrior is careful not to bring up the subject
more than is necessary. For a man in such an extremely public office, Varis zos Galvus is
somewhat modest with his private affairs. She would almost call him shy, but doesn’t think
that word exists in the Garlean tongue. 

The Emperor stops, back turned to her, one hand holding the mass of his pale hair aside. The
Warrior gets up from the bed and goes to him. She stands on her toes to reach in and affix a
few buckles on his back before returning to the bed. He lets out a murmur of thanks, nearly a
whisper, and picks up his cloak.

She looks to the curtained windows, sees the line of gray light around the edges. A little pang
of longing flickers through her heart. “Varis?”

“Hm?” He glances back at her in the dressing mirror while fixing his hair.

“It’s lovely and all here in your quarters most of the time, but it would be nice to get out once
in a while.”

“You have already been permitted to roam this wing of the palace,” Varis says. There is a
faint hint of hesitation in his tone. “Where else would you need to go?”

“Outside?” The Warrior gestures at the windows. “I’ve been here nearly three weeks, and I
have no idea what this city looks like.”



He grumps softly and adjusts the line of his circlet. “I am afraid it is not as exciting or
interesting as you might be hoping, Warrior. The layout of the city was an exercise on
regularity and careful planning.”

“Like the palace, you mean.”

“Ah--yes, I suppose so, if you are not familiar with the design.” He fusses with the cuff of
one of his black sleeves before picking up his gauntlet. “Why the desire to roam, my dear?”

“Because that’s what I’m used to doing, as an adventurer,” she says. “Roaming about, helping
people, and all that related business.” She bumps her bare heels against the plush dark green
bedcover. “I don’t think I will ever be able to get used to just sitting around all day.”

Varis frowns into the mirror as he pulls on his other gauntlet. “So, you do not think you could
be happy here, then.”

“Happy?” She cocks her head and looks up at Varis as he picks up the heavy crown. He runs
a fingertip over the curved blackened metal.

“Yes. I want you to be contented. Wherever you are.” The frown lingers as he lifts the crown
into place.

The Warrior says nothing as he takes a step back from the dressing mirror. She can hear the
leather of his gloves creak as his hands clench into idle fists. She lowers her gaze to the floor.

“I don’t know,” the Warrior slowly says. She bumps her heels again. “How can I be expected
to be happy in a place where you have done little more than suffer for the last forty years?”

She hears the clink of his armor as he half turns to look down at her. She waits, knowing she
has spoken out of turn.

Finally, Varis murmurs: “And I did everything I could to get out of the place when I was
younger.” He huffs out a soft sigh of defeat, and she hears his boot heels grind on the
hardwood floor. “Very well. I have an inspection I must carry out later this morning. The
facility is not terribly far from here, and I will go on foot. You are welcome to join me,
though I cannot permit you entrance to the site.”

She sits up straighter. “Really?”

He nods. His tone is gentle: “Will that suffice?”

“I believe so.” The Warrior gets to her feet. “I will have to thank you later.”

The Emperor shakes his head. “You can thank me after you don’t freeze to death.” 

 

The Emperor returns to his quarters roughly two bells before the mid-day meal. He finds the
Warrior in the midst of doing little restless exercises, but just smiles when she startles and
stops at his arrival. He holds out a black greatcoat that is draped over his arm.



“I could not find one with a hood in a size suitable for you,” he says as she comes over to
accept the item. “So, you will likely need your cloak as well. I will have to instruct the tailor
to find some more suitable outwear for you, but this should suffice for today.”

The coat is heavier than she expects, made of dense black wool and lined with what she now
knows is referred to by the Garleans as carbonweave. It smells a bit as though it was pulled
out of a storage closet, but she doesn’t comment on that part.

“Thank you, Varis.”

He hums pleasantly over her head. “There are a pair of gloves inside the right interior pocket.
My bodyguards said they should fit you.”

The Warrior pulls on the coat, and manages not to laugh when the Emperor leans in to aid her
with the buttons. “I feel as though I am accruing a fair amount of debt with them.”

“Think nothing of it,” Varis says. “It is their duty to serve the Emperor. And so, by proxy, it is
their duty to make sure you are looked after as well.”

She thinks of Annia and Julia, and is fairly certain that he is exaggerating what the duties of
the royal guard entail. “All the same.”

“They will be accompanying me, of course.” Varis adds in a wry tone: “You can thank them
if you would like.”

Now she does laugh, and presses her palm against his gauntlet. “Just let me put my boots on.
I don’t want to delay you any further.”

 

In a short while, the Emperor leads the way out a side entrance of the palace. The day is cold,
bitter and biting at the places where the wind gets in under the Warrior’s attire. She walks at
Varis’ side, despite her initial protest to the appropriateness of such a placement. Annia and
Julia make pace a few yalms behind, and a few other armed guards trail along a greater
distance back. The Warrior wonders how much of this is for show, and how much is him
being in danger in his own home ground. She cannot tell for certain--the Emperor’s
expression is an unreadable, neutral mask--but she feels that she has seen enough of him to
tell that he is at ease. He strolls along at a seemingly leisurely pace along the dark gray
flagstones of the street, but she knows that he is just matching her own walking speed.

She does not want to make him late. He does not show signs of being in any hurry.

“How does the coat suit you?” the Emperor asks. “Is it warm enough?”

“Oh, it’s wonderful,” she says, running her gloved hands over the sleeves. “Something like
this would go for quite a lavish sum of gil back in Ishgard.”

He acknowledges her with a thoughtful hum. “How does the climate compare to here?”



She laces her fingers together in order to resist the urge to place them on the Emperor’s arm.
“Ah, well… Ever since the Calamity, it seems as though the Fury has taken a strong hold
over her children. Everything is covered in snow and ice, and they have quite horrific
blizzards…” The Warrior tilts her head back enough to survey the gray sky overhead. “I
suppose it is like Garlemald, in a fashion. But, where the Ishgardians continue to try and fight
their environment, and hold on to some dim hope that the cold will recede and things will
return to their previous verdant state, it seems like the people here have embraced their frozen
fate.”

“Embraced it?” Varis echoes in a dubious tone.

“Well, you’ve become efficient with it, at the least.” She gestures at the skyline of black and
gray and steel. “Darker colors absorb heat, and so having your buildings so darkly colored
would help keep them warmer. Well, when they’re not covered in snow. Same with your
uniforms.”

He chuckles. “I believe it is less an issue of thermodynamics and more one of aesthetics.”

“Oh.” She considers what she has seen of the Empire over the years. “I suppose that makes
sense, too.”

“Mm. Though, if you go some malms outside of the Capital and the industrial areas, you will
find little pockets of rural towns that went untouched by my grandsire’s aesthetic ‘upgrading’
of a few decades ago. They are always half buried in snow, but the buildings are often painted
a variety of bright colors.” He pokes his fingers in the air before him. “They look like
decorations on a frosted cake.”

She smiles. “That sounds cheerful.”

“It does, yes.” He lowers his hand. “I have an aunt that lives in a house like that. It is painted
as blue as the cloudless sky.”

For a moment the Warrior is surprised, but then she recalls Varis having mentioned what little
living family he has remaining having all fled the palace some years before. She does not ask
if he visits her. She knows he doesn’t.

Instead she rubs her arms through her thick black coat. “Aren’t you cold, Varis? I can’t
imagine that armor holds in much heat.”

“It does not, but the under armor does well enough. And I am of Garlemald--a little cold is
not going to hurt me.”

The Warrior doesn’t bother pointing out that it is scarcely above freezing and a bit blustery.
She was the one who had asked to be able to go out on a walk.

“Also, when I go out into the cold, I know that a nice warm cup of coffee will be waiting for
me whenever I go inside,” Varis says. “Or perhaps a heated bath in the evening, or a warm
bed if I am not stuck at some miserable outpost.”



She leans in a bit, but not so much as to disrupt the careful rattling order of his gait. “Or
perhaps a nice warm person to snuggle up to?”

He keeps his chin up and his pose dignified, but she can feel his eyes on the top of her head.
“That as well, in more recent times.”

She considers the buildings as they continue on. Everything is stern, serious, black and gray
and imposing. She does not see any civilians, and wonders if there simply are none in the
Capital at all, or just not this part of the city. It is still fairly busy, with guards posted and
soldiers milling up and down the streets. Everyone stops to salute the Emperor when he
passes by. Since they are mostly in full armor, it is nearly impossible for her to tell if they are
giving her a look or not, but she hopes that covered in dark red and black she is
inconspicuous enough to not draw any negative attention.

Varis does not seem to care if she does.

“What are the grates for?” she wonders, pointing down at the tracks that line each side of the
road. The noise the Emperor makes at her question can best be described as ‘amused by the
smallfolk’.

“It is a complicated system, but many of the streets in the city are heated to a degree by
runoff from various processing facilities. Heated water runs underneath the secondary layer
of the roadway and reduces the amount of snow that accumulates or ice that forms.”

“Oh. That’s clever, isn’t it?” She thinks the Ishgardians could pick up some quality of life
survival tips from the Empire. “I mean, considering how much it snows here.”

His lips pull into an amused smile. “Indeed. The streets have a very slight rise along their
centers, and melted snow and ice runs into the grates you observed.”

She thinks of the meltoff that regularly floods the Brume. “Very clever.”

Varis chuckles. He reaches under her dark red hood and briefly traces the back of his pointer
finger along her cheek. Then they come to a stop in front of another imposing building, and
his posture stiffens.

“Julia,” he says curtly. The black and blue armored bodyguard goes to announce his arrival.
Varis tips his head to look down at the Warrior. “I won’t be terribly long. If you need for
anything, just let Annia know.”

She smiles up at him. “Of course, Your Radiance.”

His gaze and a faint smile linger on her until Julia returns and holds the door for him. Then
the Emperor’s expression returns to its usual gravity, and he disappears inside with his
bodyguard.

“It is strange,” Annia muses as the door closes and she posts herself in the proper guard
position. The Warrior lingers nearby and tries to angle herself in a spot that is not directly
meeting the chilly breeze.



“What is?”

The armored head tilts slightly. “To hear Lord Varis speak so much. Usually, aside from
giving very succinct instructions he scarcely speaks at all.” She is silent as several soldiers
tromp past. “He is very good at keeping his tongue when others are goading a reaction out of
him.” Annia gestures at her face, and the Warrior catches her meaning: That’s why his face is
usually stuck in that grimace.

She snorts lightly and rubs the cold away from her nose. “He talks to me a fair amount.”

“We have noticed.” The guard lifts a finger in front of the molded mouth of her helmet. “His
predecessor talked a great deal. He was a man who enjoyed the sound of his own voice.”

“You shouldn’t speak ill of the dead,” the Warrior chides softly. “They might come back to
haunt you.”

Annia makes a thoughtful noise, and shakes her head. “It is not speaking ill, Lady Warrior.
Merely the truth.”

“So, you think that when V--when the Emperor speaks, his words carry more meaning? More
weight?”

“I do not know. It does make me glad, though. That His Radiance seems to be in better
spirits, despite the loss of Lord van Hydrus.”

The cause goes unsaid, but the Warrior does not need it spelled out for her. She pulls the sides
of her hood closer to her face, as though blocking the persistent wind. In reality, she is trying
to hide a frown. The promised month is slipping by, more quickly than she had expected.
What will happen when it ends? Will the Emperor keep to his word? What if he doesn’t?

What if he does?

 

They return to the palace to have their mid-day meal. Afterwards, when the Emperor has left
the beginnings of a hickey on her shoulder and then gone back to his business, the Warrior of
Light sits in the study with her linkpearl in hand. She activates the device, listening to it
chirrup properly, before placing it in her ear.

“Good afternoon, this is the Warrior of Light. Please come in. I’m looking for a report on
how the wild roses are growing.”

After a half minute of silence, there is a crackle of static and then the sound of Alphinaud
crying out her name. “By the Twelve! It’s been two weeks, Warrior. We’ve been worried sick
with no word of you.”

“I’m fine, Alphinaud.”

“Thancred even said something about going off to look for you before he left,” the young
Elezen says. “Are you still in Garlemald?”



“I am.” She leaves out the part where she’s barely left the same spot in Garlemald since last
they spoke. “How is everyone? How do things progress in Gyr Abania?”

“Everyone is alive and well, but anxious with waiting. We have not yet gone to Gyr Abania,
but there have been reports of a few small skirmishes breaking out between Imperial patrols
and groups from the Ala Mhigan resistance. There is definitely something brewing,
something building up, but for now all we can do is wait.”

“I understand.” She tucks her knees up to her chest and sighs before bringing her finger to the
linkpearl again. “Is everyone well?”

“As can be, with no progress to be made.” There is regret in Alphinaud’s voice over the line.
“I cannot help but feel that were you here, something would have already happened.”

“Then, perhaps it is better that I am not there, Alphinaud,” she suggests. She recalls the
Emperor’s words from their first meeting, those months ago back in the Sea of Clouds. “My
presence does seem to have a way of exacerbating situations. If I were there, and had gone to
Gyr Abania, then things might have become more dangerous.”

“That’s not true,” he says. “Your presence inspires others to fight, Warrior. Men and women
who might otherwise meekly lie down and let the Empire continue to step all over them are
inspired to stand up and fight for their cause.”

“I am not even of Ala Mhigo,” she muses. “They would be better rallying behind one of their
own, wouldn’t they?”

“In theory, yes, but many and more would be willing to fight behind the hero of Eorzea.”

“Perhaps so.” She sighs and looks in the direction of Varis’ desk. He has tacked a lunar
calendar onto the wall, the full moon circled in dark blue ink. She counts the days until it will
have been a month since they made their agreement. Little more than a week now. “But, it is
as I said the last time we spoke, Alphinaud. I will not be able to come and aid in Gyr
Abania.”

She hears him sputter again in protest. “But, you are needed here, Warrior!”

“I know, and I do apologize. It is not something I say lightly. I just--” She looks again at the
calendar. “--can’t.”

“Why not? What am I to tell the other Scions?”

The Warrior flops back on the cushions and rests her heels on the arm of the couch. “Tell
them I am well. I am safe and well tended to. But I am involved in some political
negotiations that will prevent my involvement with the Ala Mhigan resistance movement.”

Alphinaud makes an uneasy noise that comes over loud and clear through the linkpearl.
“Negotiations? Warrior, when did you learn how to participate in political negotiations?
They’re very tricky business. I should be the one--”



She cuts him off. “Alphinaud.” She does not tell him that these are not the sort of
‘negotiations’ that a little Elezen of his age is meant to be involved in. “If I am successful, I
will not be able to go to Gyr Abania, but I will remove the necessity of our involvement in
future business elsewhere in the world.”

“I would still rather you were here,” Alphinaud says. His tone is quite petulant, and in her
mind’s eye she can nearly see him pouting at her and flashing his dark blue eyes in appeal.
Luckily, the audio equivalent is not quite as effective as being pouted at in person.

“I know.”

“Please.” Alphinaud’s voice is an open plea. “Please, Warrior, contact us more frequently.
Even if it’s to tell us that nothing has changed with you at all. We worry about you, and we--
We miss you. You’re part of our family, you know that.”

“I know, Alphinaud,” she says, keeping her tone gentle. “And I miss you all as well. And it is
not with levity that I remain away. Especially not from the matters with Ala Mhigo.”

He tries yet again. “I don’t understand why you cannot come and aid us.”

“I hope that I will be able to explain it to you soon enough.” She sighs. “But I can’t just yet.” 

 

After ending her call with Alphinaud, the Warrior goes for a brief, restless walk through the
private wing of the palace. She walks alone, and is left alone by the guards that dot the
corridors. One salutes her, before catching themselves and lowering their hand. She just
smiles and continues on her path back to Varis’ quarters.

Upon her return she curiously notes that one of the lights in Varis’ bedroom has been turned
on in her absence. She hesitates before noticing a wheeled clothing rack now occupying a bit
of the space between the bed and the door to the bathing room. While she was on her walk,
the tailor has delivered a small variety of things for her to try on. Simple tunica of various
cuts and styles, mostly in warm weaves more suitable to the climate than those she has been
wearing so far. Again, the Warrior of Light finds herself musing that the Empire would be
able to get all the resources they wanted trading such warm wearables with Ishgard, but she
sets the thought aside. Both sides of such a trade arrangement would be far too proud and
stubborn to agree to something so mutually beneficial.

She tries on a few of the tops and trousers. They all fit perfectly, down to how closely the
cuffs on one of the longer sleeved shirts button around her wrists. This was artistry, she
mused, all thanks to the multitude of measurements the tailor had taken of her a few days
previous. She is impressed, and a little overwhelmed that so much care would be put into
clothing just for her, just potentially for a few weeks.

At the end of the clothing rack are a few dresses. They are all prim, modestly cut things that
do not offer up much to tease the imagination. Is this the style here in Garlemald, she
wonders, or just the tailor not knowing what she would prefer to wear? Truth be told, being
an adventurer had given her little time or cause to run around in a pretty little dress. However,



sitting around here in the palace, it almost seems like a waste of the tailor’s effort to not wear
them. Nearly everything on the rack has been of a drab, muted color, or black. Tucked
between a dark gray dress and a black dress, however, is something she is not expecting. It is
a pretty splash of green, a slightly darker hue that reminds her of the summery greenery
lazing in the shadows of Gridania.

The color also reminds her of Varis. Or rather, of a color of which he is plainly fond. She
glances around the bedroom, at the dark green bedcovers and all the other green accents that
adorn other surfaces. She smiles and carefully pulls the dress from its hanger.

 

The Warrior is curled up on the couch in the study, book in her lap, when Varis returns from
his duties. It is late, the day outside long drifted into darkness. Dinner was delivered at its
usual hour, and she was surprised when only one tray was brought in, with a rough
approximation of what she usually consumed from what was brought in nightly from the
kitchens. She was touched by the realization that Varis must have specified what to have
delivered for her from his memory. It was the first time she had eaten dinner alone in weeks,
though if she but closed her eyes she could imagine he was sitting there, silently working
away on a pastry.

The Emperor quietly closes the main door, and the sound of his low sigh meets her ears
before his footsteps resume. He stops outside the study door and softly, cautiously calls her
name.

“It’s alright,” she calls. “I’m awake.”

The door creaks as it swings open to admit the Emperor. Varis has removed his crown and
has it tucked under his left arm while rubbing at the red spot on his forehead above his third
eye.

“My apologies, Warrior,” he murmurs as he slowly strides into the room. “I had to attend a--”
His words stop as he opens his eyes and looks down at her on the couch. She looks up at him
through her lashes, gauging his reaction to her appearance. She is wearing the green dress,
and has her legs tucked up carefully to let the silk pull along her curves.

Varis hurriedly sets the crown on the already cluttered surface of his desk and turns back to
look at her. His mouth is slightly open, and his bright eyes are wide. She smiles at him,
thinking he looks a bit like the children in the Brume when she helped deliver gifts during the
last year’s Starlight Festival.

“Your tailor delivered on his wares while you were out,” she says. “So, I thought I would
wear something to surprise you when you returned.”

“I--I see that.” He swallows. “And this one?”

She sets the book aside and gets to her feet, moving within arm’s reach. “I liked it. The color
made me think of you.”



He flashes a wavering smile, and his gloved hands gently move to rest on her shoulders. “Did
it?”

“Of course.” She watches his gaze travel down her front. “Did you not ask the tailor to
include this dress?”

“No. I mean, I told him to include something with color, but I did not specify.” He gives an
embarrassed grunt. “I suppose he just selected from one of the colors I usually order things
in.”

“It’s a lovely color,” the Warrior says.

“You think so?”

She smiles. “Yes, I do.”

Varis’ hands slide off her shoulders and down her arms. He leans down, mindful of his
breastplate, and presses his lips to hers.

“Beautiful,” he mumbles. “I mean, it is. You are.”

The Warrior joins her lips with his. “Thank you, Varis.”

He groans softly and pulls her lower lip between his teeth. “I need--we need--to get
undressed.”

She laughs softly as his hands move to grasp at her hips. “And here I thought you liked the
dress.”

“I love it,” Varis says, almost sharply. “That’s why I need to get you out of it.”

She reaches up and touches his chin, feels the slight bristle of stubble there and the heat of his
breath as he turns to kiss at her fingertips. The dress was definitely a success, she thinks.

“As Your Radiance wishes, Varis.”

He makes a needy noise in his throat and takes her hand. “Come.”

She grins up at him. “I hope to.”

 

They undress quickly but carefully, urgency in every piece of armor cast aside, a tease in
every fastening released from her bodice. Varis’ eyes do not leave her for longer than it takes
for him to pull his under armor off over his head. She is nude first and clambers up onto the
bed, flopping back into the pillows and twining her arms over her head as she watches him
tug off his boots.

“Too much armor,” he says with a breathless grunt. “Maybe I need to look into that court
attire the old man was so fond of.”



“I like you in your armor.” She shifts her knees apart enough to tease a finger between her
thighs. “And out of it.”

His eyes darken when he sees where her hand has traveled. “Wait for me, won’t you?”

The Warrior licks her lips and laughs. “Varis, dear, I’ve been waiting for you all afternoon.”
Her toes curl into the bedcovers. “It’s rude to keep a lady waiting, don’t you know that?”

Varis stares at her, lips parted, before he seems to remember that he is getting undressed. He
blushes and mumbles an apology as he works out of his trousers and frees himself from his
smallclothes. He climbs onto the bed and crawls toward her. The Warrior giggles and holds
out her hands to him, wiggling her fingers encouragingly. He takes a light hold of the hand
that had been between her thighs and licks at her fingers. His gaze remains on her.

“Beautiful,” he says.

“You are, yes,” she croons at him. 

Varis lowers himself closer to her body. He trails kisses up her belly, humming as he reaches
a ticklish spot just above her belly button and she shrieks with laughter and grabs at his hair.
He continues upwards, leaving a wet trail between her breasts and up past her collarbone
until he reaches the bruise he left on her shoulder earlier in the day. She feels a flutter of
affection in her chest as he tenderly presses his lips to the mark. She tries not to focus on the
feeling, instead curling her fingers in his thick hair and giving it a delicate tug.

“You’ve left me like this all afternoon,” she chides. “Now, finish what you’ve started.”

A groan rattles in his throat and against her skin as he positions himself between her legs.
“As the lady commands.”

It is the usual snug fit at first, until her body relents and loosens around him. The relaxation is
brief, as it only takes a few thrusts for her leg to twitch and curl along his side, and for her
inner walls to contract around him. Her body delights in his presence and his enjoyable
intrusion. Varis growls out her name. He says something else, but it is muffled by her skin.
She thinks she knows what he has said, though, and tries not to dwell on that. She just enjoys
the moment, one hand still tangled in his hair, holding his mouth in place while her other
hand clutches at his back with enough force to leave a set of reminders etched into his firm
muscles.

When he comes his teeth dig into her shoulder nearly to the point of drawing blood and add a
more vivid marking next to the bruise he left hours before. His body trembles against hers,
and she hooks her ankle around the back of his thigh to discourage him from withdrawing.
Despite a hint of risk, she enjoys the sensation of being filled by him. The Warrior untangles
her fingers from the mess she has made of his beautiful hair, and drags her palm down his
back in a soothing caress. He relaxes, and his weight sinks subtly against hers.

“Rough afternoon, hm?” she asks in a murmur. Varis rests his cheek against her breast and
lets out a soft, peaceful sigh.



“Indeed. But I am finding the evening to be much improved.”



Chapter 11

The wind howls outside the curtained windows. A particularly sharp shriek of air against the
thick glass rouses the Warrior from her dreams. She lays in the dark and shivers reflexively at
the sound of the wind. She tries to burrow further under the covers to drown out the sound,
but the storm outside is relentless.

After a few minutes she feels the mattress shift underneath her, and the heavy hand of the
Emperor comes to rest on her back.

“Does something trouble you?” he murmurs, voice thick with sleep.

“The wind woke me up.”

“It is just a blizzard.” Varis hums softly. “You have lived in Ishgard, yes? Do they not have
blizzards there?”

“Of course they do,” she says, and presses her face into the covers. “I hate them there, too.
The ones at night, at least.”

The hand shifts and pulls her in close, pressing her against his warm skin. “It will be dawn
before long, and the storm will pass.”

She presses her cheek to his chest. His hand strokes gently down the back of her head. “The
wind doesn’t bother you?”

His head tilts slightly, as though he is listening to the gale. “I have slept through worse.
Indeed, I have slept through worse while protected from the raging elements by little more
than the thin walls of a tent.”

The Warrior huffs softly. “I’m sorry to have bothered you, then.” His chest vibrates beneath
her with a warm chuckle.

“You are no bother, Warrior.” He hums again. “I was already awake.”

“You were?”

“I was.” He sounds amused. “The wind disturbed my sleep.”

She blushes. “I thought you said--”

“The wind catches rather loudly against one of the windows,” Varis says. “I will have the
maintenance engineer take a look at it once the storm has passed.” His fingers stroke through
her hair again. “Here, I know where it will be quieter.”

The Warrior makes a noise of protest as he slides out of bed. Varis retrieves her from the
mess of bedcovers, along with one of the thick dark green blankets, and totes both out of the
bedroom and down the hallway. A door creaks, and her nose catches the familiar smells of



his study as he creeps into the nearly pitch-black room. The radiator immediately hums to life
in response to their arrival. Varis settles down on the couch, the Warrior resting on top of
him, and the blanket draped over them both.

Aside from the pleasant hum of the radiator, the room is silent.

“Rest,” he whispers. She half nods, pillowing her head on his firm chest.

She sleeps.

 

Varis is humming underneath her when she awakes. Her muscles are a touch cramped from
the unusual sleeping position, and she squirms against him.

“Ah, my blankets have come to life,” he says with a drowsy chuckle. She feels his lips press
against her forehead. He murmurs her name against her skin.

“Thank you, Varis.”

“Mm? What for?”

She shakes her head. “Nothing. I suppose you need to get up?”

The Emperor sighs softly. “Indeed. I would be inclined to take an office day, but I have a
meeting in the morning I would rather not go through the trouble of rescheduling.” He wraps
his able arms around her middle and sits up. He grunts softly. “I might be getting too old to
sleep on a couch.”

“But you do make a lovely warm pillow,” she says. The Warrior slides off him, taking the
blanket with her.

“Oh, no you don’t!” He lurches after her and scoops her up, blanket and all. She squeals out a
laugh as he presses a noisy kiss to her collarbone.

“I thought you don’t get cold, Your Radiance!”

He rumbles as he starts down the hall. “That does not mean you can just go and take the
blanket.”

The wind is still testing the limits of the windows when they return to his bedroom. Varis
sighs and shakes his head, muttering about speaking to the engineers. He carefully deposits
her on the bed, and remains stooped over to press a line of soft kisses down from her
forehead to her lips. The final kiss is quick and chaste, but he lingers long enough for her to
reach up and touch his chin.

“You need to shave,” she says with a playful smile. He grunts and brings a hand to his chin.

“Mm, you are right, for once.” Varis goes to his dressing table and retrieves the robe that is
hooked over the corner of the mirror. The Warrior chuckles and swings her feet.



“For once? I’ve seen you shave before, Varis.” She wraps the blanket around herself and
follows him into the bathing room. “Can I help you shave?”

“No,” he says plainly as he retrieves his shaving kit from a drawer and begins to set the
contents out on the cold marble counter. Still too intimate a task for him to be comfortable
with sharing, she supposes.

She tries: “May I watch?”

Varis looks down at her, his expression nearly blank. “Of course.”

She tries again: “Can I brush your hair when you’re done?”

Now the Emperor chuckles. “I do not understand your infatuation with my hair, Warrior.”

The Warrior shrugs and leans against the counter. “I can’t help myself. I’ve never found a
man with such lovely hair before.”

Varis’ cheeks pink as he sets down a stoneware mug. “Ah--it’s not--” He glances away. “If
you did not grab at it so much while we are being intimate I would be inclined to think you
were attempting to mock me.”

“Would you rather I didn’t?”

“No--I mean--” The Emperor looks away again, busying himself with running the edge of his
straight razor across its strop. “I do not mind when you do it. Though, you do have a very
strong grip.”

She winks at him. “That’s a hero’s grip, I’ll have you know.”

He clears his throat. “Indeed.” 

The Warrior watches as Varis goes quietly through his shaving ritual. He wets a small towel
with warm, nearly steaming water and holds it over his face for several minutes. She smiles,
because the Emperor hums softly to himself while doing this, and she thinks he sounds so
very content with the world. She is careful not to disturb him. After the towel he lathers up a
bit of shaving soap in the stoneware mug before applying it neatly to the lower half of his
face. The humming continues, even as he begins the shaving process proper.

She watches his reflection watch itself, golden eyes tracing the movements of his right hand.
The Warrior waits until he is tapping a bit of soap off in the sink before speaking.

“Do you think you’ll grow out a beard?”

He glances at her before leaning toward the mirror. “Ah, well, I suppose I will when I get
older.” 

She listens to the soft, faint sound of the blade scraping over skin and stubble. “You’re too
young to need a beard just yet.” The Warrior idly kicks a foot up behind her. “In my



experience, men usually only grow a beard when they’re trying to hide how old they’ve
gotten.”

Varis speaks through his clenched jaw. “Or, they are just tired of shaving.”

“Hm, that too.”

His long fingers pull at the lines worn in his skin as he continues. “I learned of vanity from
my grandsire. I was already a father before the old man ever started to grow a beard with
intent.”

She laughs softly. “I’ve seen the portraiture of him in the library. He doesn’t look anything
like you, Varis. Well, aside from the eyes.”

He rights himself and rinses off the razor. “And for that I am grateful.”

“Well, for what it is worth to you, I think you’re beautiful.”

The Emperor freezes, blade nearly to his upper lip, and looks down at her from the corner of
his eye. “Me?”

“Yes, you.”

He clears his throat. “Perhaps you’ve let too many monsters knock you about the head.” His
tone is wry and self-deprecating, but she catches the flash of a smile before his big hand
blocks her view of his mouth.

“What, you think just because you’ve got wrinkles and scars that you can’t be beautiful?”
The Warrior smirks up at him. “That’s silly. Everyone gets wrinkles. And every scar has its
merit, even if you aren’t proud of how you got it.” She wiggles her foot. “And I think you are
very beautiful, Varis. Especially when you smile. You could probably win over half of Eorzea
with a proper smile.”

“I--” He pauses, and a blush darkens his cheeks. “You are exaggerating, my dear.”

“Hmm. Your word may be law, Varis, but I am the Warrior of Light, and my word is truth.”

He doesn’t reply, and looks a touch flustered as he finishes shaving.

He washes off his face with cold water and applies a bit of witch hazel scented aftershave,
and says: “Would you get a towel for me?”

The Warrior retrieves one of the pale, mint green towels from the warming rack, and is
rewarded with a quick peck on the forehead. “Thank you.”

Varis pats at his face with the fluffy towel. When he is done the Warrior reaches for him, and
he politely stoops so that she can touch his face.

“Well, Warrior. Do I pass muster?”



She strokes his smooth skin with a smile. “Yes, I think you did quite well. No nicks or
anything, though I pity the razor that fails you.”

He presses a kiss to her forehead. “As do I.” He tosses the towel into a bin and puts his
shaving kit away. “Alright, then. Get the brush and you can have your fun.”

The Warrior watches him amble over to a stool under one of the windows. “Are you mocking
me now, Your Radiance?”

Varis pulls out the stool, which seems far too small for a man of his size, and sits with a soft
grunt. His golden eyes gleam with amusement. “Not at all, my dear. It is… endearing to see
you so enthused to such a menial task.”

“You are mocking me.” She retrieves a hair brush from the counter and taps her nails along
the wooden handle as she makes her way over to where the Emperor has seated himself.

“It was an affectionate jest,” he concedes.

She tucks the brush handle under her arm while working at freeing his hair from its braids.
“Such cheek so early in the morning, and the sun is scarcely up.” The Warrior combs her
fingers through his hair before scratching lightly at his scalp. “Your morning meeting must
really be one you aren’t looking forward to.”

Varis sighs, head sagging forward under her attention. “It is necessary. I will endure.”

“Well, you can look on the bright side. I’ll be here when you return.”

His shoulders relax, and she hears him chuckle softly. “That will indeed make the suffering
worthwhile.”

She quietly works the boar bristles through the Emperor’s hair, enjoying the feeling of the
silky strands slipping between her fingers. Varis’ posture remains relaxed, and he tunelessly
hums again. The Warrior continues her enjoyable menial task, and wonders what it might be
like to do this more often. She thinks perhaps she could suggest that Varis let his hair down in
the evening, when the opportunity presented itself. It would help him relax, she thinks.

“This afternoon,” Varis murmurs after a few minutes. She pauses in brushing, having newly
switched to the right side of his head once the left had been laid out smooth and soft.

“Hm?” 

“I have business again after the mid-day meal.” He shifts his weight slightly, and she hears
the soft popping of his right knee. “But, afterwards, I will have time for a bit of training
practice with you, Warrior. If you would like.”

She smiles and continues her brushing. “Of course I’d like that, Varis. Getting to spend time
with you like that is quite enjoyable.”

He chuckles. “Are you certain that is not just because you enjoy the cool-down exercises that
follow?”



The Warrior blushes, and is glad he can’t see her face. “You enjoy those just as much as I do,
considering how worked up you get whenever I hand your ass to you.”

“You do not--” He stops himself and laughs again. “If anything, it has certainly added to the
amount of respectful fear the palace guard offers you.”

She carefully works a small knot free from his hair. “I don’t want them to fear me. I don’t
need them to fear me. What good is fear?” Varis makes a curious noise. “Anyone can use fear
to gain power. But I… Fear only darkens the heart. It is easier to be kind to people. If you
help someone, then there is a better chance than they will respect you and maybe want to help
you in return.”

“And the weaponry?”

The Warrior snorts softly. “Kindness isn’t always enough. Some people will die, biting and
screaming, before they accept the aid of another.”

For a moment there is only the sound of the boar bristles gliding through the Emperor’s long
hair. Then, a murmur of her name, and:

“Your kindness is a great strength. Few can hope to wield such power with such sincerity.
Perhaps that is why we fear you. This nation was built on the sword, the closed fist. Not the
helping hand.”

“It’s not too late to learn, Varis.” She leans and presses a kiss to the neat line of his parted
hair. “As long as you yet live and breathe, there is always room to grow. To become
stronger.”

He exhales in a soft sigh. “My grandsire would have laughed at your words.”

She feels pity for the man, and slowly strokes a hand down the length of his hair. “Be that as
it may, he is not here to browbeat you into submission any longer. Right now it’s just you and
just me. And you’re the Emperor now, so whatever bad things your grandfather told you
about yourself couldn’t have all been true.”

He whispers her name again. Then he loudly clears his throat. The stool creaks underneath
his shifting weight. “Alright, Warrior. ‘Tis time to finish with my hair before our breakfast
arrives.”

“Of course, Your Radiance.”

 

As promised, a few bells into the afternoon the Emperor returns to his quarters. The pair
change into their practice gear, and Varis guides her down the tangle of corridors to the
training center. 

She has made something of a personal game from their training. When they get into the
swing of things, equally dodging and parrying and trading careful blows, the Warrior begins
to see just how difficult a time she can give Varis. She puts a bit of her aether into her



movements, moving faster than before. It is similar to casting a spell or powering up some
special ability, but there is no soul crystal attached. Just herself. She started doing this during
their second practice session, and the Emperor does not seem to have entirely caught on yet.

She blocks his swing and counters with a quick swipe at his side. Varis grunts, comes stalking
after her, swings again. This time she knocks him into the padded wall. 

“The fires of youth,” Varis grumbles as he pushes away from the wall. “You are proving
yourself to be just as troublesome as my son when you want to be.”

The Warrior huffs softly, catching her breath. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You’re trying to be clever with your combat,” he says. “Zenos is just the same.”

She frowns. “There’s nothing wrong with being clever, Varis.” She comes over to his side.
“Did I hurt you?”

The Emperor grunts softly and shuffles over to the bench. He drops his practice blade on the
floor. Alright, so he clearly did notice that she was messing with him. Why was it bothering
him today?

“Varis?”

He sits, hunching over slightly and leaning his elbows on his thick thighs. “‘Tis nothing.”

“I didn’t even ask what was wrong.”

“You were going to.” The Emperor frowns now and does not look at her. “Nevermind. Forget
I said anything.”

She sets her gunblade down with more delicacy that he afforded his own weapon, and moves
nearly to the man’s side. “Varis, tell me something.” She doesn’t wait for him to acknowledge
her request. “Tell me what’s wrong with Zenos. Why are you so afraid of him? A man should
not fear his own child, so there must be a good reason.”

Varis is silent, so she goes to a cabinet and retrieves two towels. One she drapes over her
shoulders, the other she sets next to the Emperor on the bench.

“Please. There has to be something, and I feel like it is something I need to know.” She
kneels next to the bench. “You begged me not to go to Gyr Abania, to keep away from him.”

He sits up enough to grab at the towel and press it to the lower half of his face. She hears his
muffled sigh. She waits.

“Zenos is a monster.” Varis pillows his chin on the towel. His gaze still does not go to her.
“Yes, I know, a man should not speak so poorly of his son. But I speak only the truth. I do not
know what happened to him. He was such a bright boy. But, too quickly everything in the
world ceased to interest him. He cared not for the simple things that might bring a boy
happiness. He got… bored. Bored and violent. The violence was the only thing that brought
him any joy, any sense of meaning in his life.”



“You think so?”

“He said so himself. And so he settled into violence. His ‘hunt’, he calls it. An endless,
fruitless search for the perfect prey.”

“So, you sent him away.”

“When he was older, yes. ‘Tis better to allow him to take his thirst for blood out on the
savages than the people of Garlemald--though I have read enough reports from Gyr Abania to
know he affords little more courtesy to the men of his own legion.” The Emperor risks a look
at her. He looks distressed, she thinks.

“So you... “ The Warrior considers her words. “You feel as though you failed at being a
father.”

She sees him clench his teeth as he looks away again. “To say that I have been a bad father
would be to severely undersell just how completely I failed at the task.”

“Why?” she wonders in a gentle tone. Varis bristles.

“‘Why’? I don’t know. I had no proper example of how to be a father. I can scarcely
remember my own father, and to call my grandsire a proper parental figure is laughable at
best.” He leans his weight onto his fists, and his shoulders hunch forward.

She presses, though sense tells her not to: “And Zenos?”

For a moment he says nothing. Then: “His mother died when he was naught but a babe. And
I was never there when I should have been. I may as well have been whipping him, for all the
good my absence did him. He was a good boy, but just...” Varis lowers his voice to a whisper.
“Something is wrong with him. And he has grown to be more monster than man. It is that
simple.”

The Warrior of Light has seen enough ‘bad’ men in her tenure as savior of Eorzea to know
that it is never that simple.

“Do you think him beyond saving?”

Varis does not look at her, but she sees his head jerk in reaction. “Saving?”

“Is Zenos yae Galvus beyond redemption? Is he too great a monster?”

The Emperor hesitates. “It is my inclination to say yes.” He shakes his head. “It would have
been so much easier to have just… Found cause to have him eliminated.” Now he sits up,
looks up at her, still frowning. “But he is my son. He is a monster of my making. I am
responsible for the damage he causes in the name of the Empire.”

“Ah. And so you put him someplace where his damage could at least be productive to the
cause.”

Varis nods. “He is my named heir, though I do not think him suitable for the task.”



She thinks again of his plea for her to stay out of Gyr Abania. That he would sacrifice
Garlemald’s hold on Doma just to keep her away from Zenos…

“Thank you, Varis.”

There is a question in his soft grunt.

“For being honest with me.” She holds her hand out to him, and he looks up, blinking
owlishly in surprise. “What, you expect me to dismiss you just because you were a bad
father?”

“Yes,” he admits. The Warrior shakes her head.

“Perhaps you are right about your son. Perhaps there is just something greater wrong with
him than neglectful fathering.” She thinks of some of the men she knows, some of the finest
men of Ishgard. “Plenty of people have neglectful, even abusive fathers, and they do not
become monsters themselves.”

Varis’ hand dwarfs hers as he takes it in his own. “You are again far too forgiving, Warrior of
Light. Your kindness will get you killed one day.”

She smiles at him. “I know. But, I’d rather go down that path than the one sown only with
blood and vengeance.” The Warrior leans in and kisses his knuckles. “I can teach you, if you
are willing to learn.”

“Do you think so?”

“Benevolence may be simply part of a man’s nature, yes. But it is also something that can be
taught and shared. Like a waterskin after a hard fought battle.”

He runs the rough surface of his thumbprint over the back of her hand. “How is it you can
suffer so much and yet still hold such grace in your breast?”

“I could ask much the same of you.” She laughs gently at his stammering noise of protest,
and gives his hand a light tug. “Come on. I think we’ve had enough practice for one
afternoon. Why don’t we go back to your quarters and take a nice bath?”

“Ah--” His pupils dilate at the suggestion. “I like that idea.”

 

They towel off and head back down the halls. The Warrior thinks she recognizes a few of the
corridors they tread, but is not certain. They all still look so similar. She comments on this to
Varis, but the Emperor just chuckles and pats her on the hip, telling her that she will learn
with time. All things with time.

Near to the end of the last hallway before the door that blocks off the Emperor’s private wing
from the rest of the palace, a courier stands waiting for their leader. Varis stops and the
Warrior lingers behind him.



“Your Radiance,” the courier says with a crisp salute. “You wanted a message delivered as
soon as word came from the Senate. After this morning’s meeting?” The messenger holds out
a sealed envelope. “Their words, delivered as promised.”

“Ah, yes.” Varis takes the envelope and scratches his initials into a pad that the messenger
holds out with their other hand. “Very good. You are dismissed.”

The Warrior watches the messenger stride off before returning her attention to her
companion. Varis has cracked the seal on the missive and squints slightly at the piece of
paper in his hand.

“What is it?” she wonders, though she doubts he’ll tell her. It isn’t her business, after all.

For a moment he says nothing aloud. His lips move silently as he reads. When he is done
reading he folds the paper and taps the creased edge against the palm of his hand. There is a
thoughtful cast to his features.

“‘Tis word from the Senate. They have approved going ahead with the funding for my
orders.” He opens the door to the private hall. He gestures at the door and follows the Warrior
through.

“What orders, Varis?”

The corners of his mouth twitch upwards for a moment. “My orders implementing the
restoration of the sovereignty of the nation of Doma.”



Chapter 12

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

The Emperor refuses to say anything further on the matter of Doma until they return to his
quarters. In fact, he scarcely says a word at all until he has drawn a bath and they are both
seated side by side in the warm water. The Warrior sits next to him, hands on her knees, mind
a tumble of thoughts and questions. She has to admit, she has not truly been expecting for the
mighty emperor of Garlemald to actually follow through with her demand for the freedom of
Doma. And now that he has indeed delivered on his promise, she is unsure of what to think or
do.

She thinks: This means you can leave now, if you want to.

But, does she want to? She isn’t certain. There are certain creature comforts she has come to
enjoy here at the palace--the companionship of the seemingly grouchy emperor being high on
that list. However, Garlemald is not home. She remains aware of that every day, during the
long lulls when Varis is off performing his duties and her bored thoughts drift to her own
missed duties back in Eorzea. During those long hours she sometimes thinks of the Scions, of
the Ishgardians, of all the other sundry peoples of Eorzea who want for her aid. It makes her
restless, leads her to pace the private halls, makes her want to leave and get back to work.

The urge to leave is there, yes. She misses her friends and family among the Scions. She
wonders if she would miss Varis whenever she left. Would he miss her?

The Warrior wonders.

“So, you actually did it,” she says, breaking the silence. Varis gives a soft grunt.

“I did.” His muscles flex as he crosses his arms behind his head. “Did you think I would
not?”

“Part of me wondered.” She looks at her hands. “You had not given much of any indication
that you were really working on your part of the deal.”

“I am a man of my word,” Varis says. “However, liberating an entire nation is not a quick or
easy process. There will be resistance and suspicion on both sides. The families of those
soldiers who perished in the taking and keeping of the territory have to be soothed, which
comes out of state coffers. I had to come up with a valid reason why Garlemald should just
let the land go, why they would not be needed.” He grunts. “I could not be straightforward
and honest and tell them that it was part of an agreement I made with the Warrior of Light.”

The Warrior tilts her head to the side to look up at him. Varis is staring at the ceiling.

“What did you tell them?”



“That the extremely depleted resources available in Doma were no longer worth our time and
effort of continuing to maintain. A great number of troops are required to be stationed in
Doma to keep order, however superficially.” He shifts his legs, and a pale knee pokes out of
the water. “It is not a lie. Just only a selection of the truth.”

She considers this choice of action. “So you would just leave them to their fates?”

Varis huffs a low laugh. “Ah, I knew you would say that, that you would protest just
abandoning the Domans to their fate. It would only drive them further into the arms of the
Eorzeans for support. I had to think past just the first step.” He sounds amused at his own
words.

“So? What is after the first step?”

“Garlemald has a great deal of structural engineers in its employ, and with a current lack of
new conquests many of them languish with nothing new to work on building or repairing.
The full withdrawal of Garlean forces is estimated to take several months, and during that
time our engineers will aid in the reconstruction of systems and production facilities that had
been abandoned or otherwise destroyed during the last few decades.”

“To help them get back on their feet.” She smiles at his nod. “That’s a good start, Varis.”

“The arrangement also includes concessions to help with trade--there are still some products
that the Doman people produce which are beneficial to Garlemald.”

“What does Garlemald offer in return?” she asks.

“Gold and processed ceruleum, mostly. Further construction assistance as necessary.
Whatever else might be needed to help smooth things along.”

The Warrior hums thoughtfully. She is surprised by just how much work Varis really has put
into their agreement. She in return barely has to lift a finger, as frustrating as that idleness
might be.

“So, what do you think?”

She looks at him. “I’m… pleasantly surprised.”

His lips push into what would have been a pout on anyone else’s face. “What, you did not
think I meant what I said when we made our agreement? You don’t think your safety is worth
a little effort on my part?”

“I--I don’t know. I wasn’t aware you were really that serious.”

Varis is quiet. “I would have given you Gyr Abania’s freedom, were that possible. The region
is just a miserable salt lick. In truth it is only valuable for its greater proximity to Eorzea and
its riches.”

The Warrior sighs and shakes her head. “If only Garlemald had something useful that they
could use in trade with the Eorzean states so that you could have access to their materials



without wasting additional lives and lesser resources in order to obtain them by force.”

The Emperor grimaces. “I don’t like the sarcasm in your tone.”

She wipes at her mouth with the back of her hand. “Neither do I. But it is an unfortunate
reality I have to consider whenever I think about Garlemald.”

They soak in silence.

When the water begins to cool, he says: “I want you to stay, Warrior.”

She looks away, to the far wall. “I know.”

“Do you want to stay?”

She says nothing. She does not know.

 

Three days pass, doused in an uncomfortable unspoken tension between she and the Emperor.
Varis is plainly distracted by her inability to tell him what she wishes to do. He stops asking
when it becomes evident that he is not going to get an answer from her, not right away. She
wishes she had an answer--doubly so wishes she already had an answer that he would like.
She is not sure why that is the case.

The Emperor is not cruel. He does not withhold his affections in exchange for a decision. In
truth, aside from his initial pleas for her to stay, he has ceased to bring up the subject. But the
request remains, and she knows he waits for her answer.

In the quiet chill of the morning she wakes before him, as ever, half wrapped in his arms and
pinned under his sleeping weight. She remains entrenched there while again weighing the
pros and cons of her options. Either choice will lead her to potentially causing strife across
the realms. There is no easy answer.

She settles for snuggling against his chest and watching him sleep.

 

Later in the day, nearing the mid-day bells, Julia knocks on the door to Varis’ quarters. She
looks serious, if it were possible to infer her expression through her posture, as the Warrior
keys the door open and peers out into the dark hallway.

“Is something wrong?”

“The Emperor is requesting your attendance in the throne room,” Julia says. “He says that
you should dress properly and wear something with a hood.”

The Warrior hesitates. “You didn’t answer my question.”



Julia stares at her silently for a long moment before sighing. “His Radiance is to receive an
envoy from Doma shortly. He wants you there in attendance.”

“Oh.” She considers this, and then nods. “Of course. Will you wait for me? I’ve never been to
the throne room before.”

Julia nods. “Yes, Lady Warrior.”

The Warrior changes into one of the dresses the tailor made for her. She chooses the dark
gray over the black, and pulls her cloak on over the dress. After checking her appearance in
the dressing table mirror, she pulls on her boots and returns to where the royal guard is still
waiting out in the hallway. The door to the Emperor’s quarters beeps as it locks behind her.

 

She lets Julia lead the way to the throne room. She probably could find the place on her own
if pressed, but would rather let the guard do her job. The dimensions of the throne room are
impressive, ceiling even higher than the already vaulted heights of the preceding hallways.
Everything is huge, as though intended for people that were two or three times taller than the
already towering Garleans it was built for. There is a slight chill in the room--even the
advanced ceruleum heating systems can not warm it properly.

The throne, down at the end of a length of red carpet, is a monstrosity of black and gold
perched upon a tiered dais. Varis is standing down at the foot of the dais, back to the
entryway, seemingly speaking to Annia, when the Warrior and Julia arrive.

Julia salutes when she reaches the end of the carpet. “We have returned, sire.”

“Good.” 

The Warrior watches Julia move to her station on the opposite side of the dais stairs from her
sister. Varis turns after a moment and looks down at her. He holds out a gloved hand and
beckons.

“You’re giving audience to the Domans, Your Radiance?”

“Yes. And, should you not object, I would like to give you the credit you deserve,” he says.
“Should they ask.”

“And if they don’t?”

Varis takes her hand between his own. His shoulders sag for a brief moment. “I would still
want you here. To enjoy the merits of your actions.” He kisses her palm before letting it go.
“You can stand off to the side. Just don’t…” He frowns. “Just don’t slouch, and you should
be fine.”

“Varis…” She looks away and squares her shoulders. “As you wish, Your Radiance.”

The Emperor makes his way up the stairs. When he sits on the throne his posture is stiff.
From down where she stands it seems that Varis is nearly perched on the edge of the seat. He



braces his palms on his thighs. She wonders: does he not know how to sit on his own throne?
The Warrior thinks of him back in his quarters, relaxed in some armchair or another, and feels
a touch of pity. She thinks she hears him sigh as he adjusts his weight on the throne.

A guard far back at the entry door announces the arrival of the Doman envoy. Nearby, Julia
does not move a muscle, as though this duty is far too commonplace for her to show any
interest. The Warrior, though, is curious, and moves closer to the base of the dais to watch
from under the anonymity of her cowl. She stares at the Doman guests as they make their
way up the long carpet that leads to the throne. It is during that long walk that she recognizes
one of the two--a female Au Ra with black hair and garbed in purple. It takes her mind a
moment to come up with a name--Yugiri--but when she does the Warrior wonders how her
memory could have slipped so badly.

“Oh, those Domans,” she hisses under her breath. How had she forgotten about the Doman
refugees that she had helped find a new home at Revenant’s Toll? She suddenly feels terribly
out of place in the throne room. She can feel Varis’ gaze piercing the top of her head, even
though he has not visibly budged upon the throne. She retreats a bit and makes sure that the
hood of her cloak is secured.

The envoy greets the Emperor of Garlemald with what must be meticulous politeness, but the
Warrior quickly stops listening to their words. She is distracted, wondering how she could
have possibly forgotten about the Doman refugees that had fled to Eorzea many moons
before. She had personally spent weeks helping them find a place to stay, and then later
helped them get settled in at Revenant’s Toll. How had she forgotten that while in private
with Varis? Perhaps it was nothing--a month ago her mind had been swamped with dealings
in Ishgard and her present situation. She already had enough on her mind. And yet--

She is drawn from her thoughts by Julia very subtly grinding her left heel on the floor. The
Warrior blinks and tries to focus.

The envoy is speaking: “And while we are quite grateful for what Garlemald has decided to
do for Doma, we must admit to being perplexed by its offering. It is quite sudden, with no
real cause for happening, and so there are some of us that cannot help but fear it is naught but
some sort of Garlean… trickery.”

“‘Trickery’?” The Emperor echoes this, and she cannot deny the slight hint of amusement in
his tone. Yugiri catches it, and she shakes her head at the envoy and whispers something to
them.

“Do not think of us as being unthankful for this second chance,” the envoy says hurriedly.
“But, despite the reasoning given on the documents your administrators have given us, we
don’t see the real reason we are being let go.”

“And so you expect some sort of foul intent.” Varis is calm, though something amused
lingers in his tone. “Children of Doma, you do realize that were there some kind of malicious
intents behind my actions, I would not admit them to your face?”

“I--Yes, Your Radiance.” The envoy looks at Yugiri, plainly frustrated.



“But, I shall give you the truth, should you want to hear it.”

Yugiri blurts: “Please!”

The leather of the Emperor’s under armor creaks as he pushes himself up out of the throne.
He paces to the edge of the dais and stares down at the Domans. For a moment he looks to
his left, and to the visitors it must seem he is looking at Julia. Perhaps to them he looks
concerned, as though the guards did not perform a thorough enough weapons check before
admitting them into the throne room. In truth, it is the Warrior who catches his gaze, and he
does not move again until she nods at him.

“Very well. Some weeks ago, a guest of the palace asked that I freed the people of Doma.
And so I did.”

Yugiri and the envoy stare up at him dumbly. When Yugiri finally finds her voice she says:
“That was all it took? Someone just had to ask?”

“All it took was the right person asking, yes.” He stands up straight and tall, and the Warrior
feels a little flutter in her belly as she takes in his impressive stance. “As the Emperor of
Garlemald, I am the greatest of this land. And so it is fitting that only the greatest of Eorzea
should have my ear.”

Again the Domans are silent, confused.

“Surely you must know who that person is?” He slowly begins to descend the stairs. “No?
You cannot name the person whose beautiful might towers over all of Eorzea?”

Underneath her cloak, the Warrior blushes. She wonders whether Varis always turns to such
theatrics when dealing with his court. Perhaps it is something he unintentionally picked up
from his grandfather. Or, perhaps this is just how he reacts to being nervous in a somewhat
public situation. The Warrior is fairly certain that he is nervous--not regarding the Domans,
but because of her own presence in the throne room.

“Forgive us for not being certain of whom you speak,” the envoy says. Yugiri frowns and
nods in agreement.

Varis chuckles lowly. “I suppose your ignorance can be forgiven, as you are not of Eorzea.”
His pale eyes cut toward Yugiri. “Even if some of you have made your home there.”

Yugiri grits her teeth and looks to the floor. “We have done what we had to do to survive,
Emperor. Garlemald has stripped us of nearly everything we had.”

The Warrior looks and can see that Varis is looking down his nose at the Domans. She
understands why--he cannot help but hold on to a young man’s disdain for the conquered. Of
what little Varis had spoken to her regarding the Domans, he himself had still been a young
man when the conquering of Doma occurred. His son had been but a babe, and he himself
newly widowed, and his grandsire had refused to let him leave the palace to aid in the taking
of the nation. He hadn’t liked to talk a great deal about Doma--it had made him think too
much about that unpleasant chapter of his past.



And now he is having to stare all that down.

The Warrior feels guilty, but is unable to say anything.

The Emperor is saying: “You still have your farmlands.”

“Yes,” Yugiri says, still frowning. “We are grateful for you not burning and salting them on
your way out of our lands.”

Varis purses his lips and stares down at the little woman.

“That all being said.” He bites off each word. “I will let you thank your savior in person.
Hopefully you can at the least show her some gratitude.” Varis half turns to his left to beckon
to her, and while he is facing away from the envoy his expression temporarily softens. “I do
believe you are familiar with the Warrior of Light?”

The Warrior rounds the side of the dais, crossing past Julia’s inert form and stopping a few
yalms away from the Emperor. When she lowers her hood it spurs a gasp from the Au Ra
woman. Varis flinches when Yugiri cries out her name. The young woman ignores decorum
and runs over, bolting to the Warrior and throwing her arms around her in a hug.

“Oh, kami be praised! I know the Scions said that you were being kept somewhere in
Garlemald, but I did not think you would be so easy to find!”

The Warrior rests her palms on the ninja’s shoulders and gently pushes her away. “What are
you talking about, Yugiri? The Scions know where I am.”

“You told them that you were in Garlemald and had been in talks with the Emperor. That
doesn’t narrow it down more than somewhere in the capital.” Her tone is chiding, but Yugiri
is all relieved smiles now. “When I spoke with the Scions via linkpearl yesterday, they
thought it would be a good idea to send someone in to find you. So, I volunteered for the
mission.”

The Warrior murmurs: “Naturally.”

“I must admit, we don’t know why you would have chosen to continue aiding the refugees in
this fashion, but we are quite grateful.” Her tail flicks once. “As your mission is completed,
you will be returning to Eorzea now, yes?”

“I--ah--” She looks over the woman’s shoulder in Varis’ direction. He is not looking at her,
and is instead keeping his nearly neutral scowl fixed on the envoy. “Perhaps so, once I finish
tying up a few loose ends.”

“The Scions will be overjoyed for your return, especially with the way the situation is starting
to decay in--” Yugiri stops and glances uneasily at the Emperor.

“No, do go on,” Varis grinds out. Yugiri schools her expression.

“All the same, I won’t be leaving with you,” the Warrior says. “It is better that I don’t go to
Doma right now.”



“If you think that is the best course.”

“Do not worry, Yugiri. I still have my linkpearl. I can contact the Scions myself.”

“Please do, Warrior of Light. They miss you greatly, and are waiting for you to return home.”

 

After a few minutes more of admittedly uncomfortable conversation between the Emperor
and the envoy, the Domans leave the throne room to be treated to the mid-day meal. The
Warrior does not move, but finds that she has been struck by an unexpected pang of
homesickness. Yugiri’s presence has reminded her of the many friends she left behind in both
Ishgard and at Revenant’s Toll. She feels guilty for having made them wait and worry for a
month, while she stayed off indulging herself in enemy territory.

She hears the sound of Varis’ boot heels as he crosses from the edge of the red carpet to the
dark tiles adjacent.

“Warrior?”

She swallows and looks up at him. “Yes, Your Radiance?”

“You knew one of our guests? I thought you said you knew nothing of Doma.”

Heat flashes on her cheeks. The Emperor’s posture is stiff and unwelcoming, and he is
squinting down at her with a hint of suspicion.

“I--” The Warrior frowns and looks at the floor between them. “I know it is difficult to
believe, but I sincerely forgot about them. I mean--” She sighed. “I do not know how to
explain it.”

“Try.”

She looks up again, takes in his somewhat cross expression. “It was some time ago, before I
ever first ventured to Ishgard. A group of refugees came to Eorzea seeking shelter. They were
led primarily by Yugiri. Their case, so to speak, was eventually picked up by the Scions, and
the refugees were settled in Mor Dhona. I helped with the task.” The Warrior shakes her head
slowly. “They were refugees from Doma. But, I suppose I just--I don’t know. For some
reason my mind did not make the connection when you mentioned Doma last month.”

The Emperor moves closer and looms over her. After a long moment he closes his eyes and
huffs a sigh.

“I believe you.”

“You do? I mean--”

“You have never given me cause to doubt your honesty,” Varis says. “Though your memory
is somewhat slippery at times.”



She exhales. “Oh, you know. Too many knocks to the head.”

Varis nods. He half turns and looks at the door. She follows the line of his gaze to where the
Domans had recently departed.

“Now, what say you? About the rest of what the Au Ra woman said to you.”

She thinks of what Yugiri said to her. She again thinks of the friends and adopted family she
has left behind in Eorzea, and makes an uncomfortable realization.

The Warrior says: “I want to go back to Ishgard.”

Varis freezes in place, ribs jerking as though she had stabbed the point of her gunblade
between them. His expression is difficult for her to piece together--surprise and dismay
entwined and melded with a frozen flash of anger.

“Do you?” His voice is tight.

“Varis, Your Radiance, you have been a peerless host, but I… I miss my friends and family. I
miss the Scions.”

He turns and stares down at her. “I kept to our agreement.”

“And I will keep to it as well. I will not step foot in Gyr Abania, on my word.” She hesitates.
“If that means aught to you.”

“It does.” The Emperor breathes out her name, and his shoulders slump. “You came here of
your own volition, and you have always been free to leave of it as well. You are the Warrior
of Light, and no prisoner of Garlemald.”

“Thank you, Varis.”

For a moment he says nothing. Then he squares his shoulders and sets his teeth. He turns
away. “You should go, then.”

“Wh-what, right now?”

“Yes. Should you tarry any longer, I might change my mind about allowing you to leave.”

Julia and Annia are staring straight ahead, unmoving, but she can still feel Julia’s eyes on her
when she moves to touch the fabric of the Emperor’s cloak.

“Varis!” His muscles are tense under her touch, and she withdraws her hand.

“Julia, see the Warrior back to my quarters. Let her gather her things. I will have a transport
prepared to take her to Mor Dhona.”

The guard salutes him. “Yes, sir.”

The Warrior doesn’t move until Julia touches her shoulder.



“Lady Warrior?”

“No, just a minute--” She scrambles around the pillar that is the Emperor. He is staring
straight again, face pinched into an approximation of an impassive mask. “Varis, please! You
can’t just--”

“I do not think you understand, Warrior.” His voice is tight. His body does not move, but his
eyes shift to look down at her. “I do not want you to leave. Were it my inclination, you would
stay here forever, and not a soul in this nation would have a say otherwise. But I will not keep
you caged here. I will not keep you from doing what is best for you, and whatever greater
good you serve.” He closes his eyes. “Go.”

She stares up at him, but he refuses to look at her. When Julia touches her shoulder again, the
Warrior lets herself be led away.

 

The Warrior follows Julia back to Varis’ quarters.

“Is he mad at me?” she wonders aloud. Julia doesn’t say anything. “I can’t tell. I don’t want
him to be mad at me.” She wonders when that feeling settled in her breast as something not
attached to the dread of being at the Empire’s mercy. “I just. I need to go home. They need
me.”

The guard still says nothing, and remains silent as she keys open the door lock.

She stares into the royal bedchambers. This morning she awoke safely held in the Emperor’s
arms, and she had no indication that she would be leaving so suddenly. And now--

“I shouldn’t have said anything,” she says to herself as she opens the cabinet to retrieve her
pack. “I should have just--” She quiets herself. She should have just what? Not told him the
truth--that she misses Eorzea and the Scions and quietly longs to return to her duties. Even if
she can not directly help out in Gyr Abania, there are always plenty of other problems that
need addressing in Eorzea. It is a land of endless conflict--a world where heroes are
desperately needed. Where she is needed.

Still, when she sets her pack down on the bed, she feels a twinge of regret as she looks at the
plush green covers. It would have been nice to have stayed a little while longer. There is a
certain appeal to the lavish conditions, and to the generous attention of her host. And the host
himself…

She sighs and shakes her head. “We both knew this was just a tryst.”

 

It does not take long to restore her pack. She refills it with what she brought with her to
Garlemald, and nothing more. She does not change out of the gray dress, but taking anything
more than the warm black coat feels like an excess she is not welcome to. The Warrior takes
a last look in each room before finally leaving the Emperor’s quarters behind. Julia is still



waiting out in the hallway. There are no words exchanged before the guard turns on her heel
and leads the way out to the loading docks.

She is met there by a soldier who leads her to one of the transport carriers. 

“His Radiance wishes to speak with you before you board,” the crewman says. “I can stow
your bag while you wait.”

“Oh, yes, thank you.” The Warrior releases her grip on her pack and lets the soldier take it
away. She rubs her arms through her coat, glad now that she had permitted herself to take at
least this luxury with her. She stares back toward the main building.

She does not have to wait long for the Emperor to appear at the loading dock. His step is loud
and hurried, and the Warrior is surprised to see that he is not empty handed.

“Thank you for waiting,” he says.

She just nods: “Of course.” There’s no point in telling him that she couldn’t leave without
him seeing her off. The crew was strictly following his orders.

“I--” He holds out a small leather satchel. “You will miss lunch.”

The Warrior smiles despite the lingering tension. “Varis… thank you.” She takes the satchel
and hugs it against her chest. “I’ll wait to eat until we clear any turbulence.”

His cheeks pink, and he clears his throat. “Yes, yes. Good.” Varis reaches behind himself
under his cloak. She hears a faint clink of metal, and then brings a gunblade around to his
front. He holds it out to her, the blade flat against his palm. “You left this. I mind not if you
leave the other things, but this is yours, Warrior. I gave it to you for you to keep.”

She does not protest. After tucking the satchel under her left arm, she holds out her free hand.
Varis rests the hilt in her open palm, and its weight settles there with familiar density. There is
a dark gray leather strap looped around the barrel of the blade, and she recognizes the
metallic catchall on the harness as the gunblade’s back holster. She swallows.

“I still don’t think I deserve something like this.”

“It was a gift, Warrior. You do not have to deserve a gift.”

She lets the flat of the blade rest on her shoulder. “Thank you.”

They stand in mutual silence for a minute. Finally, it is Varis who clears his throat against the
quiet.

“Know that I wish you would stay,” he says, straightening his shoulders. His lips flatten into
a thin line. “But, I know that you have your own duties that you must fulfill, just as I have my
own.”

She looks up at him. “I will not speak ill of you, Varis.”



His brows lift in a smooth movement before dropping low over his eyes again. “You can say
whatever you wish, Warrior. You know they will believe nothing from you that is not
slander.”

She isn’t sure that he is wrong about that, though she also knows that he is no innocent. But
then, neither is she.

The Emperor clears his throat again. “The transport will take you directly to the Castrum in
Mor Dhona. It might alarm the locals, but it will be the safest place for them to allow you to
disembark.” She nods, and after groping at his pockets he holds out his gloved hand. “Here.
One more thing for you.” Unfolding his big fingers reveals what looks like a small playing
card cast in cermet. The surface on one side is covered in a series of coded markings, while
the other bears the Imperial insignia. “If, for any reason, you should need the assistance of
someone in the Empire, just show them this card. It will identify you as an… associate of
Garlemald. It will gain you aid, should you need it.”

The Warrior takes the card, which is heavier than it appears. She looks up at him. “A tracking
device?”

The smile that he flashes at her is undeniably tainted by regret. “No, not this time. No one
will harry your path upon your departure. Not anyone from the Empire, at least.”

“Thank you, Varis. I will have to find a safe place to hide this from my allies.”

He nods, the movement stiff. “I--” The Emperor hesitates. “It has been a pleasure, Warrior of
Light, to have had the chance to get to know you. It has been most enlightening.”

She swallows. “Aye, I feel like I’ve learned a great deal about Garlemald.”

Varis murmurs her name and presses his lips to her forehead. “Goodbye, my dear Warrior. I
wish you safe travels.”

 

The flight from Garlemald to Mor Dhona is long, but uneventful. Most of the crew ignore
her, busy with maintaining their attention on screens and keeping their eyes peeled for any
possible trouble from the ground. One of the crew, coming back from a bathroom break,
takes pity on her and shows her how to properly put on the gunblade’s holster.

She does not eat until her stomach pinches with hunger, and by then the transport craft has
crossed out of Garlean territory. The Warrior eats slowly, but struggles not to close her eyes
and imagine the Emperor brooding over his coffee.

When the dark treetops of the Black Shroud loom into view below the craft, the Warrior steps
to the back of the craft and activates her linkpearl.

“This is the Warrior of Light reporting. Please have the wild roses ready for inspection at the
Stones. I’ll be home soon.”

She deactivates the linkpearl again before waiting for any answer, and returns to her seat. 



The Warrior knows they are close when the sky darkens and becomes choked with swirling
magenta clouds. 

 

In less than ten minutes, the Warrior of Light has left the Empire behind. The soldiers at
Castrum Centri watch her disembark from the transport, possibly some of them still
remembering her last foray into the base. Still, they salute her and open the gates so that she
can depart without the slightest hint of protest. She is almost disappointed.

The Warrior watches the transport lift back into the shimmering magenta sky and hurry back
to the northeast. Considering the roiling miasma overhead, she deems it safer to walk to
Revenant’s Toll. As she shoulders her pack and starts to make her way up out of the
swampland, she idly hopes no one says anything about the gunblade strapped to her back. 

Her arrival has not gone unnoted, which is not a surprise considering how infrequently
Imperial transports are seen approaching Castrum Centri these days. By the time she is
weaving around giant disinterested toads, the Warrior can see figures standing on the town’s
western wall. A few more figures are gathered at the gates, and as she rounds the final bend
she hears someone cry out her name. Two figures push through the crowd and scramble down
to meet her.

The Warrior is nearly knocked over by the Leveilleur twins, Alisaie more shamelessly
throwing her slight weight into a tackle of a hug, while Alphinaud more politely and yet just
as forcibly grabs at the arm not balancing her pack. They both babble excitedly at her, and
she thinks Alphinaud might be trying to hide tears. Yda appears after another minute,
Papalymo tottering after her with a reserved smile on his face.

“Welcome home, Warrior!” Alphinaud cries. She laughs and hugs him, pressing her cheek
into his snowy white hair.

“Look at you. I was gone a whole month and you haven’t grown an ilm!”

“Neither has Alisaie!”

They all laugh, and the Warrior of Light lets the twins tug her hands and lead her back into
town.

Chapter End Notes

[If you’d like to go with the bittersweet ending, you can stop reading the fic now. If you
want to continue on because Varis needs a happy ending, darnit, then please continue
reading.]



Chapter 13

When things calm down, the Scions head inside to the relative privacy of the Rising Stones.
They sit at one of the round tables, extra chairs being dragged in so no one has to stand. At
Tataru’s behest, Ephemie brings over a bottle of wine and several glasses.

“So, you heard of Doma, then?” The Warrior takes a sip from her glass.

“Yes, from Yugiri. She was in communications with us yesterday,” Papalymo says.

“Yeah, out of the blue, the Empire just decided to give Doma their freedom!” Yda waves a
hand. “Just like that! No fighting at all!”

“You sound disappointed,” Y’shtola observes in an amused tone.

“Yeah, no--Why couldn’t they just let Ala Mhigo go, then?” Yda huffs and crosses her arms.

“It wasn’t so simple a thing, to just free Ala Mhigo,” the Warrior says. “The Empire still
desires to conquer Eorzea for its resources. They would not just give up the closest foothold
they have.”

“You were in Garlemald, Warrior,” Alisaie says. “Why didn’t you try to convince him not to
keep trying to take over Eorzea?”

“I was only there a month,” the Warrior says with a laugh. She traces her fingertip around the
lip of her glass. “Perhaps if I had been there longer.”

Alphinaud scoffs faintly. “Besides, the Warrior of Light is a fighter, not a diplomat.” 

She glances at him sideways. “That was me, though.”

“What?”

The Warrior looks among the assembled Scions, at their eager, slightly concerned faces all
turned to look at her. She looks from face to face, and smiles.

“I must tell you all the truth,” she says. “I am the one responsible for the freeing of Doma.”

The Scions all make varying cries of surprise, except for Papalymo.

“I suppose I owe a few gil to Master Thancred when he returns,” the Lalafell mutters. Yda
laughs and nearly strikes him in the head with her elbow.

“You did?” Alisaie pipes up. “But how? Why? Have you even been to Doma?”

“I couldn’t find it on a map,” Yda admits.



The Warrior smiles and shakes her head. “I’m afraid I have little knowledge of the nation
itself, beyond our interactions with the refugees.”

“Then, why strive for its freedom?” Alphinaud asks. “And at what cost to your own?”

She looks at the little Elezen and shakes her head. “No cost to my own. He--Emperor Varis
was not holding me prisoner, if that is what you are suspecting. I was free to leave at any
time.”

The Warrior isn’t sure whether or not her friends need to know about the pardon. It is
something she pondered during the flight back from Garlemald, but still hasn’t been able to
decide. So she glosses past that part for now.

“We made an agreement, a deal, and I had to stay to make sure the Emperor followed through
with his part of the deal.”

Alphinaud makes a thoughtful noise. “The deal involved the Empire voluntarily liberating
Doma, and you…?”

“My part of the agreement was that I would not go to Gyr Abania. That I would step no foot
into the region and offer no aid to the Ala Mhigan resistance efforts against Garlemald.”

“Why would you do that?” Yda hisses with an amount of vitriol that surprises the Warrior.
Papalymo makes a shushing motion at her.

“It is a curiosity, that you would so willingly exclude yourself from the pressing hostilities,”
Y’shtola says. She taps her knuckles against her chin.

“So, she was clearly pressured into it,” Alisaie says. “But, what would the Empire stand to
gain from such an arrangement?”

They all look at the Warrior, and she does her best not to fidget under their curious scrutiny.
She thinks perhaps it might almost be easier simply to be up front with them and tell them
that the Emperor of Garlemald had taken a fancy to her and was trying to win her affections.
However, that would only raise another set of questions, and she’d rather not face that volley.

“Clearly,” Y’shtola pipes in after a moment. “The Emperor was hoping to gain the Warrior’s
trust. To trick her into agreeing to join the Empire. The freeing of Doma was simply a gesture
of goodwill.” The woman’s blind eyes flick in her direction. “There’s nothing amiss with her
otherwise. Her aether is stable and she does appear to have been well kept.”

The Warrior blushes and huffs in mild annoyance. “I’m sitting right here.”

Y’shtola blinks and muffles a chuckle behind her hand. “Oh, yes. My apologies. I fear you’ve
been gone so long that we’ve gotten used to speaking of you in your absence.”

She sighs. “It was only a month.”

“It’s been a long month,” Alisaie says. The others nod in scattered agreement.



Alphinaud speaks with forced levity. “Well, Warrior, if you aren’t going to be helping us with
the increasingly pressing matters regarding Ala Mhigo, what do you intend on doing in the
meanwhile?”

“Oh. I’d planned on returning to Ishgard,” she says. “That isn't terribly far from here if you
need me for something outside of Gyr Abania, and I’d like the chance to catch up with people
there.”

Yda gives a wicked giggle. “Ooh, I bet you have some catching up to do with the Lord
Commander, eh?”

“Yda!” Papalymo hisses at her, and the woman sticks her tongue out at him.

“What? We all have needs, even the Warrior of Light!” Yda smirks. “Her needs just tend to
have elf ears!”

Alisaie snickers. Alphinaud looks scandalized and blurts out: “Consulting!” They look back
to him. “I mean, Warrior, will you at the least keep your linkpearl on you so that we might
contact for any consulting regarding the current conflict?”

She wants to point out that they’ve never really used her for her thoughts before, but is happy
enough to be back with them to just smile and nod. “Of course.”

“And perhaps you could compose a report for us, for the Alliance,” Alphinaud continues.
“Since you may have a bit of downtime in the Holy See.”

“I’m sure the Ishgardians will find plenty of busy work to keep me occupied,” she says. “But,
what sort of report?”

“On Garlemald.” He taps a thoughtful finger on his chin. “You were there a month, you must
have certainly learned some things about the nation. Even something seemingly trivial might
prove useful against them.”

“You were kept at the palace, yes?” Y’shtola drones pensively. “You might have noticed
something that could be used against them should we or the Alliance ever need to make a
more direct move on the capital.”

The Warrior does her best to school her expression. Her friends do not need to know that she
has spent almost the entirety of the last month stowed away in the Emperor’s quarters, and
much of that time in various stages of undress. But, never really in any duress...  How can she
explain to them that she had not gone to Garlemald to gather intelligence, but to--to--why had
she gone? To ease the suffering of a man who had just lost his best friend, and then what?

She nods through the tangle of her thoughts. “Yes, I can do that. I’m not sure how useful my
observations might be, as I’m not of as keen an eye as some of you, but I can do that.” 

 

Later in the day, Alphinaud leads her to a storage room in the Rising Stones. It is here that the
remainder of her gear--that which she had carelessly left behind on her sudden journey to



Garlemald--has been safely stowed away. She thanks the young man, and he insists that it
was important to the Scions to keep her weapons safe until she returned.

“We knew you would come back,” he says, arms folded behind his back as he watches her
inspect her kit.

She smiles: “Of course you did. I had no reason to stay in Garlemald forever.”

“I know. We worried, though. I mean, since we went so long without word…” Alphinaud
trails off.

“It’s in the past now, Alphinaud. ‘Tis better to worry about what lies ahead of us.”

“Indeed.” He frowns. She knows he’s thinking about the pending confrontation that awaits in
Gyr Abania, and the fact that she has already bowed out of that fight.

The Warrior sights down the length of her lance. It is straight and true as she remembers,
aside from a little nick in the wooden grain about halfway down the shaft. She frowns, sets it
aside, picks up her staff. The bindings around the grip are worn smooth from handling, but
this is as she expects.

“Something the matter?” Alphinaud wonders.

“Mm, no. Just checking everything out. If your grimoire was out of your care for a month,
you would inspect it when you got it back, yes? Check the bindings, look for torn pages and
the like… The integrity of your weapon is important. You don’t want it to fail you in battle.”

The young man blushes. “Ah, yes. That’s quite true.”

She takes the handle of her greatsword in both hands and hefts it with care. The heavy steel is
balanced and unblemished, though it still carries an extra weight of its own. Her mind strays
back to the Emperor’s weapons closet, and the massive gunblade that he keeps stored there.
The Emperor would probably be able to handle the greatsword as easily as a butter knife.

The Warrior sighs and shakes her head. “Everything looks good. Just a few minor repairs that
need to be made.” She looks over at Alphinaud. “Thank you for retrieving everything for
me.”

“It wasn’t just me,” the Elezen says. “We all helped--some of your weapons were too heavy
for your, ah, smaller allies to carry.”

She laughs. “Ah, I see. Of course, it would have to be a group effort.” She teases. “Did you
manage the daggers, then?”

Alphinaud flusters and shakes his head. “No, no, I had the staves!”

She ruffles his hair and smiles. “Good. Thank you, Alphinaud.”

 



The Warrior of Light heads out the next morning. She takes her pack and a few of her
weapons, and then teleports to Ishgard. She is pleased to find the city busy, people bustling
about despite the lightly falling snow. There are clear signs of repair work being done:
scaffolds covering the sides of buildings, debris stacked in orderly piles, and the rapport of
hammers echoing in the morning air. One of the Temple Knights acknowledges her arrival at
the aetheryte plaza, but she is otherwise left alone. The Warrior wonders where to head to
first. Should she report in at the Congregation, or perhaps check in at Fortemps Manor?

She decides on the latter, as there is no way of knowing what business might currently be
afoot with the Temple Knights. The Warrior makes her way to the Last Vigil, careful not to
look up toward the Vault before taking the steps down to Fortemps Manor. She doesn’t need
that unpleasant reminder right now. Perhaps never again, to be honest. The doorman greets
her cheerfully and lets her into the manor. The steward greets her and takes her things,
promising to have them stowed in the bedroom that had been assigned as hers many months
before.

She goes to the parlor. Lord Edmont is there, as he always seems to be when she visits,
standing in front of the fireplace. He is leaning lightly on his cane, a thoughtful look on his
face.

“Lord Edmont?” she calls. The Elezen jerks slightly and looks away from the flames, a
surprised smile appearing on his face.

“Ah, our dear Warrior,” he says, watching as she enters the room. “This is pleasantly
unexpected. Last I heard from Ser Aymeric, you had gone missing.”

She shakes her head. “Not missing, just… out of the area. I’m back, now.”

“You’ll be staying, I hope?”

“Oh, yes, if you’ll have me. Your steward already took my things.”

Edmont nods. “Yes, of course. Can’t have you staying at the Forgotten Knight again.” His
voice takes on a chiding tone. “I heard you got yourself into some mischief the last time you
stayed there, young lady.”

The Warrior laughs. “Oh, well, you know. That’s what young lads and ladies do, isn’t it? Get
themselves into mischief.”

The Count snorts lightly. “I’m going to pretend that I have no idea about that sort of thing.”

 

The Lord Commander wastes no time getting back in touch with the Warrior of Light after
her return to Ishgard. So it is that on her second evening back in the Holy See, she attends
dinner at Ser Aymeric’s mansion. She sits across from him at the table, and is treated to the
usual lavish spread of food and wine. Aymeric is, as ever, eager for her company and her
stories, and they make it through most of the main part of the meal simply on the back of her



giving him the greater details of what happened when the Scions went in search of the
Warring Triad.

She does not end the story before she stops telling it--she does not feel like going into detail
in regards to the death of the legatus and her departure from the scene.

“How have things been here in the See?” the Warrior asks instead, diverting the conversation.
“Things have seemed quiet enough since I returned, aside from the construction noises.”

“Oh. I, um.” Aymeric starts and stops, peering into his empty goblet. He has finished his third
glass, and as per usual he has started to lose the edge to his decorum. “It’s been busy here, in
Ishgard. Well, I mean. ‘Tis always busy. Different busy.”

“I could go for a cup of tea,” she says in a pointed tone. He blinks and nods. His pale blue
eyes flick down to the empty glass, and then her face, and then back. He laughs softly.

“Oh, I’ve done it again, haven’t I? In my excitement I’ve forgotten to pace myself.” He
summons the steward. “I’m useless if I’m too tipsy to function.”

The Warrior knows what he is referring to--she and the Lord Commander had engaged in a
bit of physical pleasure now and then in the months before she had gone to Garlemald. He
had a bad habit of getting nervous and calming his nerves with wine if no one stalled his
progress. She thinks of one of their previous meetings.

“How is Ser Estinien, by the by? I don’t think I’ve seen him since my return.”

“Ah, he is unfortunately not in Ishgard right now. He’s off on some mission, doing a bit of
scouting regarding Imperial troop movements near Gridania.”

“Helping the Alliance?”

Aymeric nods. “A pity though.” His black brows lift suggestively. “I could call on him
whenever he returns to the See.”

She laughs softly and sips the last of her wine. “Now, now, Ser Aymeric, I told you that was a
one time thing.”

“Yes, the second time.”

She huffs in amusement and shakes her head. “Alright, two times was enough.”

Aymeric’s eyes squint as he flashes a toothy smile. “I daresay you even managed to make our
friend crack a smile.”

“He certainly wasn’t complaining, at least.”

The dinner plates are cleared away, and dessert is brought out. The Warrior eyes the plates
and hopes that she still has room for the decadent looking tiramisu. The steward sets a mug of
coffee down next to her plate before shuffling away. She picks up the mug to take a sip, but



stops once the lip is nearly to her mouth. She inhales slowly. Something pinches in her
stomach, and she sets the coffee down. She picks up the fork instead and sets to work eating.

Her action does not go unnoticed by her dining companion.

“Is aught amiss, my friend?” Aymeric peers over the edge of his teacup. “You usually take
coffee with your dessert, don’t you?”

“Oh, yes. I suppose I just fell out of the habit while in Garlemald.”  The Warrior lifts the mug
again to her face but again does not drink. The persisting smell of the roast sends a shiver
down her spine that she hopes the Lord Commander does not see. She sets the coffee down
once more. “I think I’ll just take the tea tonight.”

“Of course.” Aymeric beckons to the steward and looks back to her with a concerned frown.
“Do you need to talk about it? What happened to you in Garlemald, I mean. I can understand
if you do not. It must have been an unpleasant experience.”

“Why?”

He blinks. “Why what?”

“Why must it have been an unpleasant experience?” The Warrior quiets as a cup of tea is
brought by the steward. She rests her hand over the coffee mug and does not let him remove
it from the table. “I understand the concern for my well being, and I appreciate it. But, since
my return everyone has acted as though I need to be coddled, as though I need time to
recover from my ordeal.”

Aymeric looks confused by her words, and for a moment he looks to one of the empty wine
glasses at the end of the table. “Do you not?”

She lifts her hands to gesture at herself. “Do I really look the worse for wear?”

He hesitates, eyes drifting down the front of her blouse before snapping upwards again.
“Physically, yes, you look quite whole and hale. But troubles can linger in the mind, Warrior.
Surely you are aware of that.” Aymeric takes a thoughtful sip of his tea. “And so, I would
hope you would feel comfortable enough speaking to me about it.”

She sighs. “There is little to tell, Aymeric. I was no prisoner. The only thing I can say that I
suffered from were periods of boredom.” And aching muscles, but the Lord Commander did
not need to be privy to that information. “My quarters were clean and spacious, I was given
books to read, food was delivered thrice a day… If anything, the experience was more like a
peculiar and poorly timed holiday from my duties than some kind of torture.” The Warrior
picks up her tea and takes a drink.

“That is a comfort to hear, my friend. Though, it only makes sense that you should be well
kept, if they were trying to curry your favor,” Aymeric says. His brow furrows in thought. “If
you wouldn’t mind indulging me, how did you end up in Garlemald? The Scions were a bit
obfuscating with their explanation of that part of events, and you stopped your story...”



That wasn’t really the Scions’ fault, she thinks. “It had not been my original intent to go to
Garlemald. Initially, I had simply been offering consolation to a man who had just lost his
best friend. Who would have begrudged me such a task? I’m the Warrior of Light. I help
people.” She looks at the cooling mug of coffee. “It’s just, in this case the person in need of
succor was the Emperor of Garlemald.”

“A strange turn indeed. I know the Scions were nearly frantic with worry when you
disappeared. Especially considering that you and the Empire are not exactly on the best of
terms.”

She thinks: On paper we’re on rather fantastic terms, now. 

She says: “I suppose that is why I was kept inside and away from the public most of the
time.” The Warrior smiles. “That or the cold.”

Aymeric smiles fondly at her and chuckles. “Well, being back here in Ishgard should be like a
balmy trip to the beach for you.”

She picks up her tea cup. “Something like that, yes.”

The Lord Commander rests the tines of his fork on his lower lip and makes a pensive noise.
“It is strange, though, to think of a man like the Emperor of Garlemald as being capable of
having what you would refer to as a ‘best friend’. Or any kind of voluntary friend at all.”

She hides a frown behind the lip of her cup. “Are you familiar with Emperor Varis?”

“Never met the man, fortunately,” Aymeric says. “But I am versed enough in his military
history to know that a man like that should be given a very, very wide berth.”

“I see.” She looks at her plate. “Is a man wicked, intrinsically, just because he is on the
enemy’s side? If he was just doing his job, protecting his country, if not aggressively, does
that inherently make him a bad person?” She glances across the table, at Aymeric. A frown
has captured his lips.

“I suppose that in the eyes of Garlemald, the noble souls of the Temple Knights, myself
included, are wicked men.”

The Warrior scoops a forkful of dessert into her mouth. She closes her eyes, trying to focus
just on the food, but cannot. Her mind hitches back to Garlemald, to lying in the Emperor’s
bed. Most nights, regardless of their physical intimacy, he would enfold her in his arms, idly
stroking her hair while musing on matters of the day.

“The Emperor of Garlemald just cares about the security of his nation, his people,” she says.
“The same as you care for Ishgard.”

The Lord Commander looks uncomfortable. “Perhaps you were in Garlemald too long, my
friend.”

“Perhaps so.”



When she finishes eating dessert she excuses herself for the evening. Aymeric takes her hand
in his.

“You could stay longer, if you would like.”

The Warrior looks at their hands. She knows what he’s offering, what he’s asking for--this is
the same way he’s propositioned her during previous encounters.

“I--” She shakes her head. “I’m not really up for that tonight, Aymeric.”

“‘Tis no trouble,” he says, and readily releases his grip on her hand. “Next time, then.”

She smiles, silently relieved that he is gentleman enough to back down. “Perhaps.”

 

Days later, the sky in Coerthas is, for once, nearly cloudless. It is a rare afternoon of
brightness and cheerful atmosphere, so the Warrior decides to go for a short ride on her
chocobo. The big bird, of course, protests the prickly snowpack under his feet, but carries on
dutifully. 

There is a light breeze up on the cliffs that overlook Ishgard. It stirs up a bit of the most
recent powder around the weathered ruins and graves. She is glad for her coat, and keeps the
black cover pulled tight against the chill. She dismounts from her bird and winds around the
crumbling stones dedicated to men and women long since gone from the world, until she
reaches the most recently laid stone.

Haurchefant’s grave is well tended. Someone has already been by today, last night’s snowfall
cleared away and fresh flowers tucked into place in front of the headstone. The visitor was
most likely Lord Francel, as she recalls Artoirel mentioning that the young Elezen makes a
nearly daily trek out to his friend’s grave. She wonders at his dedication, if it should be
heartwarming or a possible cause for concern.

The Warrior says nothing, arms crossed over her chest. She hasn’t visited her friend’s
gravesite in several months, the last time being only a few weeks before her sudden departure
to Garlemald. She says nothing, because she never knows what to say at someone’s grave.
She isn’t even sure if there’s a point to it--she was taught that souls at peace went on to the
Lifestream to rest after death. And Haurchefant had seemed peaceful enough in his last
moments, if not in terrible pain.

She grimaces and squeezes her eyes shut. She doesn’t want to think about that, still can’t bear
to think about that, even though it’s been several months now. She never talks about it to
anyone--not his family, not Aymeric, not Varis--

The chocobo, bored, sings to itself while it toes at the snow in search of interest.

She thinks of Varis, of his unexpected kindness. The Warrior knows it is silly to think of a
man not being rude when holding her captive as ‘kindness’, but that is what it had registered
as in her weary mind, and that is what it remains thought of as.



I never got to see where Regula was buried, she thinks. The simple thought startles her. Of
course she hadn’t seen his gravesite. Why would she have? Varis never took her there, and
she wasn’t sure the man ever visited it himself. Regula had only been gone a month, and as
distraught over his death as Varis was, she wouldn’t be surprised to hear that Varis never went
to pay his respects. Still, she would not have minded a chance to thank him herself.

She looks down at Haurchefant’s grave and thinks: There are those that yet live because of
your sacrifice.

She murmurs: “There are those that will say the same to you, Warrior of Light.”

 

When she returns from visiting the knight’s grave, the Warrior feels restless and full of
nervous energy. Checking with the Temple Knights provides no worthwhile work for her, so
she goes down to the shooting range. It is a newer location in the city, set up for the Skysteel
Manufactory’s machinists to practice their aim. Though she left most of her weaponry back at
the Rising Stones, the Warrior has kept her gunblade with her while traveling to Ishgard.
There is a bit of a comfort to the thing, but also she worries that if she leaves it alone
someone might try to confiscate the weapon. She cannot allow that.

The Warrior stands alone down at the range and loads the gunblade. She had been relieved to
find that the Manufactory had ammunition compatible with her weapon--most likely due to
some technology borrowing on the Manufactory’s part. She isn’t sure where she would find
the bullets otherwise, short of getting someone to scavenge them from the Garleans.

She lifts her weapon and sights down the blade. Varis had only once ever had time to explain
aiming and things like that before she had left, and even then she had never fired the weapon.
She can still recall the feel of him, his chest pressed to her back, arms encircling hers as he
gave instructions. Keep both eyes open, sight down the blade, keep a firm grip, and mind the
recoil...Truth be told it had been hard to focus, since the Emperor had been so physically
close and breathing warm against her neck.

She fires a shot. It goes wide, but she corrects and the next two hit the target she is aiming at,
though nowhere close to center.

“And here you told me you weren’t all interested in learning to use a firearm.”

She startles at the voice behind her, and clicks the safety into place while turning to look at
the speaker. It is Lord Stephanivien, from the Skysteel Manufactory. She smiles sheepishly at
him as he approaches.

“I still don’t, sorry.”

“Then what do we have here?” He holds out a hand, and the Warrior offers him the gunblade.
The Elezen whistles softly as he looks over the weapon. “A gunblade, eh? Custom job, from
the looks of it.” He pops open the chamber and inspects its workings. “Wow. I’d love to see
the equipment used to make something this pretty.” Stephanivien squints inside the chamber



before closing it. “There’s something etched in here, but I’m not sure what it says. It’s
Garlean script, so maybe it’s a note from the manufacturer or something?”

“May I see?”

“Of course.” He holds out the gunblade and points to the lettering he was referring to. She
has to squint to make out [PER TE LUX MEA]--and her Echo tells her it is a cobbling of
modern and High Garlean.

‘For you, My Light’

The Warrior shakes her head and shrugs. “I’m not sure. Some kind of code, maybe?”

Stephanivien shrugs and carefully closes the chamber. “All the same, this must have cost you
a fair amount of gil buying it on the back trade. Where’d you get it?”

“Garlemald,” she says. He blinks and looks at her, then laughs softly.

“That’s right, Artoirel told me that’s where you’d gone off to.” He gives her a cheeky grin.
“See any interesting magitek while you were there?”

The Warrior chuckles. “I’m afraid nothing new. Unless you’re interested in fancy plumbing
and heating, most of the technology I saw while in Garlemald wasn’t much different from
what you might scavenge from a castrum.”

“Ah, well. Maybe next time.” He gives the weapon another once-over before holding it out to
her. “Here you are, Warrior. If you ever need any work done on her, you can always stop by
the Manufactory.”

She smiles. “Thank you, Stephanivien.”

He nods, and casually gestures toward the reddish hue in the eastern sky. “One rule here in
the city. They don’t permit firing at the range after sunset. Keeping the peace and all.”

“Ah, thank you for letting me know.”

Stephanivien waves and starts back up the stairs. “Let me know if you need any more
ammo!”

The Warrior watches the departing Elezen, half hugging the gunblade to her chest.

 

She is back in Ishgard for a week when her menses start. She knew they were coming--she
has kept an eye on the calendar. It doesn’t make them any easier, of course. The Warrior has
already made a trip to the Crozier to ensure she is properly stocked on painkillers and other
necessities. Still, the pain is dreadful, and she nearly swoons late on the first day. When she
returns fully to her senses, she is puzzled to find the black linkpearl gripped in her hand. She
has held it so tightly that the casing has cracked. 



She does not remember retrieving it from her pack.

 

The days in Ishgard blur together slightly. She blames it upon the strange sense of actually
having things to do again. Every morning she stops by the Congregation, and Lucia always
has a few things written down for her to look into. Mostly busywork, if anyone is being
honest, things that any trained Temple Knight can do well enough. But the Knights are busy
keeping Ishgard safe, and so it is easier to dispatch adventurers and a particular Warrior of
Light to get the work done. She does not mind.

In the afternoon on one of these aimlessly occupied days, the Warrior rests in the parlor of the
Fortemps manor, sitting on one of the blue couches by the fire with her feet tucked up
underneath her thighs. She spent much of the morning and early afternoon trudging around
the frozen snowpack, and is now enjoying a glass of brandy while warming her toes and
waiting for the evening meal to be served. It is still a little strange to her, to keep warm by a
crackling fire instead of the efficient, quiet hum of a ceruleum radiator.

She hears the doors creak open, followed by the delicate gait of an Elezen.

“Ah, Father said I could find you in here.”

The Warrior looks up at the new Count of House Fortemps, and smiles. “Ah, good afternoon
Artoirel. You were looking for me?”

Artoirel shrugs and takes a seat on the couch opposite hers. “In a manner of speaking. You
returned to Ishgard some days ago, but I hadn’t gotten a chance to see you.”

“You were in Gridania, right?”

He nods. “That’s right. Business practice, so to speak.” The young Count rests his elbow on
the arm of the couch and leans on it, his blue eyes not leaving her. “I was, of course, glad to
hear that you had been safely returned to us. Everyone was worried.”

She chuckles and takes a sip of her brandy. “Yes, that’s what I keep hearing. As though the
Warrior of Light can’t take care of herself for a few weeks.”

“Well, you were trapped in enemy territory! That had to have at least been a little
frightening.”

She considers, then shakes her head with a wry smile. “No, I was fine once I learned where
the bathroom was.”

Artoirel studies her face, black brows lowering over his eyes. “So, who was the fellow?”

She blinks. “What was that?”

He waves the hand that his weight is not pressed upon. “Just thinking out loud. You’ve never
been the sort to settle for less. Not since I’ve met you.”



The Warrior returns the glass to her lips. “Artie, we agreed that was just a one time thing.”

The Elezen looks away and rubs at his chin.

“I was not good enough for you, and apparently even the leader of the Holy See isn’t good
enough for you, either…” His tone is suggestive as his voice trails off.

She sighs and kicks her feet out from under her. “Don’t be a complete imbecile, Artie. I did
not go to fucking Garlemald in search of a man.”

Except she had, hadn’t she? Perhaps not in the way that Artoirel was referring to, but…

The count sits up and brushes a piece of imaginary lint from the lapel of his coat. “Of course
you didn’t. That was a rude thing for me to say.”

“It was,” she agrees, and turns her gaze back to the fireplace.

Artoirel mumbles her name, followed by an apology. “Truth be told, I was surprised to hear
that you had come back to Eorzea peaceably. I would have expected you to cut a bloody
swath on your way west.”

“Oh, no, that wasn’t necessary,” she says with insincere levity. “I’m sure they were glad to be
rid of me.” Artoirel chuckles.

She empties her glass and stares into it, watching the twists of the firelight through its curved
surface. Yes, the young Count is right. Many of the higher-ups in Garlemald likely were glad
to hear that the Warrior of Light had gone back to Eorzea. Not particularly because they cared
about their leader’s mental or emotional well being, but because to try and kill her while she
was under the charge of the Emperor probably wouldn’t get them any promotions. In Eorzea,
though she still is technically pardoned, it would be easier to call her death an accident.

She closes her eyes and sighs. She cannot say what the rest of Garlemald thought, but she
knows that the Emperor had not wanted her to leave. His words had been plain.

After another lapse of silence, Artoirel clears his throat. “You’re definitely thinking about a
man.”

The Warrior twitches slightly, nearly having forgotten about him. “What?”

“I can tell.”

“It’s not your business.”

“No,” he concedes. “I suppose it is not. I’m still willing to listen, though.”

She considers, knowing the man to be good at keeping secrets. He certainly seems to have
kept theirs. Still, it is better not to put that matter to chance.

“I don’t know.” She fidgets the glass between her fingers. “I just keep finding myself
thinking about what… what happened there.”



Artoirel makes a thoughtful noise. “Well, you were stuck there in Garlemald for a month, and
have only been back a week or so now, right? It will take you some time to recover from your
experiences, for better or for worse.”

The Warrior manages not to flinch at his words, but has to turn her face away all the same.
“Yes, I suppose you’re right.”

“Just give it time, Warrior.” He smiles. “Soon enough, you’ll forget about all of that and be
back to chomping at the bit to take out some Imperials.”

The Warrior nods. “Just so.”

She isn’t sure she wants that to come true, though. She isn’t sure that she wants to stop
thinking about Varis.

 

She has been back in Ishgard for a week and a half when she is called to the Rising Stones.
With her she brings her carefully penned report on her observations of things in Garlemald.
The Warrior suspects much of it will be a disappointment to those hoping to garner some
secret knowledge of weakness in the capital. All the same, she sat each night before turning
in and added more lines to the document. She is almost worried about turning it in to the
Scions--what if they piece together some secret that she does not want known?

And what secret is that? she wonders after materializing in the center of town.  She didn’t
make any mention of the Emperor’s private quarters, or their location, or that the Emperor’s
favorite color to decorate with was green, or that his bedsheets were the softest--

“Warrior!” 

She is brought out of her tumble of thoughts by Alisaie’s voice. The young Elezen is standing
at the front door to the bar and waving cheerfully. The Warrior adjusts the strap of the small
black leather satchel on her shoulder and waves back as she hurries over.

“How are you? How is Ishgard?” Alisaie grins and elbows her. “How is the Lord
Commander?”

The Warrior blushes as she follows the young woman inside. “Ser Aymeric is very
demanding when it comes to dinner dates. One would think he wasn’t busy running Ishgard.”

“I’m sure he cleared his evening schedule just for you, Warrior.” Alisaie pushes open the
door to the Rising Stones and holds it for her. “Everyone is waiting for you! We just got in
some new recon details from the Black Shroud. It seems there’s been some new activity
coming from the Wall…”



Chapter 14

The Warrior sits through the meeting. She pays attention, but cannot shake a sense of
disconnect. Knowing what is going on is good, yes, but it is frustrating to know that she
cannot do anything about what has begun to transpire. She sits and waits for the inevitable
suggestion from Alphinaud--the Warrior of Light will not be breaking her agreement with the
Emperor if she fights the Empire on the Eorzean side of the wall. This is true, but--

She thinks of Varis’ earlier warning of what would happen to her should she break the terms
of her pardon. A swift death if she is lucky. Likely captured and dragged to the feet of the
bloodthirsty prince if she is not.

“So we must prepare for the worst,” Alphinaud says.

“Must we?” The words leave her mouth before she’s fully thought them. The Scions all look
at her.

“What was that, Warrior?” Thancred asks.

“Why must we automatically assume the worst from the Garlean troops?”

“You’ve killed enough of them to know the answer to that,” he says.”They’re naught but a
pack of bloodthirsty dogs.”

She thinks of what she saw in Garlemald, and during her journeys in between. “That is not
so. Perhaps it seems so, in the midst of battle, but…” The Warrior feels their eyes on her, and
struggles to find her voice. “Those ‘dogs’ are not mindless. They may be reckless at times,
but they are well trained and well tended to by their superiors. They are dangerous because
they--the ones who were not conscripted from outside sources, but the sons and daughters of
their homeland--they are loyal. And the most dangerous of hounds are the ones who will lay
down their lives for their master without hesitation. The ones that believe that by following
their commanders’ orders they are protecting their homes and their families.”

The Scions consider her words.

“All the same,” Alphinaud says. “We must prepare for the worst. ‘Tis a safer course of
action.”

“Of course,” she murmurs.

She hears Yda mutter darkly: “It’d be better to just get rid of all of ‘em. Payback for all the
harm they’ve caused.”

“As cathartic as you might find it, Yda, we cannot stoop to the level of the Garleans.”
Alphinaud shakes his head. “We mustn’t be like that.”



“That’s easy for you to say, you haven’t lost--” Yda stops as Papalymo touches a little hand
to her arm and shakes his head. She gives a disgruntled huff and looks away.

Y’shtola looks at the Warrior from her seat. “Was there something you wanted to add, friend?
You look as though something still bothers your heart.”

“I--” She looks over at Yda, who has settled on brooding behind her mask. “I’m not sure it is
my place to say.”

“You have as much a right to speak among us as anyone else,” Thancred says. “Go ahead.”

The Warrior carefully considers her words, well aware of the varying tensions in the room.
She does not want to upset her friends, and yet she also feels that she cannot have certain
things remain left unsaid.

“It is unfair and inaccurate to say that all men in Garlemald are wicked, and that all of Eorzea
are ‘good’. Surely we have not forgotten all the trouble that was gone through to free Ishgard
from the shackles of its war. It still struggles, to this day, and there are those who would yet
strike Ser Aymeric down for daring to lead a cause that makes life a bit more difficult for
them.”

Alphinaud hums thoughtfully. “Are you comparing Emperor Varis to Ser Aymeric, Warrior?”

She looks at him, surprised that the young man would make the leap that quickly. “In some
manner of speaking, yes.”

“Are you saying you think the Emperor of Garlemald to be a good man?” He does not mask
the skepticism in his voice.

She takes a breath. “I think--I think ‘good’ and ‘bad’ are poor words to judge a man by. No
one is that cut and dry. We all have our little wicked tendencies, as much as we can have a
little love in our hearts. We sit here and speak of war in Gyr Abania, to lump all the fault on
the Empire, but it can be so damnably simple to ignore that we all have someone’s blood on
our hands. That Ala Mhigo does not have a bloodless history.” The Warrior reaches out and
gently touches Alphinaud’s shoulder. “I think Varis zos Galvus is a man who is wholly
capable of doing whatever he thinks is the right thing. He is a man of great might, but he is--”
Her breath hitches at her own words.

“Warrior?” The Scions look at her with concern.

She whispers: “Emperor Varis is a man capable of greater kindness than he knows.” She
stands and steps away from Alphinaud and then turns her back on her fellows. Her eyes sting,
and for once she cannot put her hero’s mask into place. The Warrior presses her face into her
hands.

“Are you crying?” The tentative question comes from Yda. The Warrior shakes her head.

“I think she’s trying not to,” Alisaie says.

She rubs at her eyes. “I’m sorry. Excuse me for a few moments.” 



The Warrior leaves the Rising Stones, and goes all the way out of town through the western
gate. She rounds the giant toads and climbs the stony crystal-dotted crags that overlook the
landscape. When she sits, it is facing the direction of Castrum Centri. She watches a few
soldiers patrol outside the gates, two stopping to drive off a curious mudpuppy, and thinks of
how not long ago she would have been more inclined to be wondering how to ruin the
guards’ day rather than just observing them. She thinks: they are no different from the guards
lining the hallways of the palace in Garlemald. Just men and women doing their jobs. She
was, is no different, just a woman doing her duty.

What will Varis think of her, should she break the terms of her pardon and survive? She
knows eventually her hand will be forced, and she will have to fight the Imperials once more.
She and the Emperor will again be enemies.

It makes her heart hurt to consider this future.

“Ah, there you are,” says a voice from below. “Luckily for us, you have a very distinct
aetheric signature, Warrior.”

She says nothing as Y’shtola makes her way up to where the Warrior is perched. For a few
minutes Y'shtola stands in silence, though the Warrior can feel her blind gaze searching along
the backside of her head.

Finally, Y’shtola speaks, her tone careful. “The Emperor. He… did something to you, didn’t
he? The Warrior of Light we know would not speak so kindly of Garlemald.”

The Warrior cannot help but bristle at her suggestion. “He did not hurt me. He was a
complete gentleman.”

The Miqo’te chuckles softly. “I did not say that he hurt you. We would have long ago
received word of the Warrior of Light having attacked the Emperor had he tried to hurt you.”

She blushes, but does not remove her gaze from the castrum below.

Y’shtola’s tone is cautious again. “You want to go back. Back to Garlemald. Why?”

The Warrior considers her friend’s words, and presses her thumbs together. “No. Not back to
Garlemald in particular.”

She can almost hear Y’shtola thinking. “Warrior… Why did you agree not to intervene with
the affairs of Gyr Abania? Doma’s freedom seems a noble cause, yes, but it is not like you to
remove yourself from a battle before it has begun.”

She closes her eyes and thinks back to a month before. She had only been in Garlemald a few
days. It had been the night after Regula’s funeral--the first time Varis had kissed her. He had
pulled her into his arms and pleaded for her not to go to Gyr Abania. Not to throw herself
upon his son’s sword.

“I--Emperor Varis fears that if I go to Gyr Abania, if I help the rebellion, then I will be slain
by Prince Zenos.”



Y’shtola makes a noise of surprise. “Why would he care?”

A fair question. She had wondered that herself when he had first asked. Had doubted him and
his actions for it. But after a month she is no longer blind to the reason why. Varis’ words and
actions have been completely unambiguous. She has simply not wanted to admit to the
feelings they were connected to, or that there might have been some echo of them stirring in
her own heart.

She hesitates, because she is unsure how Y’shtola will respond to the truth. She picks at the
edge of her tunic.

“Truth be told…”

Y’shtola moves closer. “It is alright, Warrior. You can tell me--I will not share your words if
you do not permit me to.”

The Warrior glances up at the Miqo’te. “I--” She looks down at the castrum again. “I cannot
claim to understand the workings of a man’s heart. But I know, with a certainty, that the
Emperor of Garlemald is smitten with me.”

A muted noise of surprise drifts down to where she is seated. “With you, or your power?”

“With me.”

“I--forgive me, but that does not seem possible.”

“Do you know the man?” she whispers. Aside from little Alphinaud, no one she has spoken
to since her return has ever met with the Emperor, and that tense conversation was scarcely
enough to get to know someone.

Y’shtola shakes her head. “No, but I know of him. I know the tales of his ruthlessness on the
battlefield, though I daresay they pale in comparison to stories of his grandsire.”

“Ser Aymeric said something similar.” The Warrior sighs. “As though it is not possible to rule
and still care for someone.”

Y’shtola quiets with her thoughts. The Warrior continues to watch the Castrum. As the sky
darkens overhead she sees the lights on the Castrum walls spring to life, and the dark fortress
gleams with red and blue and traces the sky with violet.

“When I was in Garlemald--” She stops, gathers her thoughts, still a bit wary of sharing this
privacy with her friend. “I stayed at the palace. With the Emperor. He kept me as his
companion.”

For a moment Y'shtola remains silent. Then she softly utters: “Oh.” Another moment of
thought, and then: “Oh. He--did he--” When the Warrior looks up at her friend, she finds the
Miqo’te’s ears slightly askew and a blush on her cheeks. “Did he force himself on you?”

“No. I consented to his attention.”



Y’shtola has her knuckles pressed to her cheek as she thinks. “Your defensive comments for
the Imperials… Did you feel something for him in return?”

The Warrior looks away. “I don’t know. With distance, I think I might have.”

“Then, why would you come back to Eorzea?”

Why indeed, she wonders. “Because I am needed here.”

Y’shtola’s ears droop. “We want you to be happy, Warrior. Even be it with thy enemy.”

Her eyes find the silhouettes of the Imperial soldiers. “Varis is not my enemy. He pardoned
me.”

“What?” Her reaction is as sharp as expected. 

“When I first arrived there, Varis invited me to stay in his quarters. I protested, of course.
Said he shouldn’t be keeping with his nation’s greatest enemy. So he offered me a full
pardon. No unreasonable strings, just a pardon. But I doubted his sincerity and demanded he
prove himself. So we set a deal: I don’t go into Gyr Abania, and he frees Doma.”

“And that took a month…”

She nods. “He kept to his word, though. And I was pardoned in full by Varis, despite
everything I’ve done against the Empire. All wiped clean, as long as I keep to the terms of
the pardon.”

Y’shtola makes a noise of understanding. “That is why you went to Ishgard, then. To try and
avoid being dragged into the confrontation between Gyr Abania and Garlemald.” She sighs.
“Oh, my dear friend. It is a sweet notion, but you know that eventually you will have to fight
the Empire again. It is unavoidable. They ready for war.”

The Warrior just frowns. She knows that she is weak to the demands of her friends. Her
desire to help is too great. But--

“I--It is not unavoidable if I do not remain here. If I go back to Garlemald.”

“Such is a dangerous prospect,” Y’shtola says. “The Scions continue to try and maintain their
neutrality amongst the nations of the Alliance, but if you go to Garlemald and consort with
their enemy…”

“I will fix it, “ the Warrior murmurs.

Her friend chuckles: “That is a noble aspiration, Warrior.”

“Do you think it beyond me?”

Y’shtola hums in thought. “I suppose were it possible for anyone to make peace between
Eorzea and Garlemald, you might be the one to accomplish the task.”



That is almost a ringing endorsement, the Warrior thinks. She stares down at Castrum Centri.
The evening wind draws the chattering voices of the guards to where she and Y’shtola stand.
The melodic sounds of Garlean mixed with a bit of broken Common and laughter. Just
regular people talking about the results of a card game. Just people--Eorzeans, Ala Mhigans,
Garleans--that was all any of them were…

“Tell me,” Y’shtola says after a few minutes. “You claim to have grown warm to Emperor
Varis.”

The Warrior starts to protest, heat on her cheeks, but stops. She shifts her gaze up to the
Miqo’te in the dim light. “In so many words.”

“Then…” The hint of accusation drops from her tone. “What is he like? As a man? You asked
me if I knew, and plainly I do not know him as a man, just a soldier. What sort of man is this
Varis zos Galvus, that you would consider leaving us to be with him?”

“Oh.” Now she knows that her cheeks are red, and she hopes that her friend’s aether-vision
doesn’t pick up on that fact too strongly. “Well, he--I’m sure he acts differently around me
than he might a formal representative from the Alliance. He’s more comfortable around me.”
She closes her eyes and smiles, tucking her chin against her knees in hopes that Y’shtola
doesn’t see. “He is a surprisingly gentle man. A gentleman, even, you might say.”

“He was never violent toward you?”

She thinks of their sparring matches in the training center. “No.” She sighs. “To look at the
man, you would not think it, but he is a very lonely person. Perhaps that made him more
prone of falling to me in attachment.”

“Were you lonely as well?” Y’shtola asks, half teasing.

The Warrior considers the question. “Perhaps I was. The Scions are my friends, my family,
but… It isn’t the same feeling.”

Her friend tuts softly. “Well, it is a known thing that it can be ‘lonely at the top’. For kings
and emperors and the like, it can be very difficult to find trustworthy advisors and associates.
Everyone in court is in it for themselves. Just look at the workings of Ul’dah.”

The Warrior frowns. “Yes, that all is true. But Varis--the Emperor--” She sighs. “His family
mostly fled the palace, fled the capital city entirely, upon the death of Emperor Solus. They
were desperate to free themselves from that madness. All that was left behind was his son,
who I have come to understand is a terror.”

“The reports from Ala Mhigo indicate as much, yes,” Y’shtola says.

“And so the Emperor sent his son away as viceroy of Doma and Ala Mhigo, to keep him
occupied. The only other person Varis had that he counted as a trustworthy ally--his dearest
friend, in fact--was Regula van Hydrus.”



The Miqo’te taps her knuckles to her chin and hums thoughtfully. “The legatus slain by
Zurvan?”

“The same, yes.”

“And then you disappeared after the fight with Zurvan…” Y’shtola blinks, and her tail flicks
again. “You went to offer to succor to your enemy?”

“He asked for me, but yes. I did.”

“I--” She sounds flustered. “You failed to tell us that you went to Garlemald voluntarily.”

“No one really asked why I went,” the Warrior admits. “I suppose that everyone assumed the
legatus’ men grabbed me. As though they could.”

“Why did Emperor Varis ask for you? You wert strangers to each other.”

“We had met once before, when I was first captured. And he knew of my reputation. Perhaps
that was enough.” She looks away. Aside from bristling when the question was related to the
late Emperor, Varis had been gentle with her. He had not forced himself on her, even when it
became obvious that he was burning with desire for the greatest of the savages.

Y’shtola’s musings fortunately interrupt the Warrior’s internal revisit to that night. 

“That the Emperor of Garlemald would ask for the Warrior of Light… A most curious
circumstance, to be certain. And that you willingly went, without telling us where you were
going or why bespeaks of a strange mental state on your part.” She looks down at the
Warrior. “Are you sure that nothing was done to you during your brief incarceration in the
Sea of Clouds?”

The Warrior has to close her eyes again, and hopes that she does not further blush at the flash
of memory. What would she be able to say? ‘Oh, yes, the Emperor and I had sex and it was
good and I liked it and I think maybe I liked him a little too over breakfast because he looks
charming in reading glasses?’ No, she couldn’t say such things. Even thinking them felt a bit
like madness.

“I don’t know what came over me,” she murmurs. She shakes her head. “But, no, I don’t
recall anything being done to me. No experiments or the like. I was held and questioned, and
in the morning I was given breakfast and released.”

“And several moons passed between your first and second interaction with the Emperor, so I
doubt there was any sort of poison in the food that might have affected your judgment or
behavior.” Y’shtola shrugs. “It is something I will have to put some thought to at a later time.
Right now I’d like to ask you about Gyr Abania--”

“I cannot go to Gyr Abania.”

“As you said, but you know we need your blade, Warrior.”

“What about what I need?” the Warrior whispers. Y’shtola makes an uncertain noise.



“If you return to Garlemald, do you really think they will let you return again? Or that you
will want to return?”

“And if I don’t? I can find a way to help our cause from Garlemald. Varis will at least listen
to what I have to say, even if he does not always make actions based on my input.”

“Do you really think he is that fond of you? To treat you as an advisor?”

She swallows. “I do. I just--” The Warrior gets to her feet. She can sense Y’shtola’s curious
gaze on her. The Warrior feels something bubbling inside her, almost like a panic but more a
disquieted fire in her synapses. She feels dreadfully certain that if she stays behind and aids
the Scions, something bad will happen to her, happen to Varis. “I don’t want Eorzea and
Garlemald to fight any more.”

“You--what?”

Words burst forth from her. “I don’t want this war! We have better things to worry about
fighting. The primals and the Ascians and--” She turns and starts making her way down the
rocky crag, words still tumbling from her lips in a hurried flow. “I have to talk to Varis--he’ll
listen to me because he fancies me and he needs me and listens to me even when I’m talking
about trivial things and--I-I’ve made a mistake--I have to go back!”

Y’shtola calls after her: “Have you gone mad?!”

The Warrior of Light pauses and looks back to her friend. She smiles so hard that her cheeks
ache. “Oh, yes, most definitely!”

 

The Warrior returns to Revenant’s Toll and the meeting she had abandoned. Y’shtola catches
up with her when she enters the room, and the Scions are distracted from the Warrior’s return
by the sight of their usually calm compatriot out of breath from running.

“Y'shtola? What’s wrong?” Yda is quickly at the Miqo’te’s side, leading her to a chair.

“The Warrior of Light is--is--” Y’shtola grabs the mug from in front of her and takes a gulp
of its contents. She coughs. “She is experiencing some emotional distress.”

“I must go back to Garlemald,” the Warrior says. There is a confused moment of silence
before speaking begins again.

“Did you hit your head?”

“Warrior, we trust you, but you know you aren’t cut out for diplomacy--”

“But Warrior,” Yda protests. “You know that the people of Garlemald want you dead! You
are their sworn enemy!”

“I have sworn no such oath,” the Warrior says, shaking her head. “And I have come to
understand, through my travels and trials over the years, that I am just as misliked here in



Eorzea as I am in Garlemald. It just depends on who you ask.” She thinks of Varis and his
pardon, of the stares of his royal guard that bore no malice, just bored curiosity. “Certainly,
yes, there are those in the Empire who would celebrate my defeat. But there are those in
Eorzea as well. It’s something I’ve always had to deal with. For those that consider me a
hero, there are still those who sit in their shadows and grumble and plot. It is just the way of
mankind.”

Yda frowns and looks down at Papalymo. “Well? You say something!” But the Lalafell just
shakes his head.

“I believe our friend has already made her decision,” he says. “However much we might
disagree with her choice.”

“I am going back,” the Warrior says, feeling more certain of her decision. “I just--I just
wanted to tell you all that I plan on going this time. So you don’t worry for not knowing.”

“You’re leaving us, when we need you the most?” Alisaie asks, something timid in her voice.

She shakes her head. “You all will never stop needing me. There will always be another
primal, another war, another something that I must take care of for the good of Eorzea.”

“And you’re just walking away from that? From us?”

The Warrior of Light smiles and touches the young woman’s cheek. “No. I promise you,
whatever I do in Garlemald, I will do so with the best of Eorzea’s needs in mind.”

“And what business do you have in Garlemald that is suddenly so pressing for you to attend
to?” Thancred asks.

She looks at him levelly. “I must tell Varis that I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have left him.”

The Scions are all silent now.

“So, you really mean to go,” Alisaie says.

“I do, yes.” The Warrior nods. “And, I’m afraid I don’t know when I’ll be able to return. It
might be a while.”

“Please, at least promise us to stay in better communication,” Alphinaud says. He looks
thoughtful. “When this business in Ala Mhigo ends, we will have to see if there is some
neutral ground where we might meet. That is--I mean, if you intend on staying in Garlemald
more indefinitely.”

“I’m sure you’ll figure something out, Alphinaud. You’re a smart young man.”

He looks up at her and makes a fretful noise. “There are times where I wish I was not quite so
clever.”

 



Once her decision to leave is made, the Warrior does not tarry. It was haste that brought her
here, it is haste that will return her to Garlemald. She knows that if she does what some of the
Scions suggest--stop and think about it, give it a few days--they will find a succession of
reasons to keep her busy and unable to leave. So she teleports back to Ishgard and gathers her
things at House Fortemps. She hugs Count Edmont goodbye and kisses his cheek, asks him
to see to her chocobo, and leaves him with a message for Ser Aymeric.

‘Sorry, I won’t be able to make it to dinner for the foreseeable future.’

Darkness has fully settled in over Mor Dhona when she returns. Some of the Scions have
made themselves scarce, but the twins are still patiently waiting for her. They promise to
keep her weaponry safe in storage, as she has decided only to take her gunblade back with
her to Garlemald. Once those who wish to have said their farewells to the Warrior of Light,
she heads out into the night. The twins follow her through the western gate, dutiful little
escorts until the glowing lights of the Castrum come into closer view.

“Thank you Alphinaud, Alisaie, but I think here is where we must part.” She stoops and hugs
each of the twins in turn.

“Are you sure you’ll be okay?” Alisaie asks, casting an uneasy look at the Castrum. “What if
they shoot you on sight?”

The Warrior smiles and shakes her head. “Don’t worry. I’m fairly certain that won’t happen.”

After another pair of hugs she waves the twins back up the slope to Revenant’s Toll. The
Warrior proceeds toward the main gate of the castrum, and only stops when a searchlight
focuses on her.

“Halt!” Several Garlean soldiers approach. They do not surround her, and only flank her
front. Behind them appears a centurion, his gunblade drawn. 

The Warrior is well aware of the half dozen weapons pointed at her face. She does not make a
move, aside from looking over her shoulder to be certain that the twins have gone off a safe
distance.

“Identify yourself!” the centurion barks. She knows this is likely just for show. Even long
before her first trip beyond the boundaries of Garlemald, the Warrior of Light was already a
known figure and source of fear for the Empire. After spending a month in Imperial territory,
she is quite certain that her image has been recorded and more thoroughly distributed. And
considering how rampant gossip was amongst bored troops, they most likely would know
that she had spent much of that month under Varis’ care. They would have gossiped about
that, too…

The Warrior hopes she is not blushing.

The centurion shifts his weight to call again, but she slides the cermet card Varis gave her
upon her departure into her palm as she raises her hands in a gesture of surrender. The
insignia printed on the back of the card gleams in the searchlight, and the soldiers all halt.
The centurion hesitates before shouldering his gunblade.



“Just stay where you are, um, ma’am.” When the Warrior nods, he moves closer and holds
out his right hand. “The card, if you would.”

She hands the officer the card and watches, curious, as he turns it over to the side covered in
code. He pulls what looks like a black and gold tomestone from his belt and tucks the card
into its underside. After a moment the device chirrups and the screen lights up with text, but
she can not see any of its contents from where she stands. The centurion murmurs as he reads
the screen, then jerks in surprise.

“Bloody hells, what kind of override code is that?” The helmeted head jerks to look at the
Warrior, and then back to the screen. She hears him huff softly in frustration. “That’s so far
beyond my pay grade I can’t even argue with it.” He clears his throat and looks at her again.
“Warrior of Light, then?”

“That’s right. I am called the Warrior of Light.” She adds her first name, and the centurion
makes a thoughtful noise.

“Indeed, as you say.” He retrieves the card and hands it back to her, before saluting so sharply
that the sound of his boot heels tapping together is audible. The centurion gestures for the
other soldiers to stand down. “How can we be of service for you today, Lady Warrior?”

She looks at the card for a moment, wondering what message it holds. Then she puts it back
into her pocket with her linkpearls. “I need transportation back to Garlemald. To the docks at
the palace. And perhaps alert the Emperor of my arrival.”

The centurion looks at his device again before returning it to his hip. “Yes, ma’am. We have
been pre-authorized to do so. If you can give us a quarter-bell, we can have you on your
way.”

 

The Warrior tries to sleep during the flight back to Garlemald, but has trouble doing so.
Initially it is due to a low key amount of nervousness, of what she comes to realize is
excitement to be returning to Garlemald.

She thinks: By the Twelve, what are you doing? Running back to your enemy’s arms?

But as she watches the dark creep in through the viewport, she knows the truth. Varis zos
Galvus is not her enemy. She does not know what to call him, not now, not yet, but ‘enemy’
is no longer a term that she can apply to the man. Their peoples may be at war, but she has no
desire to fight the man. She does not know how to explain the feeling.

She just wants to see him.

The last of the Eorzean skyline disappears into the darkness as the transport hastens to the
northeast. There is turbulence as they pass through what the pilot refers to as the ‘Western
Wastes’ of Garlemald--malms and malms of snowy terrain that is too permanently frozen
over to be inhabited or used for more than a barrier between Garlemald proper and Eorzea.
The Warrior sits near the pilot, hand over the mouth of a cup of extremely strong Doman tea



that the pilot offered to her when she bored of chatting with her crewmates. The pilot--a stoic
looking Garlean woman--mutters as the vessel trembles at the thrashing winds.

“Sorry about that, ma’am,” the pilot says. “It’s always hit or miss taking this route, but the
other route is encumbered by a blizzard tonight, so this is unfortunately the easier course.”

“I’m sorry to be such trouble,” the Warrior says.

The pilot scoffs. “Oh, shut up and drink your damned tea. You’re no trouble.”

The Warrior looks at the soldier at the next console, but he is fiddling with a device and
ignoring them. The man seated opposite the pilot has somehow dozed off. “Do you run this
route a lot?”

“Several times a week for the last decade,” the pilot says with a smile. “Only crashed a few
times.”

“Oh dear.”

She waves a hand and picks up a covered mug from the console. “Eh, we survived, it was
fine. Chance you take with the Wastes.” After taking a gulp of tea, the pilot continues.
“Usually we’re just ferrying soldiers to and from various outposts. Maybe the occasional
legatus or the like being sent to a new deployment. Can’t remember the last time we shipped
someone interesting like you, though.”

The Warrior feels a blush creep along her neck. “Me? What do you mean?”

The pilot waggles her dark blonde brows. “Oh you know. His Radiance’s new subject of
interest.”

“I--” She busies herself with taking a sip of tea. “That’s right, the Emperor mentioned that
soldiers have nothing better to do with their spare time than participate in gossip and
speculation.”

A chuckle comes from the pilot. “Well, he isn’t wrong. And he would know, he spent plenty
of time as a bored soldier himself.”

“Fair enough.”

The pilot leans back in her seat and stifles a yawn. “So tell me, oh great and terrible Warrior
of Light, why are you going back to Garlemald?”

The Warrior looks out at the darkness passing by the viewports. “Is it really so bad a place?”

The pilot considers, fingers drumming on the side of her mug. She shakes her head. “No. The
cold will freeze your tits off, but you can always put more layers on. And there are rules and
protections in place for everyone and everything, nice and orderly. Leaves more time to be
bored and gossip.” She slurps her tea. “Mm, and you don’t have to worry about eikons
popping up and destroying things.”



“Oh.” The Warrior quips: “Well, then I suppose I’ll have a hard time finding work.”

The pilot laughs.

 

She is offered a bed in one of the compartments in the back of the vessel, but once the
distraction of conversation is gone, she is too nervous to sleep. What if Varis is angry? What
if he turns her away, or does something worse? She does not believe that he will, but the
hours with nothing to do but wait give her mind ample time to let the ‘what ifs’ roll about in
her mind with the turbulence.

The Warrior has nearly dozed off when the vessel slows. She gets up and returns to the cabin.
Looking out a viewport shows the sky still dark, but below the capital city has appeared, and
the space below the transport vessel is a glimmering carpet of blue and gold lights that trace
the outlines of buildings and the courses of streets. She hears the communications chatter of
the pilot as the sprawling form of the palace slides into view.

 

She accepts her stowed gear from one of the crew, and then steps out into the cold night air.
The Warrior scans the platform. She recognizes the uniform shapes of several guards, but her
eyes initially pass over the towering form that stands among them. On the second look, she
realizes she was expecting the Emperor to be in his armor. But no, Varis stands rigidly among
the soldiers, the red and black imperial mantle draped over his large frame, the fluffy off-
white trim of the collar brushing against his gaunt cheeks.

The Warrior calls: “Varis?”, even though she knows it is not proper decorum.

The Emperor does not wait. He clears the space between them in two long strides. His hands
hesitate and don’t quite touch her, but she reaches for him and grabs two handfuls of the
fluffy collar.

“You look a mess,” she whispers. The Emperor huffs softly and sinks into her grasp.

He murmurs: “Do I need to shave?”

She lifts her hands to his cheeks. “Oh, most definitely.”

The Emperor leans down, heedless of the eyes on them, and wraps his arms around her. She
folds her arms over his shoulders, and he nearly lifts her off her feet as he hugs her. He
doesn’t say anything more, but he doesn’t have to--she can feel the hammering of his heart
against hers and the faint tremble in the muscles of his powerful arms. 

She whispers: “It’s alright.”

 

Varis does not let go of her hand the entire journey from the docks to his quarters. He says
nothing, head dipped slightly downwards. She briefly thinks he is upset with her, but realizes



when he sags slightly in the lift that the big man is falling asleep on his feet.

“Did my return wake you?” she asks. He shakes his head.

“Wasn’t asleep. Couldn’t sleep.” She thinks he sounds weary and a touch forlorn. She is
disappointed in herself--it had not occurred to her that he would take their separation so
poorly.

“Well, I scarcely got any rest on the return flight,” the Warrior says in a helpful tone. “Too
much turbulence. I know the sun will be up soon, but I would like nothing more than to sleep
for a few hours.” She looks up at him as the lift stops. “How about you, Your Radiance?”

He gives a little nod.

Just inside the door to his chambers, once it is closed and secured, the Emperor releases the
fasteners on his mantle and lets it flutter to the floor. Underneath he wears only dark silken
pajamas. He waits for her to set her pack and gunblade down near the door, then scoops her
up in his arms and makes a direct course to his bedroom. She is given no opportunity to
remove her travel clothes.

The bedcovers are dented but not pulled back, and he hastily tugs them open before setting
her down on the soft sheets.

“Varis…” She looks up at him. His broad shoulders are slumped. He shakes his head.

“We can speak in the morning. For now, you should rest.”

The Warrior holds up a hand. “Stay with me, Varis.”

His descent to her side is immediate.



Chapter 15

By the time she wakes, sunlight is creeping around the edges of the heavy curtains. The
Warrior groans softly at the slight stiffness of her muscles as she tries to move, but cannot.
The source of her immobility is still present, arms locked around her, and his face pressed
between a pillow and her clothed shoulder.

Varis looks peaceful, she thinks. 

She remains in his arms for some time longer, until she hears a distant knock on the chamber
doors. The Warrior manages to wiggle free and darts down the dark hallway. She picks up the
discarded mantle from the floor, brushing off the plush black and red fabric before draping it
over the back of the couch in the study. She quickly returns to the chamber door--there are the
usual servants, come to deliver the mid-day meal. They seem happy to see her, offering polite
smiles in place of their usual stoicism. She wonders how they might’ve known, but notices
Varis’ bodyguards standing silently out in the corridor.

Before closing the door behind the servants, she hears one of the sisters say: “Welcome back,
my Lady.”

The Warrior pauses, and replies: “He’s been sleeping.”

She closes the door and returns to the bedchamber. Varis has not moved, except to grab her
pillow and draw it to his chest. She takes a moment to strip out of her travel clothes, down
just to her boots and underthings. Curious, she goes over to the cabinet where Varis had given
her space to store her clothing. Despite the passage of nearly two weeks, nothing has been
touched in her absence. She takes the dressing robe off its hook and pulls it on before
climbing back onto the bed. The Warrior kneels next to the slumbering Emperor.

She gently calls: “Varis.”

He grunts softly, and she can’t help but laugh. It is strange, to have missed something as
simple as the Emperor’s morning grunts of protest.

Varis is quiet again for a moment, and then his body jolts and he sits up, eyes wide. He cries
out her name and reaches for her. His big hands grasp at her shoulders and tug her close. His
mouth still tastes of coffee and rolanberry jam. She settles her weight lightly against his, until
he breaks the kiss with a gasp. Varis’ hands move from her shoulders, and his thumbs trace
over her cheeks when his hands reach her face.

“It’s okay, I’m here,” she says. He stoops to kiss her again but stops and instead presses his
forehead to hers.

“I thought I was dreaming last night,” the Emperor rumbles. There is a sheen to his eyes
before he squeezes them shut. 



The Warrior gives a loose pale hair a light tug, and smiles at his grimace. “You’re awake
now, Your Radiance.”

Varis whispers her name again before giving her another kiss. “You came back.” He shakes
his head just enough to dislodge another stray lock of silvered blond hair. “Why?”

“A variety of reasons,” she says, fingers reaching for his hair. “Mostly because I wanted to
see you. I missed you.”

His brows lift in surprise. “You missed me?”

She smiles. “Like a man in the desert misses the chill of winter.” Varis blinks at her dumbly.
She laughs and presses her lips to his cheek. “It’s a saying in Ul’dah.”

“A-ah.” The Emperor’s cheeks pink. “I thought most of their colloquialisms were about
money and whores.”

“They are,” she says with a wink. The Warrior looks at him, surveys the fresh shadows under
his eyes and the slight tautness to his skin. “Now. It seems to me like you were not taking
care of yourself in my absence, dear Emperor.”

Varis looks away. “I was ill.”

“So I see. Well, I’m here now to nurse you back to health.” She strokes her fingers along his
soft hair. “If you will have me.”

The Emperor doesn’t quite look at her. “Are you going to leave again?”

“If duty calls me strongly enough, then I might. But if I’m going to freeze my bottom off
running errands, I can do it just as well here as in Ishgard.”

He closes his eyes for a moment, swallows, and then opens his eyes to look at her. “Stay with
me?”

“Is that a request or an order?”

Varis leans in. “It is a request from the man who went to pieces in your absence, because all
the peace and contentment that you brought me disappeared with you.” His pointer fingers
hook under her chin and lift her face to look at him more directly. “Because I went and fell
for you, like some young fool in a storybook.”

“It’s okay, Varis. You can be my fool.”

The Emperor kisses her, gently, softly, like a man who has forgotten how, but is relearning.
He releases his hold on her face and presses their brows together again.

“Your fool, then.”

 



After a great deal more kissing and nuzzling on the Emperor’s part, she eventually convinces
Varis to get out of bed, wrapping him in his dark green dressing gown and leading him down
the hall to the sitting room.

“I think we slept through breakfast,” she says.

“I do not remember the last time I ate,” he says. “Perhaps yesterday at mid-day? Perhaps
earlier.”

The Warrior sighs and shakes her head as she sits on the loveseat. Varis drops himself into his
usual armchair adjacent to her position.

“Well then, I suppose you can have all the mashed popotoes today.” She smiles. “Just this
once, though.”

The Emperor props an elbow on the arm of his chair and rests his cheek along his knuckles.
She cannot resist the urge to reach out and touch him. The Warrior runs her fingers over the
bumpy cord of a braid until they reach his forehead. There she traces the deep lines that cross
his face, being mindful not to touch his third eye.

Varis leans into the touch, but murmurs: “Do you wish I were younger?”

Her fingers still. She has not put much thought into the difference in their ages. “What?
Where did that question come from?”

He makes an uneasy noise in his throat.

“That’s just the lack of coffee talking.” She sits up to retrieve the Emperor’s mug and fills it.
He works himself into an upright position and takes the mug, a frown lingering on his lips.
She waits until he has taken several gulps of the brew before continuing. “Now, Varis, when,
in the time since we’ve met, in that whole month we were in each other’s company for hours
at a time, did I ever give you the impression that I cared about your age?”

“I suppose you have not.” He muses into the mug. “Or my title or standing or anything else
for that matter.”

The Warrior snorts a laugh. “You already know my feelings about such things, Varis.” She
gives him as pointed a look as she can manage while smiling at him. “Do you wish that I
were older?”

“What? Why would I want that? Your age does not--” Varis looks at her. “Ah. [Your point.]”
He sighs. “I suppose I was just a touch envious, thinking of you running around among all
those young, fresh faced little Elezen boys.”

She chuckles. “I’m fairly certain most of them were older than I, if that’s what your concern
is. And I didn’t even-- Just don’t worry about them, Varis. Okay?” The Warrior thinks about
the day that has just passed. “I chose you, not them.”

The Emperor chokes on a soft noise that sounds like her name, but doesn’t say anything
more. He watches her silently as she looks through the covered dishes before filling a plate



for him with his usual selections. She fixes a plate for herself from the leftovers, and settles
back onto the loveseat.

“I had to come back,” she says. “I was never going to be able to smell coffee again without
thinking of you.”

The Emperor pauses in shoveling popotoes into his mouth. He swallows. “Was that all it
took?”

“Well, it... “ She wavers. “It reminded me of you. It didn’t matter whose company I was in, I
kept thinking of you.”

Varis hums in thought, then asks: “So, how fares the young Lord Commander of Ishgard? I
am sure he demanded your attentions.”

The Warrior sighs. “Yes, Ser Aymeric invited me to dinner and drinks several times. He was
just being polite. You know how politics work.”

“I doubt he was interested in just your political opinions.” Varis waves his fork in the air.
“You and he have been…”

She cries out, flustered: “Varis zos Galvus! I just said--!”

He nearly drops his fork as his body jerks in surprise. Varis looks at her with wide eyes.
Color creeps onto his gaunt cheeks.

“My Lady,” he whispers. She smiles at the affection in his voice.

“Yes, my Emperor?”

“I--I--” His blush darkens, and he clears his throat. “I am afraid I cannot find the words to
express how glad I am that you returned. To… give me a second chance.”

“Second?” The Warrior laughs. “You’re still on your first chance, Varis.”

 

She watches him eat while working through her own food. After clearing her mouth with a
sip of tea she says: “Varis?”

“Mm?” The Emperor has worked through half of his mashed popotoes.

“I just wanted to apologize. I’m sorry I left. I really didn’t realize it would hurt you so badly.
I didn’t want to hurt you. I just missed my friends.”

He pauses, resting the fork on the edge of his plate. His golden eyes fixate on her, and she
cannot ignore the lingering melancholy there. “You have no reason to apologize to me, my
dear. I sent you away.”

“You didn’t want to.”



“No, I did not. I thought I was doing what was best.” Varis grimaces at his own words. “I did
not know how much I would be hurting myself by forcing you to leave.”

The Warrior reaches and touches his cheek, rubbing her thumb across the stubble there.
“Would it have been better had I defied your command?”

“I don’t know.” He turns his face and kisses the pad of her thumb. “You wanted to go back to
Eorzea.”

“I did. And I’m glad I went. It was good to see my friends and family. But as glad as we were
to be reunited, they all just acted as though I was some returning prisoner. As though--” She
stops and shakes her head. “That all doesn’t matter. I realized I did not want to move on from
my experience here, that I did not want to forget about you. I did not want to become your
enemy again.”

His eyes widen.

“And I had a flurry of other thoughts as well, political type things. But we can wait a few
days before touching those subjects.” She runs her fingers over his hair, still soft but
somewhat oily with neglect. “Clear your schedule for a few days and rest.”

Varis flashes a meek smile. “As my Lady wishes.”

They stare at each other. She feels a flutter in her breast that she had attempted to ignore
before.

She leans in as close as she can manage. “Might I kiss you, Your Radiance?”

His eyes half close, and she hears him gasp softly. “You may.” He swallows. “You need never
ask again. Just do it.”

She breathes against his lips. “Never?”

“I--” His reply fails and twists off in his throat. Varis’ eyes dart down to her lips and then
back to meet her gaze. She smirks playfully at him.

“What if you are before your throne, having an important meeting with some dignitary or
another? And I were to slink my way up the stairs uninvited, so that I might place my kiss
upon your frowning lips?”

“You would have more tact than to do something like that.” He manages to murmur this
while barely moving his lips. She smiles. “That being said, I believe that any dignitary worth
their title would understand the interruption.”

The Warrior catches his lower lip between her own. She releases it at the hint of coffee and
leans in to kiss him. It is but a momentary contact. He groans low in his throat and strains
after her when she pulls away.

“Please--” He quiets when she presses a finger to his lips.



“Finish eating, that is more important right now. I am going to step out for a moment, and
when you’re done eating, we can see about getting you cleaned up.”

Varis looks to the door of the sitting room. “Stepping out?”

“To say hello to your guards. Don’t worry.”

He sighs softly. “Very well.”

She refills his coffee mug before slipping out of the room.

Julia and Annia are stationed outside of Varis’ quarters, as is their given duty. They do not
move when the Warrior exits, but she can feel their gaze on the back of her robe when she
takes a few steps away from the closed door. She looks down at her boots and crosses her
arms before turning to face the guards.

“Julia. Annia. You may speak freely.” The Warrior clears her throat. “Please.”

For a moment the sisters are silent, but then Julia tilts her head to the side. “We are glad that
you have returned. Surprised, but glad.”

“Was he really that badly off? I didn’t expect to find that he had taken my parting as poorly as
he did.”

They are silent again. Annia looks in the direction of the door before her helmet pivots again
in the Warrior’s direction.

“Keep our words in trust?”

“Of course.”

She hears a sigh rustle at the helm’s filter. “It is not our business to attempt to access his
mental state over the last half moon. However, we can at least report our observations.”

Julia nods. “Though, it was a sad sight to watch him returning to his quarters in the evening.”

Annia clears her throat. “On the surface, Lord Varis has been behaving normally. His usual
grimly strict self, attends all of his meetings and the like.”

“Has he been sleeping?”

“We have no way of knowing for certain. He slept enough to function, at the very least. But
we know that he has not been eating as much as he normally does. He has taken to skipping
breakfast entirely, and has only been eating a portion of his later meals.”

“I see.”

“He would have…” Annia trails off. “He would have gotten past this eventually. But his
personal doctor would have likely had to become involved before that were the case.”



Julia says: “We had begun to consider some sort of mission to Eorzea, to locate you and
make you come back.” She sounds serious.

“Oh, my!” The Warrior laughs softly. “I am glad it did not come to that.”

“I am joking. Mostly.”

“Well, thank you both for your diligent execution of your duties.”

They both salute her.

“Yes, ma’am. Welcome back.”

 

Annia opens the door for her, and she returns to the sitting room. There Varis has cleaned his
plate, and is quietly munching on a pastry.

“Finish your gossip with the girls?” Varis says. The Warrior blushes.

“I--I was just concerned with your well being, Varis. I thought they might have better insight
to how you have been behaving since I left.”

He picks up his coffee. “And?”

She considers what his guards said. “I think it would be better if we move past my time away.
Focus on the here and now. I am here right now. With you.”

The Emperor murmurs her name. “I would have you no other place.”

She perches on the arm of his chair. “And, what will you do when you grow weary of my
presence?”

“That is something I will concern myself with in the event that such a dreadful thing comes
to pass,” he says. “In the meantime, I will be happy to have you with me.”

She smiles and stoops to press her forehead to his. “I make you happy?”

“Like nothing else ever has.” The Emperor leans into the contact. “There are those who
would say that a man such as myself does not deserve any sort of peace, any sort of love in
his heart. My grandsire was certainly one of those.” Varis inhales slowly. “But, you are here
with me, my dear Warrior. So, surely they must all be wrong.”

She does not know what to say, and so she kisses him instead.

 

It takes far less coaxing on the Warrior’s part to convince the Emperor to take a bath than it
did to initially get him out of bed. She knows that this is contributed to by the fact that Varis
has been fed and cuddled and generally made to feel better about everything in his world.



But, she knows it is also because Varis is a sane man who will not pass up the opportunity to
see her naked.

The Warrior cannot entirely blame him.

Varis sits in the tub while it fills. She looks through his collection of oils and unguents, and
can feel the weight of his gaze on her lower back. She selects one of the bottles of oil that she
knows the Emperor uses on his hair, and returns to the tub. The Warrior turns off the flow of
water and sits, guiding the man back until his head is resting on her knees.

“I missed this,” Varis murmurs as she works her fingers through his long hair. “I missed your
touch.”

“I missed your hair,” she teases. He chuckles and closes his eyes.

They are quiet while she washes and oils his hair. When the task is complete, the bathing
room smells faintly of roses.

“Now, for the rest of you.” The Warrior fumbles her fingers along the lip of the tub until she
finds a washcloth. She dunks it into the still-warm water before scooting closer to the
Emperor.

“You are really out to spoil me today, aren’t you?” The joint of his right knee pops as he
shifts his leg to allow for her scrubbing.

“I want to,” she says. “I want to take care of you.”

“Might I take care of you in return?” Varis asks, his tone bordering on playful.

“Perhaps, if you’re good.”

“That depends on who you ask.”

The Warrior kneels between his parted legs, watching the lazy smile on his face as she rubs
his chest down with the wet cloth.

“That’s a handsome smile on your face,” she says. “What brings that about?”

“You,” the Emperor replies. “Thinking about you.”

“Oh?” She chuckles. “Well, I’m right here for you to enjoy.”

A heavy hand comes to rest over hers and stills the motion of the rag. She can feel his
muscles flex as he shifts into a seated position. Varis looms over her, that lazy smile still
lingering on his lips.

“Varis?”

He whispers her name once, twice, and on the third whisper he leans in close enough to kiss
her.



Varis says: “I love you.”

She feels a fresh heat on her cheeks that is not from the bath. “Do you?”

He nuzzles at her cheek. “I do.” The hand covering hers squeezes ever so slightly. “And I was
thinking… How lovely it will be, if you one day love me in return.”

“Is it really that simple?” Her heart pounds in her chest, and she wants him to kiss her until
she can stop focusing on it.

“I believe so.”

“How will I know if I do?” she asks, voice a whisper. She feels a twinge of self-
consciousness when she continues. “I don’t think I’ve ever really been in love before. How
would I know if I loved someone?”

She feels his chest vibrate with a chuckle. “You just will. That is how I know. I just do.”

The Warrior looks into his eyes. “When did you know, then, that you loved me?”

Now something haunts his expression, and Varis glances away. “Ah. About twenty seconds
before I ordered you back to Eorzea.”

She touches his cheek, attempting to keep his gaze focused on her. “You sent me away, while
thinking that?”

“I was afraid,” he whispers, face pressing firmly into her palm. “I had never--I have never
been able to keep anything good in my life. So it was I had to send you away, too.”

“Oh, Varis.” She leans in and kisses him. His lips tremble against hers. “I knew leaving you
was a mistake. That’s why I came back.”

“Please,” he whispers into her mouth. “Stay with me, for as long as you can stand.”

She kisses him.



Chapter 16

The second day after the Warrior’s return to Garlemald there is a blizzard. She spends most
of the day in bed with the Emperor, warm and comfortable while the storm rages outside.
Varis spends the majority of his time sleeping, and she in turn stays by his side because his
dreams seem more peaceful when she is present. He wakes for his meals, including breakfast,
and does not protest when she fusses over him. 

In the afternoon he reads some of the more urgent reports that were delivered with the mid-
day meal. She plays with his hair, braiding it and unbraiding it, trying to get better at the fine
crowning braids that he prefers worked into his hair. Varis twists little braids into her hair
while he reads. His thick fingers work with an absentminded efficiency that she finds
entrancing.

In the evening, after they have eaten dinner, she snuggles next to him on the couch in his
study. They sip amber colored drinks while music plays on the radio. They don’t really talk,
except for the Emperor telling her the names of songs that come up on the radio, and stray
memories attached to the tunes. When she rubs at the scratchy stubble on his cheeks, he huffs
and softly promises to shave in the morning.

They do not have sex--he is still too enervated--but the Emperor spends enough time with his
hand between her thighs to make up for it.

The next morning dawns quiet and clear. The blizzard roared itself out sometime overnight,
and left only mild structural damage and a fresh covering of snow in its wake. The Warrior
dresses herself and heads, Annia in tow, to one of the palace exits. The snow out in the
courtyard is up to her knees, but it is not a hard pack and explodes skyward when she kicks at
it with her boot. The dark buildings glisten with their white coats, and to the Warrior it looks
like an ink drawing. She thinks it is beautiful, and mentions as much to Annia.

“A fresh blanket of snow hides all the world’s blemishes,” the guard says in agreement.

When the Warrior gets cold she heads back inside. Breakfast is waiting in the sitting room,
but she ignores this and goes in search of Varis. He is as he said he would be--standing in the
bathing room and preparing to shave.

“The snow is up to my knee,” she reports, and grabs at his hand. The Emperor gives a small,
involuntary gasp.

“Your fingers are frozen!” he says, tone chiding. Varis brings her fingertips to his lips and
kisses them. “You should wear gloves.”

She smiles. “I seem to have misplaced mine.”

“I shall get you some more.” He takes her hand and dips her fingers into the warm water that
fills the sink. “That reminds me. I have another gift for you. I had intended originally to give
it to you last week, but… well.”



The Warrior looks up at him, curious. “Another gift? What for?”

“Because I can. You can consider it either a very late or very early nameday gift.” He releases
his grip on her hand. “You do celebrate namedays in Eorzea, yes?”

She snorts a laugh. “Yes, Varis, we do.”

“Good. You can consider it for that, then. It goes with your gunblade.”

She wonders what sort of gift would go with a gunblade, but doesn’t ask. “I didn’t bring you
any gifts. I don’t even really know what I could get you that you couldn’t just acquire with a
wave of your hand at a servant.”

Varis glances at her before he begins to pull the razor across his skin. “You needn’t worry
about getting me a gift. Except maybe for my nameday.”

“I don’t know when that is,” she admits glumly. He chuckles.

“You will learn. 'tis a national holiday.”

She is surprised. “Your nameday is a holiday? That seems a bit vain.”

“It is,” Varis grunts. “That is why my grandsire wrote it into law that the day the Emperor
first graced the star should be celebrated by all the smallfolk.”

“I see.” 

“I can have your nameday made a holiday as well, if you would like,” he teases. She blushes
and shakes her head.

“That won’t be necessary.” She removes her hand from the sink and goes to retrieve a towel
from the warmer.

“I might do it anyway.”

 

Later in the morning there is a loud knock at the chamber doors. The Warrior looks up from
the book she is working through--her Echo isn’t too fond of the peculiar dialect of High
Garlean it is written in--and looks over to where Varis sits at his desk. He glances up from the
pile of papers in front of him and sets his inkpen down with a smile.

“Ah, that would be your gift.” He gets to his feet and waves a staying hand at her. “Just wait
there, my dear.”

She is curious, but nods and waits as obediently as she can manage as Varis exits the room.
The Warrior listens to the sound of the main door opening, and a soft murmur of conversation
between the Emperor and what sounds like Annia and a man’s voice she does not recognize.
She hears a bit of rattling in the hallway, but manages to reel in her curiosity and stay seated
on the sofa.



Her patience is rewarded a few minutes later when the study door creaks open again. Varis
holds out a big hand in her direction.

“It is in the sitting room,” the Emperor says. He looks excited, she thinks, which only serves
to pique her curiosity over the nature of the gift. She sets her troublesome tome aside and gets
up, letting him clasp her hand in his and lead her across the hallway.

“Do I need to cover my eyes?”

“Oh, no. It is covered.” He hums a few bright notes as he guides her into the other room.

In the sitting room there is now a shape covered in dark linen standing upon the table where
their dining platters are usually placed. For a moment she wonders if it is a statue, as it has
the general bulk of a person and is a bit taller than she is. The Warrior stands back as Varis
goes over to the covered form.

“I had this commissioned when my tailor took your measurements,” he says, brushing his
fingertips over the linen. His cheeks pink and he falters. “Well, I--” Varis clears his throat. “I
suppose you should just look and see for yourself.” With a careful tug he pulls the linen away
and reveals what stands beneath.

It is a set of armor, the Warrior realizes after a moment.

At a passing glance, it is similar to the dark, nearly black armor that the royal guard wears.
However, the majority of this armor is not black. Rather, it is a silvery gray that gleams like a
polished pearl. There are the usual black accents and brassy trim, of course, and the sleeves
and under-armor look as though they are the standard black carbonweave. Otherwise, the
majority of the armor looks the same as she has seen on countless officers and legati over the
years. 

It is the helmet that gives her pause. It is cast in the same pale gray as the rest of the armor,
and has the same white molded faceplate she has seen on other women wearing similar
armor. There are even the various contrivances at the bottom of the helmet that she does not
yet know the purpose of, but unlike the helms of Julia and Annia, the shape of this helm is
carefully balanced. The crest of the helmet is swept back and elegant, evoking the image of
something akin to a dragon or bird of prey.

For a long moment she just studies the armor, considering what it means. Varis stands behind
her, silent and waiting, though she can feel his gaze.

“Varis, it’s lovely, but…” She touches the faceplate of the helm. “There are those in Eorzea
who would say that you are trying to turn me into a Garlean with this sort of gift.” The
Warrior half turns and looks up at him to gauge his response. For a moment Varis stares down
at her hand. Then he blinks and inclines his chin to look at her directly.

“And, what would you say, my dear Warrior?”

“I don’t know. I just know what it looks like.”



“If it makes you uncomfortable, you are not obliged to wear it.”

“I--I can wear it! I would just have to not wear it in the presence of any Eorzean visitors,” she
says. The Warrior moves her hand to touch at the armor itself. She has worn enough kit in her
days to know well made armor when she sees it, and it is obvious to her that the
craftsmanship that has gone into this gift is of the same superior level as that of her gunblade.

“I just… it would provide you with greater mobility, should you choose to wander the halls or
leave the palace on your own. You will get saluted, but the rank and file will think you
another high ranking officer and leave you alone. It will also keep you physically
comfortable, as our uniforms are designed to be adaptable to both warm and cold weather.”

The Warrior puzzles at this line of thought. “But, wearing this armor, won’t I stand out just as
much as if I was in civilian clothes?”

“Perhaps, but you are less likely to be hassled this way.”

She looks at the armor again. “Well, I… I suppose I should at least try it on before I dismiss
it. You did go to the trouble of having it made for me, and someone clearly put a lot of work
into its crafting.”

The Emperor smiles. “I must admit, I am curious to see how you look in it.” He holds out his
hands. “I can help you put it on--show you how to so you can dress in it in the future, if you
wish. It is designed to be able to be put on by a lone officer, if necessary.”

She winks at him. “Only if you help me out of it later.”

“Gladly.”

The Warrior has seen enough of Varis’ armor to not be entirely intimidated at the prospect of
figuring out how to put on her gift, but she is glad for his help all the same. He removes the
outer pieces from the stand and arranges them carefully on the couch. She strips down to her
smallclothes, and marvels internally at how restrained the Emperor is as he explains the
ordering of the black under armor pieces with scarcely a glance at her nearly nude form.

It takes some time, but eventually the Warrior is garbed in the entire set of armor, but for the
helmet. Varis crosses his arms and views her with a thoughtful mien. The Warrior
experimentally flexes her limbs.

Hugged by carbonweave, her muscles feel snug and secure. She cannot deny a strange feeling
of aptitude bedecked in the armor--it is no wonder to her now that the Garlean higher-ups she
had crossed paths with over the years walked with such confidence and swagger. The Warrior
feels as though she could punch a primal in the snout and come out on top.

“Is something funny?” Varis asks. “You look as though you are about to laugh.”

“I--” She shifts her weight. “This was not the feeling I was expecting. No wonder your men
are always spoiling for a fight. I would too if I were wearing this every day.” The Warrior



throws a fist at the air in front of her. Varis coughs softly and when she looks up at him his
cheeks are pink again.

“I had not noticed that effect. Perhaps it is the supportive effects of the carbonweave.”

She gestures at the boots. “Heels, Though? Am I not tall enough for you, Varis?”

He coughs again. “They are standard on most issue.” His cheeks darken. “Besides, your
height does not even reach my shoulders.”

The Warrior lightly punches at his arm. He flinches and smiles. “So, points to your craftsman.
They definitely did an impressive job. I expected it to be a bit heavier overall.” She raps her
knuckles against the metal covering her chest.

Varis is plainly pleased. “Garlean craftsmanship at its finest. Nothing but the best for the
Emperor’s beloved.”

Now her cheeks heat. “Did you phrase it like that when you put in the order?”

He clears his throat. “Of course not.” A warm hand presses to her cheek. “Did you want to try
the helmet, too?”

“Not right now, no.”

“That is alright. I can explain the details to you later.”

“Good.” She raises herself on her boot toes. “Now, then, you said something about helping
me out of this?”

 

She is scooped up into the Emperor’s strong arms, armor and all. He totes her down the hall
to his bedroom before carefully setting her back on her feet in front of the bed. The Warrior
knows how to undress herself, knows how to release the various hidden catches and buckles
that hold the armor together, but she still quietly delights in Varis’ big hands moving with
delicate precision over her body.

Whatever restraint he showed previously has faded by the time she is against down to just her
smallclothes. His hands trace a line from her hips up to her ribcage, fingers fanning out and
teasing at her breasts. She arches into his touch.

“I’ve missed you,” she whispers. “I mean, um, I missed all of you.” The Warrior reaches for
his face and tries to guide him downward. “If you’re feeling up to it.”

Varis leans into her touch. “I am.”

She kisses him, and he groans against her lips. She can feel his mass press against hers, and
among it the hardness of his cock rubbing against her hip. She gasps into his mouth.

“I think we need a bath!”



A needy sound growls in his throat as he nods.

They divulge each other of their light clothing before making it to the bathing room. The
Warrior slips into the empty tub, and the Emperor follows her like a ravenous animal. Lying
on her back, she laughs breathlessly as Varis hooks his big hands under her knees and guides
her legs apart. Then his hands slide down to her ass and lift her hips into the air. She feels his
warm breath against her slit.

“Don’t worry, Your Radiance, no one else has been down there since--ah!!” She gasps as his
tongue spears between her folds. Her fingers find purchase in his hair. “Oh, Varis!”

His tongue probes her deeply and curls against her inner walls. She shivers against the cold
porcelain of the tub. For a few minutes there is only the sound of her gasping breaths, the wet
noises coming from between her thighs, and a faint content hum from the Emperor himself.

It does not take long before she wants more of him. It has been two weeks, and now that she
is back with him, she wants nothing other than to be filled by him once more.

“Please, Varis!” she moans, tugging lightly at his hair. “I need you!”

His golden eyes peer up at her over the slight curve of her belly. She shivers again at the fire
lingering there.

“Please,” she says again. “Lay back.”

He drags his tongue teasingly along her clit before doing as she asks. His cock is already
hard, rising erect and impatient from his hips. The head is slick and shiny with his pre-cum.
His eyes do not leave her as she climbs over him and straddles one of his muscular thighs.
Varis holds out a hand and she takes it, gripping him for balance as she bends over to press a
kiss to the tip of his cock. He murmurs his approval as she licks at him. His pre is salty on her
tongue, and she relishes the flavor because it tastes like him. She runs her tongue wetly down
his length, delighting in the groan it draws from the mountain of a man.

She squirms, her body warm and wanting for him. She sits up and crawls higher, up to his
midsection.

“Help me,” she says, tone all but commanding. Varis moves his hands down to his cock,
holding the throbbing length in place as she parts her thighs to admit his entry. She looks
down between her thighs and watches as the shiny tip lines up with her entrance.  “Yes, there-
-ah!” She gasps as his hips jerk upwards, and the head parts her folds. She relaxes her legs
and lowers herself onto him, biting back a blissful groan as he stretches and fills her.

A little sigh escapes her lips when she is fully seated on him. The Emperor is still a perfect fit
in her, just as he was the first time months before.

“Ah, Varis…” Her body is hungry for him, and she rolls her hips against his.

He gasps out her name, hips twitching. The movement bumps the head of his cock against
her inner depths, and she shivers again.



His head rolls back slightly against the porcelain, and Varis gasps out her name again and
then: “I love you!”

The Warrior stares down at him, at his wide eyes and flushed cheeks. She manages a
somewhat coy smile. “Then, are you going to make love to me, Varis?”

“Ah--” His blush darkens and he swallows. “If you will permit me.” The muscles of his core
tighten and flex as he curls into a half seated position.

She closes the gap between them and kisses him. With a nip at his lower lip she says: “You
may, my dear Emperor.”



Chapter 17

When the Warrior awakens, she is welcomed to another day by the hard press of flesh against
her hip. She squirms underneath the covers, fingers searching for purchase on the bare skin of
his torso.

“Mm, Varis, I thought you said you didn’t have sex in the morning. Something about your
schedule?”

He answers with a sleepy rumble, and his heavy hand reaches over her hip, grabbing her by
the belly and pulling her closer.

“Ah--and you were going to resume your duties today, too, what a pity,” she says in a teasing
tone. Her hair muffles his groan.

“No, I am going to stay in bed all day, and so are you,” he mumbles. His fingertips toy with
the waistband of her sleeping shorts. She barely manages to hold back a laugh.

“That’s what you said yesterday, my dear Emperor.”

“And I kept fairly to my word.”

The Warrior wiggles under his touch until she is on her side, nearly facing him. “How about I
help you with that, and then you can go and set a good example for the rest of the Empire.
I’m sure the Senate has missed your smiling face.” She palms his erection through his
smallclothes, and he sharply sucks a breath between his teeth.

“I don’t smile at the Senate!”

She chuckles and repeats the motion. “How about I put a smile on your face, then, hm?”

“You are duly welcome to try.”

She leans in and finds his lips with hers. Varis kisses her, earnest but still a bit sluggish with
sleep. The Warrior adjusts her position to free up both hands for the task, and then tugs down
the front of his smallclothes. His erection jumps free, the head coming to rest against her
belly. She supports the base of it with her left hand, the fingers of her right sliding slowly up
his length. In the near dark she cannot see his face, but the hitch of his breath is all the
guidance she needs. Her teeth catch at his lower lip, disrupting the breathy murmur of her
name.

His free hand--the one not attached to the arm pinned somewhere between the mattress and
her pillow--gropes down the curve of her back until it finds her bottom. It slips under her
waistband fully this time and grabs at a handful of her soft flesh. She lets out an involuntary
squeak, fingers squeezing reflexively on his length.

“Careful!” she gasps. “I’m still a little tender down there after last night’s bath.”



“Mm.” He rumbles pleasantly. “Should I kiss it better for you?”

She breathes a laugh. “You already did that last night.”

He smiles against her skin. His head dips down, teeth tugging the soft fabric of her
nightgown aside so that his lips can lazily caress the skin on her shoulder. She works him in
languid strokes, the lacklight offering no reason for her to rush the task. 

When he comes, it is accompanied by a sleepy, satisfied growl. Varis’ hand slips from her
drawers to grip at her lower back. He murmurs his appreciation into the curve of her neck.

Within a few breaths, he has dozed off once more.

The Warrior is briefly irked, as his complete inertia has again rendered her unable to move
until he reawakens in a bell or so. The irritation is short lived, though, fading as he rumbles
happily in his sleep and nuzzles at her hair. She settles for licking her fingers clean to pass the
time until the sun rises.

 

“I was thinking that I might go for a bit of a walk around today.”

“Hm?” Varis glances away from the mirror. His fingers are busy twisting his hair into place.
The Warrior is leaning on the counter, watching him with the interest of one who has nothing
better to do with her time than observe her partner go through his protracted grooming rituals.

“In my armor? Since you’re going to be busy, I thought I might try wearing it around for a
little while.” She idly kicks a foot in the air. “Besides, I haven’t been out of your quarters in,
what, three days?”

Varis adjusts his circlet. “Four, my dear.”

“Four days. I need to get some fresh air. Well, as fresh as I can get while wearing a helmet.”

“'Tis fresh enough,” he murmurs. “If you are going to take to wandering about alone, I will
have to acquire a door code for you.”

“A code?”

“A numerical key, rather than a physical one.” Varis uses a hairpin to hold a length of braid at
the back of his head. “Surely you have seen me use mine around the palace.”

“Yes, of course. I suppose I didn’t put much thought into it.” She shrugs.

“You should have your own key, if you are going to be living here…” He trails off. There is
something subtle and soft hidden away in his voice, a suggestive touch of hope at which she
cannot help but smile in response.

“Naturally, yes. I should have a key.”



Varis smiles. In the mirror’s reflection, he looks at her, pale eyes flicking down the front of
her nightgown. “Will you need assistance getting dressed?”

The Warrior considers and shakes her head. “No, I think I can manage. And if I cannot, well,
that’s my own fault, and I will simply be doomed to another day of lying about in your
quarters.”

The Emperor’s fingers work at the other side of his hair. “You could think of these as being…
your quarters as well, Warrior. Since you are living here.”

“Ah--” She feels a flush of heat on her cheeks and looks away from her reflection. “Yes, I
suppose so.” Feeling a touch daring, she adds: “Or ‘our’ quarters.”

His hands still for a moment before continuing their work. “If it pleases you, yes.”

“It does. I mean, I guess it does--” She turns and leans her backside against the counter,
suddenly too flustered to look directly at him. “I mean, what is it that we have going on now,
Varis? Are we… courting?”

“Yes.” He replies without hesitation.

“Oh.” She looks down at her hands and smiles. “Okay.”

They are quiet as he finishes with his hair. Then she feels his hand, heavy on the top of her
head.

“Permit me to braid your hair?”

The Warrior blinks and looks over her shoulder at him. “What?”

“If I braid your hair, it will fit better into the helmet when you put it on.” Varis gestures at the
top of her head.

“Oh. Right.” She considers his offer. “Do you have time to do that?”

He leans and kisses her forehead. “Of course I do.”

 

The Warrior waits until Varis has departed for his morning meeting with the Senate before
she begins to change into her armor. She knows how easily distracted he can become when
he wishes to be, and the sight of his paramour stripping down to her smallclothes is certainly
enough to warrant him delaying his departure for another hour.

She stands in the bathing room, looking at herself in the mirror. Wrapped once more in the
black fibers of the carbonweave, the Warrior again feels a little rush of power, of something
more than she usually feels while wearing combat gear. Varis has said that it is because the
carbonweave material is supportive and improves blood circulation, but she can’t help but
think there is something psychological in effect as well. She doesn’t want to be an Imperial,



no, but as a weathered warrior she can at least appreciate the artistry they put into their
warfare. It is a strange feeling.

The Warrior traces her fingers along the circumference of the braid that encircles the back of
her head. Varis’ personal artistry, forged in a matter of minutes, as though he had done it a
thousand times. Though, the Warrior must admit she cannot imagine the Emperor having ever
taken the time to work on anyone’s hair other than his own. Why would he have? A prince, a
legatus, an emperor--a leader with no reason to lay a kind hand on his lessers.

To a man whose position made him so very lonely, the grip of the carbonweave must have
felt like a friendly embrace.

She shakes off the dismal thoughts and puts on the rest of her armor. Last on is the helmet.
For a moment she is apprehensive--she has worn her share of helms over the years, but none
have been quite so encompassing as this. The tinted tempered glass of the faceplate stares
back at her.

The Warrior closes her eyes and pulls on the helmet.

 

The interior hallway of the Emperor’s suite is her first test run of the new armor. She paces its
length several times before getting her full bearings while moving in the gear. Her gunblade
clinks softly against her back in time with her steps, its presence a comforting reminder of
her adventuring days, when often her weapon’s rattle was the only thing she had to keep her
company during long journeys. Once she has gotten used to the slight lack of peripheral
vision caused by the design of the helmet--something she has also experienced before while
adventuring--the Warrior ventures out into the private halls of the palace.

The reactions from the various guards posted are something of a mixed bag. A few act as
though they do not see her pass by at all. A few more blatantly watch her and begin to move
as though they want to say something to her. The rest of them all shift to stiffer attention and
salute her with all the vigor of their many years of drills and training. Only one--the
nondescript soldier manning the door at the end of the corridor near the library--seems to
actually recognize her, adding a chipper ‘Good morning, Lady Warrior!’ to their crisp salute.
She smiles to herself behind the privacy of the faceplate.

As is her custom, the Warrior lingers in the doorway to the grand library for several minutes.
She remains convinced that whatever bothers her about the place is just a trick of her
imagination, and that eventually she will be able to enjoy the library without some strange
phantom toying at her thoughts. The smell of countless tomes meets her nose even through
the filters in her helm, and the pervading chill of the room curls around her limbs. Sighting
up the line of the stairs she sees the persistent smirk of the previous emperor committed to
paint.

No, she thinks, not today. She still cannot shake the feeling that she is being watched.

The Warrior closes the door to the library and takes a few steps back. This has been venture
enough for one day, she decides, and turns to begin her journey back to the Emperor’s



quarters.

The sound of heavy footsteps echoing down the hall gives her pause.

At the end of the corridor a man appears, his heavy armor rattling with every ponderous step.
For a moment the man’s appearance catches her off guard. The Warrior thinks she recognizes
the armor, but cannot be certain. Wasn’t there a man dressed similarly in Ala Mhigo during
her visit there, on the day that Regula van Hydrus died? She stands in place, observing as the
man approaches. 

He is a large enough fellow, and nearly as tall as Varis, though not as broad. Lengths of grain
golden hair drape haphazardly along the burnished violet metal of his breastplate, cutting
distracting lines that lead up to the man’s face. He is wearing a helmet that conceals his
features, its faceplate white and ghastly as a bleached skull. The top of the helm is crested
with a dragon and the sides with horns very similar to those found on the Emperor’s crown. It
is by this simple resemblance that she realizes who the man is.

Prince Zenos.

But, what is the man doing here, in the palace? Shouldn’t he be in Gyr Abania, terrorizing the
local populace? Does Varis know his son has returned home?

The Warrior chooses to hold her ground as the Prince’s pace slows to a stop only a few yalms
in front of her. His helmet tips forward slightly as he looks down at her. Even though she
cannot see his face she can feel the weight of his gaze, and she is glad to be wearing her own
helmet.

“What do we have here?” The man’s voice, though muffled by his helmet, is dark and
dangerous. It is the roll of thunder sounding from a dark cloud looming at the horizon. His
accent is the same as that of Varis, but lacks the Emperor’s practiced poise. It is unsettling.

“No new legatus, but a newly minted officer of some merit, perhaps.” He takes a step closer
and she tenses, readying to defend herself. “Or mayhap a new member of my father’s guard?”

The Warrior is unprepared to answer the question, and remains silent. The Prince’s head
sways ever so slightly from side to side--he is sizing her up, not assessing if he can defeat her,
but how he will do it.

“Remove your helmet, officer,” he says. She does not comply, and is aware of his right hand
clenching. The man shifts his weight closer still, and the contempt in his voice is palpable
when he speaks again. “Your Prince commands it.”

The Warrior stands her ground, of no inclination to stand down to an overgrown menace. “I
answer only to His Radiance, the Emperor.”

The Prince bristles, rising up to his full height as he reaches for her throat. Instinctively she
grabs the hilt of the gunblade on her back and draws it. The edge of the blade catches
between two small plates of armor on his gauntlet and knocks his hand away before his
fingers completely close around her neck. 



“I know who you are,” he says, his voice a triumphant growl. “You--”

“Zenos!” Varis’ voice barks sharply from behind her, some distance down the hall. The
Prince freezes in place, hand still raised in the air near her shoulder. The Warrior feels a bit
lightheaded with relief at the interruption, but does not let it show in her posture.

The Prince slowly lowers his hand and takes a step back. There is something awful and
insincere in his voice when he speaks over her head. “Why, Father, I was just enjoying the
pleasure of meeting your new… pet.”

“You were told to wait in the throne room, not to go wandering about like an unsupervised
child.” 

“The champion of the savage lands.” There is a pompous sneer in Zenos’ tone. “Content to
spend her days sitting on your lap like a tamed beast.”

“Watch your tongue, boy.” The Warrior does not like the restrained anger in the Emperor’s
voice.

The Prince, however, seems indifferent to his father’s tone, and waves a hand as he turns and
starts to walk away. “As you wish, Father. But you should keep your pet on a tighter leash, if
you do not wish her to come to harm.”

The Warrior watches the Prince’s back as he walks away, the wave of his blond hair still out
of place against the dark backdrop of his armor. It is not until the rattle of that armor has
nearly faded from her hearing that she feels a shift in the air behind her. The Emperor’s
fingers brush over the back of the hand still gripping her gunblade, before taking a light grip
on her wrist. She realizes, belatedly, as he pulls the weapon from her hand, that she has not
only drawn her weapon on the crown prince, but also struck him with it. She could plead that
it was in self-defense, as it was, but instead the Warrior says nothing.

There is a gentle pressure on her back, and a soft click as the gunblade is returned to its
holster. When his touch withdraws she tentatively turns around to face the Emperor. Varis’
gaze is as inscrutable as that of a hawk’s, and for a long moment he says nothing.

Then, softly: “You are unharmed?” When she nods, his pale brows dip low over his eyes.
“My apologies. I was not aware that Zenos was planning on returning to the capital. I would
have warned you earlier, otherwise.”

The severity of his expression leaves her unsettled. “You aren’t upset that I hit him? What
about the pardon?”

“You acted in self-defense. Considering my son, no one would disagree with that. And, no, I
am not upset with you. Perhaps... a bit concerned. He might take your mettle as a challenge.”
The Emperor smooths his gloved fingers over the bottom of her faceplate, thumb tracing a
line over the molded lips. “I want you to return to my quarters for now. Julia will be there to
let you in.”

She nods. “Yes, sir.”



He sighs softly and steps around her. When he starts down the hall, she feels a flutter of
worry and calls to him.

“Varis?”

He pauses in mid-stride.

“Be careful. Please.”

The Emperor glances over his shoulder at her. Something close to a smile pinches at the
corners of his lips. “Of course.”

 

She removes her helmet as she makes her way down the stretch of hallway to Varis’ quarters.
As promised, Julia is waiting near the doors, standing at rest with her face angled to view
down the hall.

“Welcome back, My Lady,” the guard says. She begins to key the door open.

“Thank you, Julia.”

The guard crosses her arms behind her back as the door beeps and unlocks. “Are you alright?
His Radiance said you had a bit of a scare.”

Her fingers clench on the smooth surface of her helmet. “I wasn’t afraid.” She pushes the
door open with her free hand. “Just a little surprised, that’s all.”

For a moment Julia is silent. Then she says: “I would have been afraid.”

The Warrior frowns at this admission. “How can you protect Varis if you’re afraid of his
son?”

The guard shrugs. “I will still do my duty and sacrifice myself for Lord Varis if necessary.
That does not mean I am oblivious to the dangers involved. Quite the opposite.” Her chin
lowers slightly. “There are numerous reports of Prince Zenos cutting down his own officers
and soldiers with little to no provocation.”

She turns and gazes down the dark hallway. “Is Varis safe, then, with just Annia?”

“Of course,” Julia says, perhaps a touch too quickly for the Warrior to be convinced. “Prince
Zenos would not bog himself down with hurting his father right now, not when he has other
sport he wishes to attend to in his districts. From what I gathered before being sent here, his
lordship only returned to the palace because he wished to voice his displeasure directly to his
father.”

The Warrior pushes the door open. “Displeasure over what?”

“The loss of Doma. The Twelfth was in charge of both Ala Mhigo and Doma.”



“But, Doma was freed weeks ago. Why would the prince only be addressing that now?”

Julia clears her throat. “I believe someone delayed the news reaching Ala Mhigo.”

“Oh. Perhaps so.” She sighs and shakes her head. “Well, thank you for opening the door,
Julia.”

The guard salutes. “Of course, My Lady. And, if I might be so bold as to speak out of turn,
the armor looks good on you.”

“Oh.” The Warrior glances down at herself and smiles demurely. “Thank you.”

Once back in the privacy of the royal suite, she sheds the layers of metal and carbonweave
until she is in naught but her smallclothes.  She pulls on her dressing gown and retrieves her
old linkpearl. Sitting in the study, the Warrior mulls over her brief encounter with the crown
prince of Garlemald. It was true, she had not felt fear in his presence. But alarm had certainly
been there, and a certain jarring sense of dismay that despite whatever the Emperor’s best
intentions were, he could not keep his own son away from her.

No, she thinks, perhaps she was a little afraid. But, not for herself.

For Varis.

The Warrior spends several minutes sitting on the couch in the study, the lights out, trying to
settle her thoughts. Eventually she gives up on that and presses her linkpearl into her ear.

“This the Warrior of Light. I need to send a message, um… In relation to the safety of the
wild roses.”

Almost immediately she hears a sputter of static and swearing. “Seven hells, that was not
what I expected to hear come up on the line today.”

She smiles. “Thancred, where are you?”

“Can’t give specifics, ma’am,” Thancred says, his voice a bit low and strained. “Currently on
a recon mission, trying to access the present situation at the palace in Ala Mhigo.”

“Oh. That’s partly why I called. The prince isn’t there right now. He came to Garlemald this
morning.”

“Is that so? I thought things seemed quiet.”

“Prince Zenos apparently found out about Doma and came here to express his displeasure
directly with Emperor Varis. I had a bit of a run-in with the man.”

“Are you alright?” Thancred makes no effort to mask the concern in his voice. “That man’s a
killer, Warrior.”

“I know. I’m fine. Fortunately it was a brief encounter. But I thought you all should know. He
will likely be cross when he returns to Gyr Abania later today. People should be on alert.



Well, more than they likely already are.”

“Thank you for the information. We saw his transport leave early this morning, but weren’t
sure where he had run off to.”

“Yes, well, he was not given a very warm reception by his father, so I don’t think the prince
will linger long here in Garlemald. I will have to call again if he does.”

“Good, good.” She hears a bit of rustling, and then the sound of the Scion gulping down
water. “How are you, then, Warrior? Any regrets yet? Being taken care of?”

She sighs at the slight bite to Thancred’s tone. “I’m fine. Varis is doing much better too,
thank you for asking.”

“What, was the man ill?”

“Something like that.”

Thancred murmurs her name. “Listen, you know we care about you. You’re still family. If
you have trouble or anything, you just call us.”

“I--” She smiles. “Thank you, Thancred. I truly do appreciate it. I know I cannot be much
direct help from here, but… thank you.”

He laughs quietly. “Hells, just letting us know the local menace is going to be a bigger pain in
the arse is help enough for one day.”

The Warrior shakes her head with a chuckle. “How is everyone else?”

“Ah, good, last I spoke to the Stones. I believe most of them were preparing to head out to a
location closer to Baelsar’s Wall sometime in the next coming week.”

She can’t help but frown. She knows what that means--the Resistance plans on moving
against the Imperial forces at the Wall. “Tell them all to take care. I don’t want to hear any
reports of their deaths while Varis is reading his evening missives.”

“He lets you in on that kind of information?” Thancred does nothing to mask the surprise in
his voice.

“Well, somewhat. I don’t think it is on purpose. He just sometimes reads things out loud in
the evening and does not seem to particularly care if I hear the contents.”

“That could be useful.”

“It could be, but I’m not here to spy on him, Thancred.”

“Of course.” He clears his throat. “Forget I nearly implied such a thing.”

“I’ll see if I can.” She hears knocking on the door. A quick glance at the wall chronometer
shows that it is time for the mid-day meal. “I must go now, Thancred. Take care.”



“You too, Warrior. And remember: we’re still here for you.”

“....thank you.”

 

The Emperor is standing out in the hallway when she opens the door. He waves the servants
carrying lunch through ahead of him, and his eyes meet hers as she holds the door open. His
expression is neutral, impossible for her to read--he is keeping face for the servants. The
Warrior smiles up at him.

“You’re timely today, Your Radiance.”

He cracks a thin smile at her. “Irritating situations make me hungry.”

When the servants have completed their delivery and departed, Varis dismisses his guards,
telling Annia and Julia to return in two bells. Then he enters his quarters and keys the door
lock. The Warrior is surprised when the big man heaves a sigh and leans heavily against the
closed door.

“Varis! Are you alright?”

He closes his eyes for a moment, brow creasing. “I was not expecting my first day back on
the job to be so very taxing.”

“Isn’t that how it goes in fictions? The first day back from a holiday is a disaster, and the last
day before your retirement kills you.”

The Emperor chuckles and cracks his eyes open. “Yes, I suppose so.” He pushes away from
the door and removes his crown. “I am quite hungry, though.”

She leads the way into the sitting room. Varis sets his crown in one of the empty chairs, but
does not sit.

“I suppose you want to ask about Zenos.”

“It was on my mind, yes.” She gestures at her right ear. “I called the Scions when I got back
here. I felt like they should know about that…”

“Of course.” Varis sighs, and his chin droops toward his chest. “I am sorry, my dear. I did not
want you to encounter him.”

“I know.” The Warrior considers their last conversation. “You were worried he would take
interest in me, right? What happened after you left?”

Varis rolls his broad shoulders, lower lip disappearing into a frown. “He expressed an interest
in meeting with you again. Something about a test of arms.”

She does not like the sound of that. “And?”



“And, I forbade him from having any sort of contact with you.”

“Do you think that will work?”

“It will, for now.” Varis sighs. “After we concluded our meeting Zenos departed for Gyr
Abania in something of a snit.”

She looks up at him, at the painful tightness of his expression and the severe draw of the
worry lines that crease his brow. “Hey.” The Warrior reaches up and tenderly cups the sides
of his face in her palms. “It’s okay, Varis. You can relax. You’re safe here. It’s just you and
me, and I won’t let anything happen to you.”

His eyes widen. “That you would presume to--”

“I am the Warrior of Light,” she reminds him, firm but gentle. “I protect people, especially
those I care about.”

Varis closes his eyes, and his brows lower into a pale line. “What do you think would have
happened to you had I not interrupted your introduction to him?”

The Warrior contemplates his question. She recalls the frightening young man, nearly as tall
as the Emperor himself, but more streamlined and dangerous--the dancer to Varis’ battering
ram. “I think I would have had to apologize for the damage done to the wall after I threw him
into it.”

The Emperor opens his eyes and looks down at her, eyes darting over her slim form clad in
naught but a dressing gown. And then he laughs, body sagging against hers, thick arms
wrapping around her and pulling her close along his side.

“You are right, of course,” he murmurs into her hair. “I was foolish to have fretted so.” 

She smiles. “I don’t mind your concern. But just remember that I can fight, too.” She pats his
arm. “And don’t say you wish I did not have to fight. That is my purpose, Varis, if not here
then in Eorzea.”

Varis considers this. “Were you not a warrior, we would have never had cause to meet.”

“That’s right.”

The frown returns to his lips. “Still, I wish for your safety.”

“And I wish for yours.”

Varis stares at her, his expression contorted as though he has just been kicked in the stomach.
After a moment he bows his head. “I do not know what to do with such sentiment.”

“Just accept it.” She thinks of her conversations with Julia and Annia. “I am not the only one
who cares for your well being. Your people, those that follow you, that helped you claim your
throne… they care about you too. I mean, some are just in it for the power, but that’s people
for you.”



He shushes her with a soft stroke of his hand over her hair. “I know. Thank you.”

She rocks her weight toward the couch. “Come on. Let’s just eat. No more talking about your
son.”

Varis follows her. “What will we talk about, then?”

The Warrior hums thoughtfully. “I’ll tell you about the time I had to spend two weeks herding
chocobos in Thanalan to pay off a debt for my first sword.”

His shoulders slump, and he lets out a laugh before pressing his lips to her braided hair. “That
sounds like a phenomenal topic, my dear Warrior.”



Chapter 18

The Warrior of Light knows herself to be something of a creature of habit. Whenever she
grows comfortable in a place she will work herself into some semblance of a schedule. This
had been no difference when she started adventuring--it helped keep up a farce of normalcy,
even when her life had begun to be dragged in further levels of conspiracy and absurdity.

She is no different here in Garlemald.

Starting the morning after her ill-fated encounter with the crown prince, the Warrior dresses
in her armor. She takes a morning walk, departing after Varis has left for his first meeting of
the day. She walks a circuit, down to the library, which she does not enter, then to stand in
one of the exterior doorways and judge the day’s weather. She loops back around, going all
the way to the doors that lead to the corridor that precedes the throne room, and then makes
her way back. Then she undresses, takes a quick bath, and makes herself generally
presentable before the Emperor returns for the mid-day meal.

This is all made easier by another small gift that Varis gave her that first afternoon following
the Prince’s visit. 

When the Emperor returned that afternoon, he went through his own ritual of setting his
crown on his desk before fully greeting the Warrior. From somewhere in his armor he
retrieved a small strip of paper and held it out to her with the bombast of a child brandishing
an exam with good marks. The Warrior had taken the paper and looked at it, curious. There
were eight numbers written on it in Varis’ precise handwriting.

“What’s this?”

“My nameday,” the Emperor had replied, his tone laced with cheek.  At her puzzled noise of
response, he’d added: “Your door key.”

“Oh. You certainly rushed that order.”

“I thought it prudent to do so. The key will work to open the door to this suite, of course, as
well as some of the courtyard doors, and some of the doors that are locked in the evening
when there are no guards present.”

“Thank you, Varis.” She’d kissed his cheek and spent much of the evening committing the
number to memory.

 

When Darksday rolls around again, the Emperor chooses to make it a ‘work at home’ day.
This, of course, disrupts the Warrior’s morning habits, but she is not very inclined to be
bothered. She is more than happy to spend her day in the Emperor’s company, even if he is
mostly quiet at his desk.



“I must admit, I do not entirely understand the appeal of just wandering around the corridors
every morning.” Varis is seated as his desk, rubbing a cloth over the lenses of his reading
glasses. The Warrior looks up from where she is draped on the couch, book open in her lap.

“It gets boring just sitting around here,” she says. “So, wandering around gives me something
to do. I think I’m starting to get the hang of the layout of this wing of the palace.” She closes
the book. “Also, the guards can be interesting to talk to.”

“They are not supposed to be talking to anyone,” Varis says, tone nearly flat as he slots his
glasses onto his nose.

“Perhaps, but they seem to be bored as well. So, quite a few of them are rather keen to spread
the gossip with me.”

“In exchange for what?” He leans over the back of the couch, frowning slightly. She shrugs.

“Attention? People like to know that their work is appreciated, even if their work is just
standing in a very boring hallway for ten hours a day.” She sits up and kisses at his chin.
“Even if all I did as an adventurer was tote a pumpkin for some random person, they still
thanked me.”

He lets out a soft grunt and kisses her forehead before returning to his chair. “Some would
say having such a well-paying boring position is thanks in itself.”

“Perhaps.” She smiles and watches as Varis rummages around in one of the desk drawers.
“Did you know one of the guards is to be a father in a few months? His wife is carrying a
little one.”

Varis pauses in his search to glance at her. “I did not. Why do you?”

“From talking to him. Landras, I think his name is. The guard, I mean.” The Warrior shakes
her head. “You aren’t going to get him reprimanded by his commander, are you?”

The Emperor sighs and continues pushing scrolls of paper around. “No, no.”

“Good. Thank you. I don’t mean to get anyone in trouble, Varis. Just, some of them do seem
very enthused to speak with me.”

“It is your magnetic charm.” His lips pull into a thin smile as he selects one of the scrolls and
closes the drawer. The Warrior chuckles and leaves the couch, standing next to the Emperor
as he releases the bindings on the scroll and spreads it out on the surface of his desk. It is a
map, one that she can tell at a passing glance must be of Garlemald, as she does not recognize
any Eorzean borders in its jumble of lines.

“What’s today’s work, then?” She leans against the back of his chair. Varis traces a forefinger
over the map.

“I’ve some reports I mean to follow up on, related to troop movements outside of Ilsabard
proper. Having the map helps me more easily visualize their progress.”



“I see.” She considers the map. The borders of the continent of Ilsabard are outlined in black,
while the various territories claimed by the Empire are a jumble of red and blue lines.

“In simplest terms, those outlined in blue are the provinces that are behaving themselves,
those in red are not, as of the last update to this rendering.”

There are more red than blue lines on the map, with most of the blue lines closer to
Garlemald proper. She leans in, squinting at the tiny lettering that follows the lines. “This
mess is mostly your predecessor’s work, isn’t it?”

The Emperor hesitates. “Well, yes. How could you tell?”

“These are all dates of acquisition, right? ‘Pr. 1552’, ‘Pr. 1557’. They’re all prior to the
Seventh Umbral Calamity.”

He smiles at her. “Aren’t you clever, my little Warrior?” Varis makes a thoughtful noise.
“Though, I suppose this map is out of date already.” He taps at Doma and its red outline on
the paper.

The Warrior considers all the territories outlined in red. “What causes so much unrest?”

“Mm.” His pale eyes study the map. “Some groups of people are simply more inclined to
fight than others. Some dislike the financial responsibilities that come with being part of a
growing empire.”

She thinks of the many times in the past few years that she has had run-ins with the Empire,
or with people who were fleeing the Empire. Something uneasy stirs in her breast at his
words. “Do you really believe that?”

Varis makes a vague noise in his throat and does not look up from the paper.

The Warrior reaches and grabs a handful of his silvery hair and gives it a light tug. “Varis. Do
you really believe what you said, or are you just repeating your grandsire’s doctrines?”

He grimaces but says nothing.

“I know what the Empire looks like from the outside, Varis,” the Warrior says. She moves
around and tilts downward until the Emperor has no choice but to look at her. There is a
flatness to his gaze that she isn’t used to seeing there. Uneasy, she presses on. “And, it isn’t
good. The only people who celebrate the arrival of Imperial forces are people who are
looking to make some gil off the suffering of others.”

He stares at her, eyes hard. Finally he looks down at the map and murmurs: “Is it truly as bad
as you say?”

“It is, yes. Why do you think so many of your holdings are toying with the idea of rebellion,
if not speaking of it openly?” She slowly shakes her head. “The Imperials show up and treat
the locals like nothing but lowly savages. That’s what they called us. Savages--crude and
uncivilized in comparison to the glorious might of Garlemald. Then you--they--they abuse
the conquered and scrape up the land and resources until nothing of value is left.”



The Emperor’s eyes dart to her face at her slip up. “You still view Garlemald as your enemy.”

She sighs and rubs a hand down the side of her face. “Of course I do, Varis. The Empire has
always been the enemy, all of my life. I was a child when Gaius van Baelsar led the first
efforts to conquer Eorzea. It’s all I’ve known. Just because I love you doesn’t mean I can turn
a blind eye to the sins of your people.”

Varis stares at the map again for a long moment. Then he blinks and looks up at her. “Do you
mean that?”

“What?”

“Repeat the last thing you said to me,” he commands. The Warrior sighs softly.

“Just because I…” She trails off, covering her mouth with her palm. She feels heat on her
cheeks. “I--I mean--I care for you…” She looks away, flustered, and tries to focus her
thoughts. “I got carried away with my words. I know the Garleans are people, just the same
as anyone else. But, to the people of the lands they conquer, they are naught but monsters.”

Varis leans back heavily in his chair and sighs. “I see.” He crosses his arms and jerks his chin
at the table. “Well, then, tell me what you would do to make the subjugated peoples hate the
Empire less. Without simply returning their sovereignty.” 

She licks her lips, and thinks of the complaints she has heard over the years. “For starters,
stop taxing and tithing them into the dirt. These are hard working people who struggle for
everything they have, so naturally they are going to resent being forced at threat of pain and
torture and death to give up a chunk of what they have made for themselves and their
families.”

“Every ruler taxes their subjects. We are no different.” He scowls. “From where have you
heard these grievances?”

“There are a fair amount of people who have fled from Imperially claimed lands. Many of
them end up in Eorzea. The accents give a lot of them away amongst the increase of refugees
caused by the Calamity.” She leans in toward him. “The Calamity that your people caused,
Varis.”

A frown freezes itself onto the Emperor’s face. “We Garleans are conquerors. That is what
my grandsire decreed, and that is what he forged us into being.”

“And, who is the emperor now, Varis?”

He clenches his jaw. “I am. A fact that you seem too ready to ignore and forget.”

It takes effort for her not to huff at him in irritation. “Would you have me kneel or prostrate
myself before you? Bite my tongue and not tell you the truth that you need to hear before it
gets you killed?” Without thinking, she drops to her knees in front of him.

Varis cries out her name, and the hardness falls from his features. “No, please. Do not kneel.
Anything but that.”



She looks up at him, and is surprised to see the sheen of tears in his pale eyes. “How else am
I to make you listen?”

He shakes his head, big hands moving to hook in her armpits and tug lightly. “I do not know.
Hit me. Curse me. Just do not kneel. I cannot take such supplication from you.”

“Varis…” She lets him pull her up from the floor, flexing her legs to push up until she is
perched on his knees. “I’m not mad at you. I just…” The Warrior looks at the map with its
red lines. She thinks of all the people on whose behalf she has fought the Empire. She thinks
of all the people she wants to protect. “It is a difficult thing for me to put into words, but…
There are many people I desire to protect. I have stood for all of Eorzea, and would continue
to do so from here in Garlemald. But, it isn’t that simple for me anymore.” She swallows.
“There are so many people in the world who would gladly see you dead. I do not wish that to
happen, so if I can do something to lessen that hatred towards the Empire, towards you…”

“You care that much?”

She looks at him again. Varis’ eyes are still wet. “I do, yes.” The Warrior reaches to touch his
left cheek, and brushes her thumb along the bottom point of the scar etched there. “I know
your grandsire has dug a very deep and dark hole for you and Garlemald, but you don’t have
to bury yourself in that same hole, Varis.”

The Emperor turns his head to look at the map. He heaves a sigh, weary but thoughtful.
“Reinforce what we already have, then. Make them better appreciate being part of the
Empire.” He snorts softly. “As though that were an easy task.”

“It will take time to mend the damage that has been done, but I do not think it entirely
impossible.”

“Perhaps.” He takes a gentle hold of the hand touching his cheek. “I will put it into
consideration.”

She smiles at him. “Thank you, Varis.” The Warrior curls her fingers into his grasp. “I just
want you to listen to me, to my thoughts on these matters. You only know of the outside
world from rumors and spies. I could give you my own insights into things, even if I’m not
versed in Garlean tactics or anything like that.”

Varis arches a brow. “You wish to act in an advisory role?”

She nods. “Yes.”

With his free hand, the Emperor pushes his reading glasses up along his nose. “Very well. I
accept you as my new advisor, Warrior. Just remember that I may not always act upon your
advice. But, I will always listen to you.”

The Warrior smiles. “Thank you, Varis. I mean, Your Radiance.”

His lips pulls into a smile. “Mm.” He hums in a low tone for a moment, thumb tracing a line
down the center of her palm. “You know, in the old days of Garlemald, if a man asked for a



woman’s hand in marriage, she had the right to demand his head if she did not want to wed
him. I suppose it was meant to ward off pushy suitors.”

She blinks. “What, really?”

“Really. That’s why, in Garlemald at least, a man kneels before the woman he is asking to
marry him. He is offering her his neck, symbolically at least.”

She is admittedly a bit mystified by his sudden change in topic. “Is that… why you didn’t
want me to kneel?”

Varis shakes his head. “No. You are far too great a woman to kneel before anyone, Warrior.
Never forget that.”

“Do you really think so?”

His lips feather against her forehead. “Of course I do.”

The Warrior turns her face away from the map and its unpleasant connotations. “What if I
was kneeling in front of you in order to pleasure you?”

“Ah--” Varis exhales sharply before slowly inhaling. “Well, that would not be kneeling. It
would be putting yourself at a more advantageous height.”

She curls herself against his chest and rests her head on his shoulder. “I’ll have to keep that in
mind.”

 

It is in the evening some two weeks after her return to Garlemald that the Warrior is woken
from a nap on the sitting room settee by the Emperor. His left hand is gripping her right
shoulder and shaking her lightly. Varis quietly calls her name, brows drawn together.

“Varis?” Her throat is thick, and with her sleep-muddled thoughts she cannot remember
settling down in the sitting room for a nap.

He murmurs her name again, the lines on his forehead smoothing slightly. “Are you alright?
You cried out. And, well--” The warm leather covering his thumb brushes over her cheek.
“You were crying.” She lifts her hand and follows the path with her own fingers, feeling the
track of a tear along the side of her nose.

“I cried out?”

Varis’ head jerks at an angle, somewhere between a negative shake and a nod. “Not loudly. I
only heard you because I was looking for you.”

She looks up at him, gaze drawn to the red mark on his forehead left by his crown, and can
only think to ask: “What did I sound like?”



The Emperor looks away for a moment, brows drawing in again before parting his lips and
letting out what sounds to the Warrior like a tiny kitten squeaking in protest at someone
pulling its tail. She bursts out laughing, and his expression collapses into relief.

“I sound like a cat?” she laughs. He shakes his head.

“What? No, it was like a… a squeaky door hinge.” Varis offers a hand. She takes it, letting
him guide her into a seated position.

“Well, either or.” She rubs her forehead for a moment, thoughts still feeling foggy. “I suppose
I was having a bad dream.” She racks her brain, but cannot remember whatever it was she
was dreaming about. “I don’t know. I don’t remember now.”

“Does that happen often?” Varis asks.

“I don’t know…”

He gives her hand a squeeze and releases it. “Here, just steady yourself. I shall fetch you
some water.” The Emperor settles her back into the cushion before going over to the
cupboard where their dining supplies are stored. She watches him, still in his full armor,
delicately retrieve one of the tea cups and fill it with the contents of the pitcher that sits on
what has become their dining table. He returns to her, the pale blue porcelain nearly
disappearing in his big hand as he stoops and holds the cup out to her.

“Thank you.”

Varis nods, watching her as she brings the cup to her lips and takes a sip of water. She nods
back at him, and the Emperor flashes a small, relieved smile.

“I am going to change before dinner arrives,” he says in a near whisper. “Will you be
alright?”

The Warrior blushes and pushes lightly at the spike on his chest. “I’ll be fine, Varis. Thank
you.”

 

After dinner they take to the study. Varis turns on the radio and pours them drinks and they sit
together on the couch. The Warrior closes her eyes, head resting against her companion’s
arm, and tries not to dwell on how her head still feels heavy after her nap. What had she
dreamed about? She could not remember upon waking, and now all that remains of the
moment is Varis’ murmur of concern.

Part of her wants to worry and thinks that she should perhaps find the jagged red stone in her
pouch of job crystals and take some private time for reflection. It has been a few months
since she felt the need for that--not since the death of the Knight some months before. She
had returned to Ishgard shortly after her first ‘escape’ from the Imperials, and stepping foot in
Fortemps Manor had been enough to send her fleeing from the scene. She had broken one of
the Congregation training dummies to pieces before being found by the Lord Commander. He



had taken her to his basement and they had split four bottles of wine while mourning their
lost friend. She had woken in his bed the next morning with a curious lack of a hangover. The
Lord Commander had not wanted her to leave that day--he had protested, said that she would
hurt herself or someone else if she kept pushing herself so hard.

She had kept pushing herself. She had to, she was the Warrior of Light.

Next to her, Varis tips his head until his ear nearly bumps against his shoulder. He murmurs
her name. “Are you tired?”

“No,” she says. “Just thinking.”

“You’re tense,” he says.

“That happens when I think too hard.”

The Emperor hums softly, righting himself to take a sip of his drink. “The moon will be full
in a week.”

Oh, she thinks, perhaps that is it. Somehow, her hormones being out of sorts is a more
comforting cause for her tears than emotional exhaustion. It feels like an excuse, but still
feels more agreeable to her. She empties her glass and shifts her weight against his.

“Do you want more?”

“No. Not right now.”

Varis nods and sets their glasses on the table. He wraps his thick arms around her and pulls
her into his lap. The Emperor hugs her to him, and she snuggles against his chest, enjoying
his radiant warmth. She twists her fingers in a lock of silvery hair.

“Sometimes I feel guilty,” the Warrior mumbles against his chest. “For the loss of those that I
could not save. For those that died so that I might live.”

He is quiet, and she feels the weight of his silence as solidly as she does the heavy hand that
moves to stroke over her hair. A sigh catches in her chest, and she hiccoughs as she tries to
swallow back a cry of sadness.

Finally, after a long string of clicks from the chronometer during the time between two songs
on the radio, Varis presses his lips to the top of her head. He murmurs: “There is nothing
wrong with such feelings. Being a powerful warrior does not make you immune to the
repercussions of your battles, or immune to the loss of your comrades.”

The Warrior considers his words. “I have a difficult time imagining you succumbing to such
feelings.”

His chest rumbles with a low chuckle. “Now, now. I have been leading men to victory and
death since you were but a child. You said that much yourself, mm? The Empire has always
been your enemy.”



“I didn’t mean--” She frowns, tipping her face to rub her cheek against the soft fabric of his
tunic. “Though they be my enemies, the deaths of your comrades matter too, Varis.”

“Do they?”

“Of course. Every soul on this star matters. We cannot choose where and when we are born,
or to which nation. No more than we can choose who we love.”

“Tis true.” The Warrior can feel the pounding of his heart. “Had someone asked me a few
years ago, when I was fresh on the throne and had newly had a stack of reports about the
troublesome ‘Warrior of Light’ thrust upon my desk, whether I could imagine myself being
an intimate friend of that Warrior, I would have said it impossible.” His voice catches for a
moment. “Yet, here I am.”

She echoes: “Here I am.”

The Warrior closes her eyes, lulled into a sense of peace as the Emperor’s hand continues to
gently stroke her hair. She listens to the song on the radio--something about its chorus
reminds her of the music she sometimes heard drifting out of the cathedral in Ishgard. She
remembers walking back to Fortemps Manor after shooting practice, the sound of the
cathedral bells ringing through the peaceful quiet of the cold dusk. She remembers her ears
being cold, but feeling warm inside, especially where the sharp lines of her gunblade pressed
against her chest.

“Varis?”

“Hm?” His hand stills.

“The gunblade you gifted me…”

“Mm-hmm? What about it?”

She carefully adjusts her weight to sit up, though she is loath to leave the comforting warmth
of his torso behind. She looks up at the Emperor and takes in his expectant expression.

“Why did you have it engraved in such a hidden place?”

Varis blinks--once, twice--and his pale cheeks flush a bright pink. “Ah--you found that, did
you?”

The Warrior nods. “When I was in Ishgard.”

He clears his throat and looks away, gaze seeming to search the gleaming black surface of the
radio for an answer to her question. “Did you need me to translate it for you?”

“No, I could read it.”

“...I thought as much.” His brows draw low over his eyes, until their weight appears to push
his eyes closed. “I did not think you would find the engraving, not so soon. I had not told you
of my feelings when I gave you the gunblade, but I wanted to. So, I hid it.”



She smiles. “It was a surprise. As though I hadn’t already begun to miss you by then, and
then there were your words.” A little flustered laugh escapes her. “I didn’t know what to
think.”

Varis cracks his eyes open. He finds her hand and takes it in his own, lifting it to his lips.
“My Light.” There is something soft and nearly desperate in his whispered words, and the
Warrior cannot find it in herself to argue against his claim.

“I am meant to be the Bringer of Light to all the world. And, as far as I can see, Varis, this
room counts as part of the world.”

He murmurs against her skin: “I did not truly realize how dark and cold my world was, until
you became part of it.”

The Warrior of Light looks up at the Emperor, and thinks of the many trials she has faced
over the years. “And I did not realize that, for all those who needed me in Eorzea, the one
who needed me the most was beyond its borders.”

“I--” The color on his cheeks darkens. She leans in past their clasped hands, and presses her
lips to his.

“I must say, though, more and more I am glad that the one in want of me was you.”



Chapter 19

Chapter Notes

[please prepare your tissues, this is a bit of a cry cry chapter.]

See the end of the chapter for more notes

The tiles are cold beneath the Warrior’s bare feet as she leans on the counter and watches
Varis begin his shaving ritual. She shifts from foot to foot, wishing that the radiator would
hurry up and warm the bathing room. The marble of the counter is cold, too, but at least the
steam from the water filling the sink is some relief. Varis glances down at her while working
shaving soap into a lather and smiles.

“You could go back to bed,” he says. “Or go sit someplace warmer.”

“Am I a bother?” she asks. The Emperor chuckles and shakes his head.

“Nay, I just hate to see you be cold. You act so pitiable.” He sets the mug down. “I  will have
the tailor procure you some slippers.”

She looks at him for a moment, wondering if he might be mocking her somehow, but decides
he isn’t. She nods. “Okay.” The Warrior rests her chin on her palm. “I don’t know. Is it wrong
to just enjoy having this quiet time with you? Before the rest of the world wakes up to cause
us problems.”

Varis looks at her while holding a steaming washcloth to his face. “I suppose not, if it makes
you happy. Your presence does not bother me, Warrior. Quite the contrary.”

She grins up at him. “Were that completely true, you would let me help you shave.”

He still does not let her hold the razor, but he does acquiesce to her insistence of aid. Varis’
lips press into a careful smile as the Warrior spreads the shaving soap over his cheeks and
jaws, the last bit of foam being dragged over his chin and upper throat.

He inspects himself in the mirror. “Very thorough.”

“Only the best for the Emperor.”

The Warrior pads over to the radiator and warms her feet while Varis begins to shave. She
thinks back to her times in Ishgard, of most nights having to wear at least socks when she
went to bed, if not her boots as well. Even covered in rugs and furs, the wooden floors in
many of the buildings in the See had always felt unforgivable and solidly frozen. There had
been something wrong in that chill, something unnatural in the iciness that seeped into every
facet of Ishgardian life.



Here in Garlemald it was just… cold. The bathing room floor was only cold so early in the
morning because that was how the Emperor preferred to keep it. She had inquired one cold-
toed morning, and he had simply shrugged and said that there were heating systems in place
under the floors, but he didn’t like how hot they made his rooms. He had promised that
sometimes during the winter months he did turn the heating systems up as needed, which had
only baffled the Warrior into wondering what season it was supposed to be in Garlemald
where it was cold and snowing but somehow not winter.

“You will know when it is winter,” was all Varis had said in response to her speculation.

She warms her bottom on the surface of the radiator while letting her mind wander. It goes
again to Ishgard, to the verdant land that now lay frozen under snow and ice. For a brief
moment, before she can clamp the thought down, she thinks of the Knight, of his grave. She
pushes that aside and recalls another thought.

“I know this is a strange request...” she starts. Varis looks up at her, razor half hanging from
his fingers.

“Hm? What is it, my dear?”

“Well…” She rubs a finger along her right temple. “The thought came to me, when I was still
in Ishgard, that I never saw where Regula was buried. And so, if it weren’t too difficult for
you, I might like to see the place where his grave lies. If you could take me there, when you
had the time.”

“Ah.” There is a soft splash of water as he dunks the razor into the sink. “I suppose I could
take you there this morning.” The Warrior is not oblivious to the uneasy tone of his voice.

“You don’t have to do it today, if you don’t want to. If you’re not ready--I mean, if you have
more important things to do today.”

“No. Just the usual holding of court. Nothing of great importance on the agenda.”

She watches him clear the right side of his face. “Have you been to his grave? Recently, I
mean.”

“No.” The word is flat and final, and she knows better than to press that issue.

The Warrior clears her throat. “Well, I would be glad to have you accompany me today.”

“Good.” He pauses, eyes leaving his reflection for a moment to look at her. “I will show you
what to wear.”

 

A bell or so later, the Warrior of Light exits the palace at the Emperor’s side. Julia trails her
usual distance behind, but there is no additional retinue in slow pursuit. As instructed by
Varis, she is wearing one of the dark gray dresses that she had been given the month before,
with her black coat on top. A long crimson colored scarf is wrapped neatly around her neck
and shoulders. Varis is wearing a similar scarf, but over a pair of dark grey dress slacks and a



maroon button down he is wearing an elegant white coat befitting his station, trimmed in
brass and several flashes of the Imperial emblem. With his pale hair and skin, she thinks the
coat makes him look like a very large snow wraith.

The Warrior remains close to his side as they walk. The streets are busy today, but everyone
gives the Emperor and his companion a wide berth. Varis pays the crowds little mind, and
barely moves to acknowledge those who gesture at him in respect.

“Tell me something, Warrior,” he says after a few minutes. His voice is low, a touch subdued,
and she nearly had to strain to hear him as his voice drifts to her ear on the morning current.
“The Knight you speak of. The one you lost just previous to our first meeting. Do you still
consider yourself in mourning of his loss?”

She frowns at the question. It has been nearly half a year since the death of the Knight, and
she admittedly has tried not to think too much about him, or about what happened. “I don’t
know. It still makes me sad to think about it, about him. But I don’t, I don’t know, burst
randomly into tears over it.” She doesn’t know what the Garlean mourning customs are, so
she doesn’t drag out her statement. Looking up at him, she can see the Emperor’s jaw clench
for a moment before relaxing.

Varis doesn’t look at her. “Were you and he… intimate?”

There is a tingle of heat on her cheeks. “Oh, no. It wasn’t like that.” She isn’t certain that the
Knight’s persistence wouldn’t have one day driven it to that point. That will forever remain
an unknown, and she feels at peace with that fact. “But, Haurchefant was very dear to me. So,
his loss did hurt quite badly.”

“I see.” The Emperor’s expression settles into a somber grimace, eyelids half lowered as
though bracing against the cold air. The Warrior wonders if perhaps his question wasn’t really
about Haurchefant at all.

They traverse the distance of several blocks in mutual silence. She keeps an eye on Varis, but
the big man has retreated into his thoughts and only stares straight ahead. She wonders if
perhaps this was a bad idea, if forcing him to confront his friend’s death again might do him
some harm. It briefly makes her consider stopping and calling off the venture. But, Varis said
yes to this, and she knows him to not be the sort to agree to something he does not want to
do. At least, when the person is not his late grandsire. The Emperor’s reactions to even the
mention of the man are enough to tell her that he loathes how thoroughly cowed he was by
Solus zos Galvus.

At an intersection of two roads they come to a stop before turning and continuing on. Varis
hunches his shoulders and adjusts the collar of his coat before correcting his posture. The
Warrior breaks her focus from him to look around. The buildings they are passing are still
mostly uniform and unremarkable from one to the next, though she is quite certain that she
can smell bread baking.

Finally, the Emperor coughs quietly and speaks. 



“Regula was not buried,” Varis says. She looks up at him, but doesn’t press. “A majority of
Garleans, when possible, choose to have their bodies cremated. The flesh is burned away,
releasing the trapped aether back to the star, leaving behind naught but the inert bits to remain
as a reminder of the… impermanence of our existence in this world.” He gestures at the
ground. “Also, the permafrost makes it difficult to properly entomb the dead in the earth
itself. There are a few families that keep their own land with the intent of preparing it for
burial during the brief time in the late spring when it might be possible. And there are quite a
few who choose a mausoleum over a columbarium.”

“So then, where is Regula?”

“He rests among the greatest of the men and women of the Republic and the Empire. In the
Hall of the Honored Dead.”

She nods, dwelling upon his words. There is much to be said for the character of a people that
can be inferred from how they treat their dead. Many of the graveyards she has seen in
Eorzea are sad, rough affairs, sometimes little more than a hole in the ground. No wonder the
Garleans would think Eorzeans to be savage, if their funerary customs were part of the
assessment.

From behind them, Julia calls: “The way has been cleared, Your Radiance.” Varis nods but
does not otherwise acknowledge the statement. The Warrior looks back to the bodyguard,
then then up to her companion.

“What does that mean?”

“I had her call ahead and request that any guests in the Hall be asked to depart before our
arrival,” he says in a detached voice.

“Oh, I didn’t want to throw anyone out, you didn’t have to--”

He inclines his head slightly in her direction. “I did not do it for you, my dear.”

She blinks in realization. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize that you would want to go in alone.”

“‘Tis the privilege of the emperor,” he says. “Perhaps one I do not indulge in all that much,
but still mine all the same.”

“Of course.” The Warrior sees a pinch of pain in his expression. She wants to reach out to
him, but isn’t sure that she should. Certainly not in public. The Garleans look to their leader
like something of a god--though that was mostly his predecessor’s doing. Still, she asks:
“Varis, am I a secret indulgence of yours?”

He hums low in his throat. “An indulgence, certainly. But, no secret. I daresay much of the
city knows of your presence at my side by now.”

“And, you’re in approval of that?”

“I am.”



“Okay.” She glances around, noting the scattering of people they pass by on the street. The
ones in uniform stop and smartly salute the Emperor, while the handful of civilians simply
stop and offer a polite nod or half bow. She considers her actions, and then reaches to hook
her hand in the bend of his elbow.

A soft noise of surprise escapes the Emperor, and he looks down at her. She meets his gaze.
His mouth opens for a moment, and then closes. Varis smiles and looks down the stretch of
the street before them.

“We are nearly there. Just a few more blocks.”

 

On the outside, the Hall of the Honored Dead blends in with the rest of the street, the heavy
granite blocks of its façade drawing no attention among the other dark buildings. The only
thing that makes it stand out, to the Warrior’s attention at least, is that there are no fewer than
a dozen soldiers in parade dress standing out in front of the dark wooden entryway. A second
count confirms that there are fourteen soldiers at attention, gunblades resting on their
shoulders.

“One for each legion, yes,” Varis says. “They stand together to guard all and their own.”

“I see. They’re nicely dressed.”

“Indeed. It is considered a very high honor to be selected to perform the deathwatch. Many of
the Hall guards will be interred in the Hall themselves one day.”

She wonders: “Did you ever, um, perform that duty?”

Varis shakes his head, and his arm flexes enough to squeeze at her hand. “No. I was not
permitted that privilege.”

“Oh. Because you were a prince?”

“Prince, Legatus, High Legatus. ‘Twas not my place to stand guard for the dead of
Garlemald.”

The Warrior smiles at him. “Fear not. There is yet time for you to do good for those that still
live.”

He makes an uncertain noise and squeezes her hand again.

They approach the front steps that lead into the Hall. With precision and uniformity that
borders on farcical to the Warrior, all fourteen of the guards salute the Emperor at the same
time.

One of the guards steps forward. “Your Radiance, we are honored to have you in our
presence. There are no functions scheduled for today, so please feel free to visit at your
leisure.”



Varis stares down at the guard, his silence stretching out to the point of almost being
uncomfortable. Belatedly, he nods.

“Very good. I am humbled by the valiant duty that you and your men perform for our
people.”

The guard salutes respectfully and steps back into line. Varis half turns and holds his hand out
to the Warrior. “Come. Let us go inside.”

The Emperor orders privacy, and the heavy wooden doors are bolted behind them after
closing. The Warrior surveys the Hall of the Honored Dead. Its interior reminds her more of a
cathedral in Ishgard than a graveyard. The ceilings of the columbarium are vaulted, reaching
heavensward until they peak in an elaborate series of stained glass windows that paint the
cold morning light with hues of gold and blue. The air is still but not heavy--it is the delicate
silence of the peacefully resting dead.

The walls of the Hall are lined with niches beyond her counting, most of them sealed shut
and covered with plaques of varying complexity. Statuary fills the floor space, men and
women eternally preserved in marble and granite, some armored, others in graceful mourning
garb.

It is all beautiful and beyond what the Warrior expected from the austere exterior of the
building, and the generally faithless and reserved Garleans. 

A thought flickers across the front of her mind. “Is Emperor Solus interred here?”

Varis shakes his head. “No. He was not cremated. Truth be told, I know where his funerary
monument stands, but not where his body was laid to rest.”

“Is that not a bit strange?”

He frowns. “Perhaps. In truth, I do not need to know. I hold little desire to honor the man.”
Varis holds up a hand for a moment, then lowers it. “‘Twas among his final orders not to be
interred here.” The frown twists itself into something a touch more bitter. “I suppose if you
could find the corpse of Gaius van Baelsar, he might be able to tell you where my grandsire
wished to be buried.”

She lightly touches his elbow. “I… It’s alright, Varis. I was just curious.”

The Emperor’s unpleasant expression holds for another long moment before shifting to
something more morose in nature. He nods. “I understand.”

The sound of Varis’ boots striking the tiled floor echoes through the long chamber like
gunshots. He flinches and stops short, and when he continues walking his steps are softer.
The Warrior of Light follows him, keeping her own steps as light as possible.

“I have not been here since Regula was interred,” Varis says. His voice is low, nearly a
whisper. “I did not--I did not see--” His voice catches in his throat and he stops.

“You stayed outside?”



The Emperor bows his head and squeezes his eyes shut. “I was not permitted inside during
the interment ceremony. Only the family and the Mortismeritum were permitted in.”

“Not even as the Emperor? Or his best friend?”

He shakes his head slowly. “Even the Emperor must follow the customs.”

The Warrior reaches and takes his hand. “I’m sorry, Varis.”

She can see his larynx shift hard as he swallows. “Thank you.” He lifts his head but does not
look at her. She can see the pain lingering on his face as his eyes scan the rows and rows of
the dead. “I do not know his exact location, but he should be amongst the Sixth.”

The Warrior nods and lets him lead the way. Varis walks slowly, mindful of the weight of his
gait, but also seeming to be surveying the statues and niches that they are passing. After a
few minutes he stops and squeezes her hand.

“Ah, my father.” Varis gestures at a bronze statue to their right. It is of a young man, perhaps
in his early twenties, seated with his head bowed and draped in funerary robes. The man is
holding a scroll in his left hand, and a small scepter emblazoned with the Imperial emblem in
his right. The Warrior leans in to look at the cast face, and feels a strange sense of
recognition. Though more youthful and less weary and worn, the dead man looks uncannily
similar to Varis.

“He’s handsome,” she observes. “I can see where you get it from.” Varis grunts in what she
thinks sounds like agreement. She looks down at the nameplate attached to the statue. 

‘Sabinus yae Galvus -- Most Honored Son of the Emperor’

“I do not remember him very well,” Varis murmurs. “I was still young when he took ill and
passed.”

“And your mother?”

Varis just shakes his head. He looks away from the statue and gives her hand a gentle tug as
he starts to move away. The Warrior thinks of all the loss the Emperor has suffered. She drags
her heels and tugs back, shaking her head. He stops and looks down at her, brows lifted.

“Varis, I--” Her thoughts tumble discordantly for a moment, and she shakes her head again.
“I’m not going to die on you, too. I promise.”

He says nothing. His fingers slip from her grip, and the Emperor stoops to wrap his arms
around her. He buries his face in the collar of her coat.

“I mean it,” she whispers. “I’m the Warrior of Light. I don’t get to die so easily.”

“Do not say such things,” he whispers in return. “That is not something you can promise me,
my love.”



She knows he is right. The silent witnesses to their embrace are proof enough of that. “I
would if I could.”

“Thank you.” He kisses her cheek as he rights himself. “I would make you the same promise,
were it possible.”

The Warrior blushes and smiles despite the gravity of their location. “Good.”

Varis murmurs as they continue on. “I was at the palace in Ala Mhigo dealing with Zenos
when word came through of Regula’s death. It was almost immediate--someone on the
Gration patched me through on their line, likely while you were still fighting the eikon.” He
shakes his head. “I could not believe it--it seemed impossible. Regula, dead? I had just seen
him a week before. And then they reported again, that the Warrior of Light was there, saying
the same thing. Saying that the eikon had killed the legatus.”

“And then you had them ask me to surrender myself to their custody,” she said dryly. 

“I did not want to raise any suspicions. I just wanted--I needed you. I needed to hear the truth
from you.”

“Why me? We were strangers, Varis.”

His brows draw low over his eyes, and she wonders at his thoughts. He says: “I knew you
would not lie to me. Yes, we were enemies, but I just… I knew.”

She nods in acceptance of his answer. Her mind drifts back to that time, nearly two moons
ago now, when she had spent that night sleeping on the Emperor’s lap. She thought of how he
had all but collapsed against her upon her arrival, how he had clung to her for support as
though she were a close member of his family, or a dear old friend. He had made no attempt
to hide his suffering from her. And, stranger though he was to her, her instincts had told her
that this was okay, that this was how it was to be. Because she was the Warrior of Light, and
it was her duty to be kind, even to him.

Now, watching as his expression remains strained and sorrowful, a different feeling settles
over her. She does not want the Emperor to suffer any more than he already has in his life.
Already so much, too much--it has already been more than any one man should live through
and be expected to maintain any dignity or sanity. The Warrior wants to protect him. She
would hold him to her breast and let him cry forever if she could, if it would stop him from
hurting one more time.

When the Emperor stops again they are standing in front of a collection of niches all marked
for fallen members of the Sixth Legion. Some of the dates are from centuries before the
founding of the Empire, from the days when it was still a republic. She focuses on her
companion. His gaze is shifting intently from one nameplate to the next. She knows he has
found what he is searching for when she hears his breath catch in his throat. The Warrior
moves closer to him to study the placard. It is made of cermet, resting just below his eye
level, and the inscription is a stark black against the blue sheen of the dark metal.

‘Regula van Hydrus -- Legatus of the VIth’



Varis’ gloved fingers reach out and trace a line over the words. The Warrior looks up at him,
and is concerned by the wounded expression etched into his features. He looks to be in
physical pain, teeth gritting against some unseen assailant, eyes nearly pinched shut. She
moves her hand to touch his back, but his shoulders jerk and she stops. Varis slumps forward
until his forehead nearly touches the smooth surface of the placard. He is briefly motionless,
and then he coughs so roughly the Warrior fears he might be choking. Varis’ hands fly to
cover his mouth, and then he sinks until his knees are touching the cold tiled floor. His
coughs are replaced by ragged sobs, so loud that she cannot help but glance back to the entry
doors, worrying that Julia might think to come to the Emperor’s aid.

She lets Varis weep for a long minute, watching his shoulders quake. His hair has fallen over
his shoulders and hides his face, but she can hear the soft strike of his tears on the floor.
When the initial crash of his sorrow has passed, the Warrior crouches at his side and rests her
hand on his back. His muscles tense, and his breath cuts off in the middle of another sob.

“Let it out,” she whispers. The Warrior sits on the floor and hugs his closer arm against her
chest. Varis half slumps in her direction, but turns his face away. He is still weeping, but the
cries are more restrained. She rests her head on his shoulder. The Warrior does not know
what to say. She has barely been able to deal with her own losses, how can she possibly help
Varis with his?

She strokes a hand slowly down his back. He shudders, and the subdued noises break into
fresh sobs. His weight shifts and settles against her, and his face turns to press into the
shoulder of her coat. His frame seems heavier somehow, burdened with the added weight of
his sorrow. The Warrior, well versed in that load, lends her own mass to his, holding him up
and letting him grieve.

She thinks, and cannot recall him crying since the day of the Legatus’ funeral. If he has, it has
been not merely in private, but hidden away entirely. Her eyes sting, and she feels the burn of
a tear escaping from the corner of her right eye.

“There is no shame in mourning the ones we love,” she whispers. “None at all.” The Warrior
kisses at what of his hair she can reach without moving him. “Please, Varis. If you need to
cry, come to me. I will keep you company. No one should… should have to bear their pain
alone.”

His only acknowledgement is a snorted sniffle among his tears.

 

It takes a long time for the Emperor’s tears to run dry. The Warrior is half surprised that Julia
does not peek in to make sure that he is okay, but the woman is dutiful, and Varis had asked
for privacy. The Warrior herself is the only one who had dared intrude, though she is not
entirely sure that such a term applies to her presence.

Varis grows still, his breathing a bit labored. For a few minutes he is quiet, and then he
gingerly begins to sit up. She watches him, takes in his tear reddened eyes and face. There is
something soft and childlike to the sorrow in his expression. He looks at her, brows drawn
together and jaw half clenched.



“Head hurt?” she asks. He nods. “Here, let me help.” The Warrior focuses her aether into her
palms, coalescing the energy into as good a blizzard spell as she can manage without the
proper gear. She presses her cold hands to his cheeks and eyes. A soft noise of relief escapes
from the man.

“Thank you,” he whispers, voice thick. Varis sniffs when she pulls her hands away. “That is a
useful trick.”

She smiles and brushes a few stray pale locks of hair back from his face. “Anything for you.”

“Ah.” He kisses her cheek. “I am sorry…” He stops and shakes his head. “Thank you. You
are ever a balm to my heart.” The Emperor spreads his hand over the base of his throat. “I
had not realized how encumbered I have become by my grief. I suppose the melancholy of
this place got the better of me.”

“I meant what I said, Varis,” she says. “Regula is still your best friend, and it is natural to
need to shed tears at his death. He has not been gone so long as to be forgotten, and… and…”
Her words fail her, and she shakes her head.

“I understand. And you are correct. Regula was a near constant fixture in my life for so many
years. He deserves to be missed. And remembered.”

“That’s right.”

He tilts his head back and stares up at the nameplate. There are tears welling in his eyes
again, but a smile tugs at the corners of his lips. “She gave me the stone, Regula.” He
swallows. “You were right. She truly is brilliant. I just wish you were here to see… to see...”
A tear escapes and streaks over an already damp track. “I am sorry, [my dear brother ], but
even with you gone, I have never been so happy.”

The Warrior looks up as well. “Yes, thank you. For being such a good man.”

In her arms, the Emperor lets out a soft gasp of emotion that is quickly smothered by another
mournful sigh.

She feels a stab of heat behind her eyes, one that has not visited in some months. The Warrior
of Light squeezes her eyes shut as her mind fills with the crackle of static, and her ears ring.

Her Echo activates.

 

When the static clears from her mind, the Warrior is quick to look around. She can tell where
she is almost immediately--there is something innately familiar to the drab, utilitarian room
she is in, as well as the faint vibration she can feel through her feet. She is in a private room
on a Garlean warship .

“I mislike leaving you at a time like this.” She hears Varis’ voice, and turns to look for its
source.



The Emperor is seated on a chair that can barely contain him, wearing his usual black
carbonweave pants but no shirt. He is sitting with his back straight and palms resting on his
thighs. A quick glance makes the Warrior think she is seeing something fairly recent--the
pattern of his scars is no different from how she knows it to be in the present day. His eyes
are closed, and his brows are drawn together.

Behind the chair stands another man, taller than she but shorter than the Emperor, with dark
hair, pale blue eyes, and a delicate third eye on his forehead. His angular face is handsome,
but not belonging to anyone she recognizes. He is also clad in black carbonweave--pants and
undershirt. The man hums faintly, a tune that the Warrior’s mind nearly catches as something
she has heard before, but cannot quite remember when. The man’s fingers are busily working
a braid into the Emperor’s hair. His work is somewhat inelegant compared to the braids the
Emperor creates.

“I can handle this mission on my own,” the man says, and she recognizes the voice, though
she has never heard it unaffected by a helmet before.

Regula van Hydrus. 

“I know you can. I still do not like it.” Varis’ lips purse into something between a scowl and a
pout. The legatus finishes one braid, taps Varis’ shoulder, and places the end of the braid into
the Emperor’s freshly outstretched hand. He starts on the other side. “Dealing with the
Warrior of Light is dangerous business, or have you already forgotten what befell Gaius and
his men?”

“Ah, that’s what this is about. And here I thought you were cross with me.”

The corner of Varis’ mouth quirks upwards. “Not unless you have done something
scandalous and not informed me of it.”

“Of course not, my lord.” Regula’s reply is quick and trilled in a bit of a sing-song. Both men
chuckle. “So, you’re still thinking about that young woman, then, Varis? Isn’t she a bit out of
your league?”

“What?”

“The Warrior of Light. That’s why you want to accompany me on this dreadful trip back into
Azys Lla--the Warrior of Light will be there with the Scions of the Seventh Dawn, like as not.
You want to see her again.”

The Emperor’s face remains an impassive mask, but she hears him whisper her name.
Louder, he says: “Do not be presumptuous. I am merely curious about the nature of the
containment for these eikons.”

The legatus chuckles and takes the first braid back. “Oh, I am certain that is all that is on your
mind.”

A look of soft petulance settles on Varis’ features. The Warrior recognizes the look, but still
does not quite understand its origins.



Varis says: “Even were that on my mind, more like than not, the Warrior of Light has done
everything she can to forget about our first encounter, given that it was most likely an…
unpleasant experience for her.”

Regula’s lips pull into a smirk. “That was not the picture you painted for me when it
happened.”

Varis shoots an irritated look over his shoulder. “I knew I shouldn’t have told you.”

“Oh, do not be like that. ‘Tis charming, the grizzled old man having warm thoughts in his
world weary heart.” He pats down the Emperor’s hair, his touch gentle despite the brutal
tease in his voice. “You need more friends, Varis.”

The Emperor scoffs. “I am in no place for more friends. I have no want of more friends. You
are more than sufficient.” He frowns. “Besides, the mortal enemy of our great nation is not
the best choice for a friend.”

“I am certain you could think of something. She could be useful as an ally, if nothing else.”

Varis sighs. “Perhaps so.” He rises to his feet with the grace that the Warrior has come to
expect from the tall man. “Tell me: do you still have the [trust stone]?”

“I do, yes.”

“Good.” Varis crosses his arms. “Should you cross paths with the Warrior of Light, I want
you to assess her character. Should you think her worthy of it, give her the stone.”

Regula’s tone is careful: “And if I do not?”

Varis grunts. “Let her live. I do not wish any harm to come to the Warrior of Light, beyond
that which she willingly throws herself into.”

The legatus smiles. “As you command, my lord.”

“And you can… make mention of how she fares, in your evening report.” He clears his
throat. “Should you cross paths with her.”

“Of course.” Regula’s fingers idly trace the line of a scar on the Emperor’s shoulder. “Well. I
wish you a safe trip home.”

Varis nods. “And I wish for your success in your venture. Hopefully the Scions will not
meddle too greatly in your plans.”

He chuckles. “If the Warrior of Light is with them, there will certainly be some meddling.
Isn’t that what you said, mm? She shows up at inopportune times?”

A faint, wistful sigh escapes the Emperor. “Indeed.” 

The legatus lifts a hand to Varis’ chin and gives it a squeeze. “Chin up, [brother]. I’ll put in a
good word for you.”



“Ah. You do not have to do that.” The Emperor leans in and presses his forehead to Regula’s.
The Warrior can hear the faint tap of one smooth third eye touching the other. Varis sighs
again. “But, thank you.”

Regula salutes the other man and departs from the small room. The Warrior waits, and is
surprised that the Echo does not end with his departure. She turns back to watch Varis.

The big man’s shoulders slump once he is alone in his chamber. He stares at the closed door
for a long while, fingers moving to trace the circumference of his third eye. Eventually he
goes over to the bed with its rumpled covers and retrieves the black undershirt that has nearly
fallen onto the floor. The Emperor pulls it over his shoulders and carefully works the zipper
from waist to throat.

He closes his eyes. “Warrior of Light.” Varis sighs and nearly whispers her name. “Please, do
not be too harsh with Regula. He means well.”

 

When the Echo fades, the Warrior feels first the hammering of a heart beneath her palm, and
then hears her name being murmured by the Emperor. She slowly opens her eyes. Her vision
is partially obscured by a wave of platinum hair, but she quickly realizes that Varis is holding
her against his chest. He murmurs her name again.

“It’s okay,” she whispers, squeezing her eyes shut for a moment as she waits for the usual
aching head that follows an Echo to pass. “I’m okay, Varis.”

“You collapsed,” he says, voice thin with worry. “Are you ill? Do I need to call for a
medicus?”

She looks up at him. His eyes are still red with his weeping for Regula, but he is not crying
now. She wonders if perhaps he has run out of tears for one day.

“No, I’m fine, I just… I had a vision with my Echo.” The Warrior tries to remember the last
time her Echo has activated like this, but cannot. It has been a few months. Perhaps she has
blocked out the memory.

“That just happens? And you cannot control it?” His hand strokes down the curve of her
cheek.

“It does not happen that often. Just… sometimes strong emotions in someone can trigger my
Echo. Especially if those emotions are attached to a specific memory.”

Varis’ brows lift briefly. “You can see the memory of a Garlean? Even though we cannot use
our own aether?”

“It’s all the same to the Echo,” the Warrior says. “Just because you cannot tap into it does not
mean that the aether is not there.”

“I see.” Varis hesitates as he mulls over her words. “Then, you saw one of my memories?”



“I did. It was… I think it might have been the last time you saw Regula, a few months ago.
You told him to give me your trust stone.”

A thoughtful hum escapes from the Emperor. “Ah. Yes, that was admittedly on my mind.”

The Warrior considers what she has seen. She decides not to press greatly on the subject of
his fallen friend. “I hadn’t realized that you had been thinking about me.”

“Mm?” Varis looks at her, but his expression flinches bashfully and he looks away. “How do
you mean?”

“In the time between our first and second encounters. That was several months and I--well, I
didn’t really think about you. Maybe once or twice, or if you came up in conversation among
my associates. But not…”

The Emperor lets out a soft huff and laces his fingers with hers. “You were busy slaying gods
and dragons and whatnot. I would not expect you to waste any time thinking about the man
who had his way with you while you were being held captive. Especially since I know that
you were keeping your needs satisfied in Ishgard.”

She watches his shoulders sag and head droop further. “You feel bad about our… our first
private encounter?”

Varis does not look at her. “I took advantage of our respective positions. It was not proper
behavior, for a man of my standing or anyone lesser.”

The Warrior thinks back to that first time, and feels her neck grow warm. “I permitted you to
have your way with me, Varis, or did you forget that part? I may have been practically in my
smallclothes and unarmed, but you should know me well enough by now to realize that had I
not consented I would have tried to claw your eyes out.”

“It was consent under duress.”

“Perhaps, perhaps not. I still enjoyed it. And I did not come to regret it later.”

He looks up at her, and then back to their hands. “All the same.” Varis sighs. “To answer your
question, yes, I did keep thinking about you afterwards. It is as I said before: I fell for you,
like the lonely fool that I was. You lit a little fire in the cold hollows of my breast, and it was
all I could do to warm myself over its flame.”

“What about Regula?” 

Varis makes a faint noise in his throat and shakes his head. “‘Twas not the same feelings. Not
by then, at least.” He glances at her again.

“What would have happened, if Regula had lived? With your… flame.”

“I do not know,” the Emperor says. For a moment he looks pensive, and then frowns.
“Perhaps nothing. Perhaps we would have seen each other on the opposite sides of some war



table. I am not sure that I could have withstood that--to sit and see the hatred in your eyes, to
be faced with you as naught but mine enemy.”

The Warrior imagines such a scenario, and it makes her chest seize with sadness. “Perhaps
you would have reached out to me before it came to such an end.”

“Perhaps.”

“Otherwise, I likely would have lived on, thinking you loathsome like everyone else in
Eorzea, based alone on your… war record.” She looks down. “Even though I am a warrior
and I know that the record is never the whole story.”

He grimaces, but nods. “And that would have been a fair assessment.”

She reaches and takes one of his hands between her own. “I regret that it was Regula’s death
that brought us together again. Would that he yet lived, I would thank him for being such a
good friend to you.” She draws his hand in close, holding it over her heart. “But, even for the
route it required, I am glad that we did have another chance to meet, so that I might love you
like you do me.”

Varis stares at their hands, his pale eyes widening after some slow consideration of her
words. Finally, he finds his voice: “As am I.”

She leans toward him and whispers: “Is it legal to kiss in this place?”

The Emperor’s cheeks darken. “Yes, but perhaps not the most considerate of things to do.”

She muffles a laugh against his knuckles. “Fair enough. I will save that for later.”

His eyes are still red from crying, but he smiles. “Good. I will claim your kisses later.”

The Warrior nods. She tilts her head back, scanning the columns and rows of niches until her
eyes find that with the placard bearing the name of Regula van Hydrus. She thinks of the man
she encountered too briefly in Azys Lla and her Echo. He seemed something of a sweet,
noble man, a rare commodity in Garlemald. But not, she thinks, remembering the man’s own
words, of a completely unique sort. He could think of another, then, and she can think of
them now. The Warrior lowers her gaze to Varis’ face. He is intently watching her, hand
heavy and still between her own.

She says: “Regula was your most trusted adviser, yes? What would be his advice for you
right now?”

The Emperor’s voice rattles pensively in his throat. “He would say…” He huffs a soft laugh.
“He would ask me why I have not yet offered you my neck.”

She blushes, fingers tightening around his hand, hoping he doesn’t notice the sudden jump in
her pulse. “He was the spontaneous sort, then?”

“Far from it,” he rumbles. “But, he would still ask. Regula could be a tease when he wanted
to be.”



“Ah, I see.” She swallows.

Varis stares at her, his soft expression settling into something solemn. “I will ask you one day,
my Light. But not today. I know you are not yet ready for that question.”

The Warrior lifts his hand and brings it to her lips. She tastes the salt of dried tears on the
leather of his glove.

“And, one day, my Emperor, when I am ready… I will say ‘yes’.”

Chapter End Notes

((Note: At the time of writing this chapter, October 2020, there was not yet an official
name for Varis' father. As of Sept. 2022, this is no longer the case. I have decided to
leave the name Sabinus as-is throughout the story.))



Chapter 20

Chapter Notes

Chapter 20! Thank you so much for reading, and for the lovely comments as well. They
really do make me happy. ♥

Here's to the next ten fluffs.

In the dull hours of the early morning she awakes to the sound of a sneeze. Another follows,
and then the bed shifts and shakes as Varis worms his way out from under the covers and
heads to the bathing room. In her sleepy state, the Warrior immediately scoots to the warm
spot under the covers. Another sharp sneeze rouses her from a fresh doze, and she squints as
she peeks out from under the heavy blanket. The light in the bathing room has been turned
on.

She calls: “Varis?”

A muffled noise of acknowledgement comes from the bathroom, but no actual words from
the Emperor. Curious and sleepily concerned, she abandons the warmth of the bed and pads
over to the bathing room door. Inside, Varis is leaning against the counter, arms crossed over
his bare chest and what looks like a small metal tube poking from between his lips.

"What are you doing?" she wonders. His reply is to hold up a finger. So the Warrior waits, all
the while rubbing her arms against the chill of the room.

Varis squints at the tip of the metal tube before retrieving it. He clears his throat, which
makes a unpleasantly thick sound. He peers again at the tube.

"I was assessing my temperature," he says. "Gauging if I had an elevated temperature. It's
called a thermometrum." He gives her a vaguely doubtful look as he pulls a handkerchief
from a drawer stuffed full of the little cloths. 

"Oh. We don't have those in Eorzea."

Varis blows his nose. "Then, how do you know if someone has a fever?"

She steps closer and touches the back of her fingers to his forehead. "You are a bit warm."

"That is not very scientific." His lips tuck into their usual pout before he turns himself away
and sneezes yet again. 

The Warrior smiles. "We manage somehow." She takes in his dismal countenance. “When
was the last time you took ill?”



Varis shakes his head. “It has been some time. The severe cold seems to keep--” he sniffles
and makes an uneasy noise, bringing the handkerchief to his nose. “--such illnesses at bay. I
must have been exposed to something carried by one of the representatives from Dalmasca
who visited earlier this week.”

"You poor thing."

"Don't you get sick?" He tosses the hankie in a bin and washes his hands with a grimace.

"Truth be told, I can't say I've had much in the way of any illnesses since… Well, since I
received the blessing of the Light. I mean, it could just be some odd coincidence…"

"Perhaps so." He sighs. "I will have to follow protocols and page the guard to contact my
personal medicus. He will be able to make certain that it is not gravely serious."

"It might be for the best." She considers their appearances. "Though, in the interest of
decency, we might want to at least put on our dressing gowns."

The Emperor appears to consider the state of mutual nudity they had both reached before
snuggling under the covers the night before. His lips pull into a smirk as he opens the drawer
to retrieve another hankie. 

"Yes, my deal Warrior, I think you may be onto something with that idea."

 

The medicus is summoned, but the man takes his time in arriving. The Warrior has time to
dress herself, assist the weary Emperor in putting on his sleepclothes, tidy up a bit, and greet
his bodyguards when they arrive, all before there is another knock on the door to the royal
suite. She kisses Varis’ forehead and goes to answer the door.

“The chief medicus is here,” Annia reports. She gestures to a somewhat chubby midlander
Hyur with fair hair and spectacles perched on his nose. The man is holding a small case, and
looks vaguely irritated to have been called to his duties. “Medicus Shaw?”

“Yes, yes.”

The Warrior holds the door open to admit the medicus. “He’s in his chambers.”

The doctor looks at her. He is plainly accessing something about her appearance, but she can
only guess what. She waves down the hall, and with a nod the medicus clears his throat and
heads to where the Emperor is waiting.

The medicus speaks loudly as he approaches the bedroom door. “Honestly, Your Radiance,
you should know better than to call on me before mid-day if you aren’t, at the least, half
dead.” The Warrior frowns at the back of the man’s head as she follows him into the room.

“You know I don’t give a piss about your hangovers, Micah.” The Emperor glances past the
doctor’s shoulder and smiles. “Do not glower at him so, Warrior. He is mostly harmless.”



“Mostly!” The medicus tuts softly and sets his bag at the foot of the bed. “A cold, then,
Varis?”

“I believe so.” He leans his elbows on his thighs, lowering his height so that the doctor does
not have to strain himself holding a small light to his eye. “Started overnight.”

“Mm, yes. I’ve heard a complaint or two from the guards who manned the conference with
the Dalmascans the other day. That mouthy consul was blowing his nose the whole time.”

“I thought as much.” Varis grimaces as the medicus peers into his ear, pulling on his earlobe,
fingernail nearly snagging on the edge of the small emerald stud that graces the Emperor's
ear. “Micah, you’ve met my companion, then? The Warrior of Light.” He murmurs her name
and smiles. “Warrior, this is my personal medicus, Micah kir Shaw.”

“Pleased to meet you,” she says dryly, crossing her arms over her chest. The doctor flashes
her an uneasy smile.

“Yes, we met on the way in. I had heard of the new Lady of the palace. She is certainly as
lovely and intimidating as the rumor mills have suggested.”

She frowns. “What does that mean?”

“Ah--well--” The medicus just shakes his head and turns his attention back to the Emperor.
The Warrior huffs and continues glowering at the man. There is little else she can do at the
moment to contribute, and glaring makes her feel a bit better.

Varis looks at her as the doctor continues to prod. “I am sure he means it as a compliment,
love.”

The medicus has his fingers on the Emperor’s pulse, and he is half-squinting in
concentration. “Does she have a knife? Should I be concerned about my safety, Your
Radiance?” His hands move to probe at the lymph nodes on his neck, and Varis tips his head
to accommodate.

“She just feels protective, I think.” He winks at her, and she huffs softly.

“You don’t have to tease me.”

“I think it’s cute.” Varis grunts and lifts his left arm for further prodding.

Eventually, the medicus finishes his business. “You’ll live.” The Hyur makes a show of
patting the Emperor on the head like a sickly child. “You’re due for another physical, though.
I would appreciate it if you would stop trying to worm your way out of it. You can’t just edict
your way into good health.”

“It has worked thus far.”

The medicus sighs and shakes his head. “I’ll have the alchemist send a few things for you:
painkillers, saline drops, and so on.” He looks at the Warrior. “Will you be helping take care
of him?”



“She does not have--”

“I don’t mind,” she says, and casts a warm smile at Varis. He snorts softly, and then muffles a
cough.

“Very good. Let’s see. Make sure he drinks plenty of water. No coffee--” He glances at the
Emperor as he makes an irritated noise. “For the first few days, at least. Just have his girls--
er, his bodyguards--call for the kitchen when he can use some hot broth and the like.”

“I’m not a child,” the Emperor grumbles.

“You called me when the sun was barely to the rooftops,” the medicus retorts. “He’s fine to
read reports, but nothing too strenuous. His Radiance should be fine in a few days.”

She does not like his nearly dismissive tone. “And if he isn’t?”

“Then you keep waiting. These sort of little things just have to work their way out of a
person’s system. Even for a person as brawny and robust as His Radiance.” The man shakes
his head again and waves a hand. “If he takes a mysterious turn for the worse, then contact
me. I am ever at the Emperor’s beck and call.”

“Thank you, Micah.”

“Just doing my duty.” The doctor smiles. In Garlean, he adds: “[You’ll invite me to the
wedding, won’t you ?]”

Varis sputters in response and begins to cough.

 

When the medicus has escaped with his life intact and and limbs attached, the Warrior of
Light returns to the bedroom.

“He does not know about your Echo translating Garlean,” Varis says, picking at his
handkerchief with a sheepish cast to his features. She exhales a soft sigh.

“I appreciate their enthusiasm, I suppose.” She extracts herself from her dressing gown and
tosses it to the other side of the bed. “Breakfast should arrive in half a bell or so.”

“Oh. Good.” 

The Warrior looks at Varis, taking in his playfully meek behavior and considering the
interaction she had witnessed between he and his doctor. 

“Is everyone in the palace who works for you a former comrade at arms of yours?”

He dabs at his nose. “Where I can manage it. How could you tell?”

“That man spoke with almost a complete lack of respect for your rank,” she says. “Worse
than me.”



“Ah. I suppose so. The medicus has always been the sort whose actions speak better than his
words.” Varis shrugs and settles back into his pillow. “I do not doubt his loyalty, or my safety
in his care. Many of the scars I bear are from him tending to wounds that were meant to take
my life.”

“I see.” She reflects upon the many men and women she has met during her travels. Some of
her most stalwart and dependable allies were naught but prickly pears at first--and tenth--
glance. There had been a time where she would have preferred a scowl to the possible
duplicity of a friendly smile. The Warrior chuckles and nods down at him. “Very well, you
know him better than I do, Varis. I will trust your judgement.”

Varis’ eyes widen slightly. “Indeed? That comforts me to hear.”

“You wouldn’t be where you were now if you weren’t capable of making choices for
yourself.” She sits on the edge of the bed and touches his knee. He makes a noise of
agreement.

“I am just--I am glad that you think me capable of thinking for myself.”

She grins at him. “You might need some supervision in your current state, but I still believe
in you.” The Warrior reclines and rests her head against his shoulder.

“Thank you.” Varis’ voice is a bit muffled, as he has pinched the handkerchief over the end of
his nose. “You know that you are not obligated to take care of me, don’t you?”

She tilts her head to look at his profile, and can see the gold of his eye cut to look at her. “I
know. Perhaps I want to.” And, she does. There is the usual urge to protect, of course, the one
that she is no longer certain whether or not it is that of the Warrior of Light or something
innate. But there is something else, something not fierce but gentle in its intensity. She wants
to hold the man in her arms until he feels better, and if that is not possible, she still wants to
stay at his side so that he feels comforted and safe with her presence. She wants to stroke his
aching muscles and help him bathe when he is too fatigued to manage on his own. She wants
to daub a salve to his skin when his nose gets red from being blown too much, and sneak
extra honey into his tea when his throat grows sore. She wants to do all this and more for
him, but does not know how to tell him.

She says: “Perhaps we can take a bath after breakfast.”

 

They linger in the tub for a long time, until the water has cooled to the point of bordering
tepidness and the Warrior is nearly certain the wrinkles will never leave the pads of her
fingers. The dawdling had not been entirely intentional. She had washed the Emperor’s hair,
and by the end of the process he had dozed off in her hands. When a gentle shake did not
rouse him, she was unwilling to further disturb him, and had remained with him in the water
until finally he had shifted his bulk and returned to his senses.

Now he is safely out of the cooled water and patted dry. She braids his damp hair and
manages to get him into his soft pajamas without incident. He is already drowsy again by the



time she has tied his waistband shut, and the Warrior wonders what exactly was in the tonic
the medicus had sent for him to consume with his breakfast.

She flips his pillows so that the fresh, cool side is facing up, and helps him settle down onto
the mattress.

"You're too good to me," he mumbles sleepily. She smiles, and slowly strokes her hand over
the Emperor's forehead. His skin is warm and a bit flushed, but she thinks this is just left over
from his bath.

"Don't be silly, this is just a basic kindness."

"You would do all this for anyone?"

The Warrior laughs softly. "I might not spend the whole day waiting on someone hand and
foot, no…" She laughs again at the embarrassed noise that rumbles in his chest before he lets
out a weak cough. "But, for you I am glad to."

"'Tis just a cold," Varis mumbles. He still presses himself into her hand.

The Warrior just shakes her head and smiles. As she watches the big man drift off to sleep,
she cannot help wonder at how little tenderness it takes to stir the man's spirit. Had no one--
other than perhaps Regula--ever shown him a gentle hand before when he was ill? Were there
no members of the royal family who had truly cared for him as a boy when he had lost his
parents? The thought saddens her, as she knows that this had left him vulnerable to whatever
wicked machinations his grandfather had seen fit to inflict upon the young man.

The Emperor's shoulders twitch as he muffles a cough in his sleep. She presses her palm to
his cheek.

"Do not worry, Varis," the Warrior whispers. "I will not leave you. Just rest."

 

The next morning, the Warrior again wakes as the bed shifts underneath her. It is still not
quite dawn, the first grays of the morning barely give her enough light to see when she cracks
her eyes open to watch Varis' shuffling progress to the bathing room. His sneeze echoes in the
open space. She hums lazily and shifts her weight toward the spot of warmth left behind
under the covers.

A spasm of pain twitches through her abdomen, and her eyes fly open.

"Shit."

In her driven focus the previous day, the Warrior had all but forgotten the date. She curses
again under her breath as she sits up, hands moving to press at a spot low over her belly.
Somehow, month after bloody month, her damned menses always manage to sneak up and
catch her unawares. She hears a sneeze from the bathing room and sighs. At least this month
she is here in the palace. Last month she had been in Ishgard, and…



It is strange, she thinks as she crawls to the edge of the bed, that to be here in Garlemald feels
more like being home than she might have expected. Perhaps it is just her hormones messing
with her head.

Or, perhaps it is her growing attachment to the man who drowsily calls her name from the
doorway.

"I did not mean to wake you." His voice is soft but a bit rougher than normal.

"It's alright. It wasn't you. Not entirely, at least." The Warrior gets to her feet and grimaces at
an unwelcome wetness between her thighs. "I needed to get up, anyways."

"Are you ill as well?" Varis asks. She hears his hand brush against the wall, and winces as the
lights in the bathing room hum to life.

"No," she says with a sigh. "Not sick." She tries to keep her knees together as she approaches
the bathing room door. The Warrior reaches and presses her palms to his cheeks. "You're still
warm, dear Varis."

He turns his head to kiss at a palm. "Yes, I am still ill." The Emperor shifts his bulk out of the
doorframe to let her pass. "And you?"

"My menses."

"Oh." He turns his face away and sneezes. "Can I get you anything?"

The Warrior pauses in retrieving her supplies from a cabinet to look at him. "No, I think I
have what I need. You should just go back to bed."

Varis makes an uncertain noise after blowing his nose. "Are you certain?"

She smiles wryly at him. "It's a bit late to prevent this menses, Your Radiance."

"Prevent--oh."

Her meager smile stretches into a playful grin. "I'm joking. Go lay down."

"But you-"

"Can get myself situated just fine." She reaches and touches his cheek. “Unless you want to
join me in the bathroom and do shots of pain tonic?”

Varis looks to the sink. “That might not be a bad idea. Just make sure I take what the
alchemist sent for me and not you. I have not a sufficient fortitude for that.”

 

They spend much of the day in bed, aside from when they mutually stagger down the hall to
take their meal. Then they return to bed. The Warrior lays on her side, humming contently as
Varis’ strong fingers knead at the muscles of her lower back. His fingertips dig into the



miserable flesh there, and it is painful, but she does not complain. With every release of his
fingers there is a flush of pleasure where the pain ebbs.

She groans into a pillow at a particularly sensitive spot, and his warm fingers still on her
back.

“Should I stop?” he asks.

“You aren’t hurting me,” she mumbles in reply. “If you were hurting me, I’d stop you.”

“It sounds like I am.”

The Warrior pushes up on an elbow to look at him. “It’s a good kind of pain, I promise.”

The Emperor does not mask the doubt in his expression. For a moment his brow furrows in
thought. Then he leans and presses a kiss to her temple.

“I will be right back,” he announces, and departs from the bed. The Warrior waits patiently,
as she has no reason not to, listening as he rustles around in one of the drawers of his bureau.
He returns after a few minutes, the mattress dipping under his weight as he scoots back to her
side. He looks plainly pleased with himself, she thinks. Varis holds out a small brown cloth
sack. She looks at it, and is surprised by the gesture.

“My heating pad. I’d forgotten about it.” Her eyes sting with tears, and she smiles. “Thank
you, Varis. You’re too sweet.”

He exclaims anxiously and folds his hands around hers. “Are you crying? I did not intend to
make you cry. Last time it helped with your aches.”

His question does make her cry, but she smiles through it and shakes her head. “It’s okay.
Thank you.”

He watches her as she focuses her aether into the little crystal inside her heating pad. “What
ought we do now?”

“You will get some rest,” she says. “And I will get some rest. We’ll take turns getting rest,
until we have gotten all the rest that there is to be had in all of Garlemald.” The Warrior taps
the end of his nose. His lips pull into a smile before he sniffs.

“I suppose that the task will be more amenable with you at my side, dear Warrior.”

“I think so, too.” She pats his shoulder. “Here, lie on your side, facing the edge of the bed.”

The Emperor does so without question, settling his weight onto his right side and placing his
head on his pillows. The Warrior positions herself behind him, lower abdomen just adjacent
to the base of his spine. She places the heating pad between them, adjusting its location until
it rests against the worst of her cramps.

After a few minutes, he sniffles. “That does feel quite nice.”



She wraps an arm around his torso and lightly rests her palm over his heart. “Yes, I thought
you might enjoy it.” She presses her forehead into the wave of soft hair that rolls down his
back. “Sleep now, my sweet.”

 

When she wakes again the heating pad has cooled and the pain is spiking fresh in her belly.
Her hand and forearm are still warm, wrapped in Varis’ arms and held against his chest. A
slight shift of her weight informs her that she needs to make another trip to the bathing room.
Regretfully, she pulls her hand free. 

Not wanting to disturb Varis' rest, she crawls the long way out of bed. The Warrior has been
in the bathing room freshening up for several minutes when she hears him croak from the
other room.

He calls: "Can I get you anything?"

She smiles and laughs even though she is in the midst of washing the blood from her hands.
"No, dear, can I get you anything?"

After a brief delay, she hears him grump: "I asked first."

She goes to the doorway, fingers busy drying on a towel. Varis is sitting up in bed, the pale,
scarred skin of his torso colored with a bit of a flush. He is pitched forward, nose red and
eyes squeezed nearly shut.

"Do you need to take more of the tonics the medicus sent for you?"

He rumbles quietly. "'Tis medicine, not some witches’ brew." He gropes at the bedside table
until finding a handkerchief and blows his nose. "But, yes. It has been a few hours."

The Warrior watches, touched in her heart by pity for the man as he hauls his powerful frame
out of bed. He hisses softly, fingers gripping at the bedcovers as he leans for a moment. She
offers her hand when he reaches the door. Varis takes it and gives it a squeeze. For a moment
she thinks he looks ashamed at his condition, but the look quickly fades as he releases her
hand and shuffles over to the counter.

"Why don't you take another bath? We can put in an order with the kitchen, and I'll brush
your hair."

Varis rumbles again, but nods.

 

When she returns from speaking to the guards out in the hallway, the Warrior finds that Varis
has successfully disrobed and sunk into the big tub. The water is still filling the basin. His
eyes are closed, and so she takes it upon herself to cut off the flow of water before it
overflows. Varis grunts sleepily and tips his head to look up at her.

"You are not joining me?"



"I'd rather not have to set myself to rights again so soon," she says with a smile. The Emperor
sniffles. "I'll be right here."

The Warrior retrieves one of his hairbrushes and settles at the edge of the tub. She situates
herself behind where Varis is lounging and dunks her feet and calves into the water just
behind his broad shoulders. He hums and rubs his back against her toes.

"Your feet are cold," he observes. She pokes at him with a big toe before pulling the thick
mass of his hair into her lap. The Warrior carefully works through his hair, freeing the
occasional tangle and brushing it smooth. Varis is quiet, but for a soft hum of contentment.
With his congestion, the noise makes him sound more like a big cat purring.

She works his hair into a long braid, not terribly neat or lovely, but still enough to wrangle his
mane into a single mass. There is something calming to running her fingers over the long line
of hair, over hill and valley, hill and valley, until she reaches the end where the tips are still
damp from when Varis first got into the water.

Her concentration breaks when her muscles seize again, and with a sigh she lets the braid go
and carefully extracts herself from the water and the press of porcelain and warm flesh. The
Warrior gives Varis a gentle shake, as he has started to doze off again. She helps him out of
the bathtub, but he is momentarily mulish and refuses her aid in drying himself. The Warrior
is patient with him, because she knows he is just trying to convince himself that he feels
better than he really does. He manages, though halfway through drying his calves he sneezes
and for a moment looks distraught while trying to decide whether or not it is appropriate to
blow his nose on the towel.

The Warrior turns away, so she cannot say for certain what he decides to do.

Varis is less argumentative about her aiding him in putting on his smallclothes and pajama
bottoms, rumbling some drowsy lewdness while she ties the laces shut. She laughs and
pinches his thigh, promising that he will be properly tended to in a few days, when they are
both feeling better. The Emperor pouts at her as she holds out his dressing gown.

He says: “I could order you.” That just earns him a kiss on the cheek and a gentle shove
toward the sitting room.

When he is finished eating, Varis sits next to her on the couch and snuggles close to her side.
His warmth is a comfort to her aching muscles. The Warrior strokes her hand over his
forehead, and thinks perhaps he is not quite as hot as he has been since taking ill. Varis
murmurs affectionately before turning his face away to let out a restrained cough. Then he
settles his bulk further in the cushions and against her side.

The Warrior feels peaceful and adored and tolerably sore.

 

By mid-morning on the third day of her menses, the Warrior has started to feel the usual
agitation of restless boredom that comes with not leaving the suite. Varis seems a bit better,
she muses, if only in that he is hoarse and coughing more now instead of as much sniffling



and sneezing. The medicus stops by briefly after breakfast to check on him, and declares that,
in the interest of mercy, the Emperor can have a cup of coffee.

She watches the big man clutch a comically small mug of coffee in his hands and nurse it as
though it were full of some very expensive liquor. It takes her a great deal of effort to not
laugh when Varis takes a sip, sighs happily, and then turns his face to his shoulder to cough.

She teases: "Are you two going to need some time alone?"

"Mm, no, you may stay and watch." He takes another sip and repeats the pattern.

The Warrior traces a finger along the part in his hair. "I was thinking of going for a short
walk. The activity will make me feel a little better."

Varis does not initially reply; he is too focused on taking another sip of coffee.

"You should come along. Stretch your legs and breathe some different air. Maybe give the
maid a chance to sneak in and refresh things."

"I have not been incapacitated by my illness," he says. "''Tis just a cold."

"Then a little walk should suit you just fine." He purses his lips, so she presses on. "Your
subjects do care about your well being, Varis."

"They are paid to."

She shakes her head. In a sing-song, the Warrior says: "It will make Annia and Julia happy to
see you out and about."

The Emperor rolls his eyes and drains the last of his mug. "Fine, fine. I have naught else to
look forward to now that the coffee is gone."

She smiles and kisses his cheek. "There's a good man."

 

The corridors are conspicuously vacant, the Warrior notices. Annia is standing back at the far
end of the hall, of course, but otherwise it is as though someone has gone ahead of them and
dismissed the usual guards so that they do not see the Emperor strolling along. When she
looks at one of the empty posts, Varis slows and coughs softly.

“When my grandsire yet lived…” He coughs again and shakes his head. “As he grew older,
there were times when he succumbed to bouts of histrionics. Well, more than his usual
theatrics. He got worse after Granmama died--would go on screaming rampages through the
private wing in naught but his dressing gown. He took to tormenting anyone he crossed paths
with when he was like that, and so it became common custom to clear the halls when one
seemed to be starting. We lost fewer guards that way.” Varis grimaces and tugs her hand,
continuing down the hall.

“Was he sick?” she wonders. The Emperor is quiet for several yalms before replying.



“He was full of hate,” he says. “Perhaps the hate sometimes made him sick in his head.” He
turns his head and coughs into the sleeve of his robe. His other hand reaches and grabs hers,
lacing his thick fingers between her own and squeezing. The grip is startling but not painful.

“Varis?” She looks up at him. The Emperor’s expression is stuck in a grimace, as though he is
holding in a cough.

He whispers: “I do not wish to end up as he did. Alone and hateful and trying to claw my
way out of my own flesh.”

She tries to sound assuring. “You don’t have to, Varis.”

The Emperor shakes his head. “At times I fear that it is too late for me. I have spent the last
four decades steeped in the darkness that permeates the heart of this land. The darkness that
my grandsire so carefully cultivated by word and by action. I fear I am doomed to drown in
it, as he did.” He frowns. “I love this land, but I am not blind.”

The Warrior thinks. She squeezes his hand. “You live, so it is not too late. Just as you may
drop a glove into the river, and lose it for days… Even if it is soaked through completely, it
will always dry out when spread out in the sunshine.”

His brows furrow for a moment. “I am afraid I do not entirely understand what you mean.”

She admits. “It was a sloppy allegory.” The Warrior stops and looks up at him. “Think of
Ishgard. They spent a thousand years entrenched in a war with the dragons due to betrayal
and misunderstanding. But there was always hope for an end to the war.”

Varis cocks his head to the side. “You think I am at war with myself?”

She nods. He makes a thoughtful noise but does not reply, instead choosing to continue their
stroll down the long hallway.

The Warrior is reminded faintly of the first time she had walked at Varis’ side. It had been
nearly half a year ago now, on the Gration, as he led her back to her cell that morning after
breakfast. She had been wrapped in a blanket against the cold of the ship, and the Emperor
had carefully measured his steps so that she did not have to chase after him. They had
discussed Regula…

“Varis, tell me something.”

“Hmm?”

“The first morning, after we met. Before I left… did you really need to get my name for the
prisoner logs?”

His eyes flick to the side as he tries to recall the moment she is referring to. Varis lets out a
low, raspy chuckle. “No, of course not. Your title was sufficient enough for the records. It is
not as though there are a great deal of Warriors of Light running around.”

She had suspected as much. “Then, why ask?”



“Because, I wanted to know your name.” There is a brief flash of boyish charm to his smile.

“You could have just asked directly. I would have told you; I already knew your name.”

“Perhaps. At the time, asking you directly was too daunting a task.”

She blinks. “You were afraid of me?”

“Of course.”

She stares at him, thinking again to that time. He had seemed impossibly intimidating then,
too large for his own skin. At the time, she could not have tried to imagine that the Emperor
of Garlemald might be anything but that unmoving mountain. That he might have been
actively afraid of her beyond the Empire’s usual unease at her power was unthinkable.

That he might be a person she came to care for, that she--

The Warrior laughs.



Chapter 21

A week passes, and things go back into their ordinary paces for the Warrior. Well, as ordinary
as they can be for a woman who has found herself living in the bedroom of the ruler of an
entire empire, rather than roughing it out in the wilds fighting various monsters and Ascians
and other forms of destruction. She returns to her morning armored walks around the private
wing of the palace, and Varis resumes his duties despite still being somewhat hoarse and
prone to coughing fits. The coughing concerns her a little, as she has seen men and women
waste away in such fashion back in Eorzea, and she does not want that to happen to Varis.

The chief medicus insists that the big man will be fine, lets her listen to him breathe with a
strange metal bell on a tube, and promises that the Emperor will stop coughing if he stops
talking so much. The ‘to you’ is silent, but implied all the same. She knows that Varis is not a
talkative man. While he enjoys listening to her talk, and is always responsive to her, the
Warrior knows that he is not so chatty with anyone else. Perhaps with Regula in the past, but
now she has taken his place as the only person to which the Emperor seems comfortable
talking. She knows she promised Varis that she had no intention of trying to be the legatus’
replacement, and she still does not, but the Emperor is a man of habits. She has simply slotted
into that empty position. It is a peculiarly comfortable fit.

The Warrior does not mind--she would rather her lover trust her than not--but the medicus’
polite jabs remind her that she is not universally welcomed in Garlemald. This does not
bother her either, as she has learned over several years of adventuring that a person cannot
win over everyone. There will always be dissidents. A person like she will invite enemies
more than the average person, and someone like an emperor even more. This will always be
the case, it is part of the nature of mankind. Even if she spends the next fifty years in
Garlemald, there will still be people here who hate her and who would celebrate her defeat
and demise. All’s the same back in Eorzea. So, she decides that to actively worry about it
would be a waste of energy, and settles on doing as she has done before.

She will continue to be careful.

“Did you know that you pout when you are thinking too hard?” Varis asks this at the end of
dinner one evening. She blinks out of her musing to look at him. The Emperor bathed after
returning from his last meeting of the day, and the flash of his pale bare skin under his dark
green dressing robe is nearly enough to draw her to fresh distraction. She blinks again and
finds his face. His lips are pinched in amusement.

She says: “What?”

“You do,” he says. Varis takes a sip of tea, and his voice is smoother when he continues. “It is
cute, but I would hate for the look to stick on you as it has on me.”

She considers the near-permanent downturn of the corners of his lips and laughs. “I like your
little pout, Varis.” She leans to him and kisses at his lower lip.

“Do you? Most would find it unappealing.”



“I trust it more than the mien of a man who does naught but smile,” she says. “Men hide
things with a smile.” She prods at a crease that frames his mouth. “You hide your thoughts
behind a frown.”

“It is just how my face works,” he grouses. “I cannot help it. ‘Tis a fault inherited from my
grandsire. He was always grim, always frowning. He only smiled to fool people. He only
smiled when he had decided their fate.”

“I like your smile. I have to work for it.”

A hint of color appears on his cheeks, and he muffles a cough behind his left hand. “You put
effort into making me smile?”

“Sometimes.” She smirks. “Sometimes, I do not have to.”

The corners of his lips twitch, and he looks away. “Truth be told, there are many times that I
must struggle not to smile when I am around you. And there are times when I am in a
meeting and you sneak into my thoughts, and I must work not to smile then as well.”

She wonders if there is some perceived weakness in a smile in Garlemald. “Would that be
such a bad thing? To smile, when thinking of the woman you love?”

He chuckles, followed by a shallow cough. “They might take offense to knowing that I am
thinking of you and not whatever repetitive, petty business they are rambling on about.” Varis
drains the last of his tea. “That besides, I have been told that I have a sinister smile.”

“Oh, please. You’re fine when you don’t show your teeth.”

They both laugh.

Varis sets his tea cup down among the empty dishes and rises to his feet. He holds a hand out
to her, and she takes it without consideration. 

“Come,” he says. “I think it is nearly time for a radio program I wish to listen to.”

She stands. “Would you object to me doing a quick check-in with the Scions? It’s been a few
days…”

The tick of irritation at their mention is brief and mostly hidden. “We would not want to give
them cause for concern.”

 

“...haven’t seen any Imperial patrols all day. It’s been awful; I wish something would just
happen.”

The Warrior tilts her head at the sound of an irritated sigh from Alisaie through her linkpearl.
She smiles.

“Be careful what you wish for, Ali.”



“I know, I know. It’s just that calm before the storm. Gives me jitters.”

She looks from her spot on the couch over to the cabinet that houses Varis’ radio and private
alcohol collection. Varis stands before it, back to her and arms crossed as he stares silently at
the bottles. “It will be over soon though, won’t it?”

There is a pause on the other end. Then: “He’s sitting right there, isn’t it? Warrior, you can’t
just go and tell the Emperor our plans.”

Of course I can, she thinks. “He is here, yes. Unless you forgot that I live with the man,
Alisaie.”

The young Elezen huffs softly. “I shouldn’t have said anything.”

“You seem to think the Empire is oblivious to whatever is going on beyond the Wall,” the
Warrior says. “They have eyes everywhere. I don’t have to tell Varis a thing, and he already
knows plenty.”

She hears the girl sigh. “Then, I don’t have to tell you anything. You can just ask him.”

“I suppose I can.” At the cabinet, Varis half turns to look at the wall chronometer. It is nearly
to the next hour. “I must be going. But remember: I have faith in you all. Just don’t let
Alphinaud convince you to do anything stupid.”

There is an amused scoff over the line. “I’m going to tell him you said that, Warrior.”

When the call is ended, she removes the linkpearl from her ear and sets it aside. Varis is still
turned to look at the clock, but now he angles his head to look more directly at her.

“They mean to make a move, then?” When she nods, he says: “Then, it is as our spies have
suspected.”

She thinks of her exchange with Alisaie. “If you know, why ask?”

His broad shoulders roll in a shrug. “Simple curiosity. The Twelfth can handle whatever
happens on their own. And, were they to prove themselves suddenly mysteriously incapable,
the remainder of the Fourteenth is on call not far from Gyr Abania.”

“That’s true, yes.” She rubs at her earlobe. “Don’t you… don’t you care, though? About
going to war again?”

The Emperor stares at her. “No. Garlemald will be victorious, as ever.”

“You’re fortunate that I am here and not there, then.”

His brows draw together, and Varis shakes his head. “That does not bear any discussion.”

Emotions roil in her breast--worry, sadness, frustration--and she rests her heels on the edge of
the sofa and wraps her arms around her knees. “I don’t… I don’t want this war.” She feels



foolish saying the words aloud to him, and tears sting at her eyes. The Warrior turns her face
away. “I’m sorry.”

For a long moment Varis is quiet. There is the faint clink of glass against glass. Then: “You
have no reason to apologize, my dear. The conflict is a loathsome, wasteful thing, but naught
can be done for it, now.” There is something slightly detached in his tone, and the Warrior
can tell he does not want to talk about the pending war. Not right then, at least. Not with her.
She squeezes her eyes shut. His voice drifts down to her again. “I cannot just tell them to
withdraw.”

“You could.”

A sigh escapes him from somewhere deep in the cavern of his chest. “If I could do it, just for
you, I would.”

“I only wish you would listen to me.”

He says her name, soft, imploring. “I am listening to you. But, do you remember what I said?
I cannot always act upon your advice.”

“I just do not understand. Why Gyr Abania?”

“It is a foothold. You know that.” She hears his heel scuff on the floor as he turns away. His
tone turns vaguely exasperated, directed away from her. “What in the hells would I do with
Zenos, then?”

She does not reply. After a moment, he sighs again.

“I do not wish to speak further of this matter tonight.” There is the soft hum of machina, and
the radio comes to life. “We can discuss it later. But, not tonight. Please.”

“What’s so special about tonight?” she asks, turning her face to look at his back. His big hand
is lingering over the buttons on the face of the radio. The music is bright and a bit bouncy, a
far cry from what she is used to hearing being played on the capital’s station. Her ears catch
the timing of a waltz, though at a faster pace than the slower tunes she has heard played at
Ishgardian venues. Varis sits next to her and places two empty glasses and a bottle on the
table in front of them. The Warrior shifts her weight and lowers her feet back to the floor.

“Today is… would have been…” He hesitates and reaches for the bottle. “Regula’s forty-fifth
nameday.”

She blinks, looks at the bottle, and then to his face. His lips are pursed, and he is staring
intently at the curved glass and the honey colored liquid inside.

All she can think to say is: “Oh.”

Varis runs his thumb along the curve of the bottle. His expression settles into something
wistful and nostalgic. “I acquired this for him a few months ago, for his nameday. ‘Tis a bit
expensive, but it was his favorite, and he was always a man of few indulgences…” His thumb
traces a line over the date embossed on the label. “We were going to drink it, and embrace



like we were naught but young men again, and not two creaking old men on the wrong side
of forty.”

The Warrior brushes her fingers along his sleeve, but it is not enough to pull his gaze from
the bottle. She briefly considers leaving him to mull over his memories alone, but knows she
cannot do that. She knows that she cannot abandon him in such a callous fashion. She
remembers his tears, and knows that he is presenting a brave front for her sake.

“I’ve never heard you creak,” she offers. “Perhaps a few pops when you get out of bed, but
that can come from injury as much as age. Goodness knows I sound like a dropped pail of
stones after a night of sleeping on the ground.”

The tightness eases from his jaw, and he looks at her. The corner of his right eye pinches
slightly, and she knows he is thinking over her words. He huffs out a soft breath. “It was
much easier to complain about aging to Regula. He did not try to rouse me from my brooding
with valid arguments.”

She smiles. “I suppose, should you give me a decade or two, I might get the hang of
humoring your moods.”

His cheeks pink, though he has not yet broken the seal on the bottle or taken a sip of its
contents. “Ah. Perhaps so.” Varis catches his nail on the edge of the seal and begins to peel
open the foil. “I think I might like that, if you were to believe it a possibility.”

“Maybe.” 

Varis discards the wrapper on the table and works at the cork. “You will drink with me, yes? I
mean, for Regula.”

“It would be rude to turn down a nameday drink,” she says. Varis nods, his shoulders sagging
slightly with relief as he bends to fill the glasses. He extends one to her, and she nods her
thanks as she carefully takes it from him. She tries to ignore the faint tremor in his hand once
it is empty, the ghost of melancholy that flutters across his eyes, and the way he lingers
longer than necessary over the retrieval of his own glass.

“To Regula,” he whispers, and she echoes the sentiment.

They sit and drink, the only thing permeating and breaking the quiet being the lively music
still streaming from the radio.

After the song changes to another upbeat tune, Varis says: “I wanted to listen to the radio
now, as I put in an order to have them play music that Regula liked.”

“It’s very cheerful,” she says. “Lively. Not really what I would have expected from the
Imperial upper ranks.”

“Our lives may be dour, but that does not mean our entertainment has to be.”

She watches him. “Do you ever go to parties, Varis?”



“Me?” He blinks, pale eyes widening to shift their gaze from the glass to her lips. “I--no, not
really. Nothing beyond obligation.” He grumps softly. “Regula always said I was too shy for
my own good.”

The Warrior chuckles and takes another sip from her glass. “You, shy? The man whose
solution to the issue of ‘this girl is pretty and I wonder what she’s like’ is to have her sedated
and imprisoned so that you can see if she might be your type?”

Varis coughs into his glass. “You don’t have to phrase it in such a fashion!”

“Am I wrong, then?” she asks in a teasing tone. Varis grumps again and empties his glass. He
stoops to refill it, avoiding her question. “Your silence is a ‘yes’, my dear Emperor.”

“Yes, I am the Emperor. I have appearances to keep up.” He sighs as he closes the bottle.
“Regula teased me relentlessly about it, about you.”

“He would still be teasing you about it now, then.”

“Of course.” Varis settles back into the couch cushions with a grunt. “Because, that is what
best friends do to each other.”

She smiles. “He meant well.”

“He did.”

They again lapse into the mutual silence of drinking. When her glass is empty, she lets him
refill it without protest.

Varis reflects as he watches her bring the rim of the glass to her lips. “When he lived, Regula
had three loves. He loved music, both listening and dabbling at playing it himself. And, he
loved studying the ancient sword arts of our people…” He trails off and looks into his own
glass. She watches him, waits for him to finish his statement, but he doesn’t.

She prompts him. “And the third thing?”

The corner of Varis’ mouth ticks upward ever so slightly. “Me.”

She thinks of what she saw of the man in person, and of the gentle affection that permeated
Varis’ memory of the man in her Echo of them. “Yes, most certainly.” She smiles at him.
“Well, more’s the pity he is gone. We seemed to have a lot in common.”

The Emperor’s expression falters and begins to crumple, and he turns his face away. “I wish
he was here.”

“I dread the day when you no longer wish for his presence,” she says, sincere. His shoulders
jerk and he looks at her. Varis’ eyes are wide, and a tear has tracked a course halfway down
his cheek. He murmurs her name.

“I do not understand.”



“He loved you,” she says. “And you loved him.”

“I still love him,” Varis murmurs immediately. He swallows, and she cannot help but exhale
half a laugh at his embarrassed expression.

“See, that’s how I know you are a good man, Varis zos Galvus. No matter how fucked your
upbringing.” She takes another sip of whiskey. “A bad man would not be able to admit to
having so much love in his heart.”

“You are not… bothered by my admission?”

“I would be more concerned were you to act as though Regula meant nothing to you, as
though losing him did not nearly break you.”

Varis takes a hurried gulp of his drink. He grimaces against the fire from the glass, and then
starts to fill it again. He licks at his lower lip. “I love you.”

“I know.” She holds out her glass, and he tops it off. “And I know that nearly losing me hurt
you, too. You love very fiercely, Varis. I admire that.”

“I--you do?”

The Warrior smiles and plucks the glass from his hand. She sets the pair on the table next to
the bottle. “I do. Your heart is like a golden blossom that has broken its way through the stone
and snow and ice and darkness of this land, but then must still shield itself and hide away its
beauty.”

The Emperor does not hide his dumbfounded expression. “You see that in me? Of all the
people on this star?”

She nods and traces her thumb over his lower lip. “Your heart is beautiful, just like you.”

He sighs and leans into her caress. “Oh, to be able to see the world as you do.”

She chuckles and replaces her fingers with her mouth. “Always with the whole world. ‘Tis
not needed, Varis. All you need is right in this room. Just yourself. And me. That’s all the
world you really need.”

His eyes are still wide at her words. “Do you think so?”

She smiles and kisses him. “I know so.”



Chapter 22

After breakfast on a Firesday morning the Emperor sequesters himself away in his study with
a large pot of coffee from the kitchens and an even larger pile of paperwork. At first the
Warrior joins him in the study, sitting on the sofa and quietly paging through a book. This
lasts less than a bell before she starts to wonder whether her presence is irritating him, or if
the increasingly grating sound of the endless scratch of pen against paper is her imagining.
He barely acknowledges her when she rises and announces her intent to go down to the
training center.

It is not her first solo venture to the center, though admittedly she prefers to go with the
Emperor when possible. There is just something intimately exhilarating about clashing
swords with the man until they are both sweaty and breathless. The fact that this is usually
followed by a different sort of intimacy back in the Emperor’s quarters is a definite bonus.

All the same, she dresses in her carbonweave gear, a dark tunic thrown over for modesty, and
makes the trek down the tangle of corridors until she reaches the training center. The Warrior
only turns the wrong way twice, and is rather pleased with herself for having nearly mastered
the route on her own.

Inside, the center is not terribly busy, as it is mid-morning and most of the guard is busy at
work. The usual attendant is speaking with a man in a centurion’s uniform and another
soldier who is out of uniform. The attendant smiles politely at her, and she waits for the
centurion to stop talking before moving closer.

“I just wanted to use a room for a bell, if that’s no trouble?” the Warrior says. The attendant
nods and holds out their tablet. He gestures at the screen.

“Just punch in your code. You have one now, yes?”

“Yes, thank you.” She holds the tablet away from the others’ line of sight and punches in the
sequence of numbers. The numbers make her smile for a moment, as they make her think of
Varis. The tablet chimes softly, and she returns it to the attendant. The centurion leans and
peers at the screen.

“A code-V clearance level?” He snorts loudly. “She’s no legatus!”

The Warrior doesn’t know exactly what he’s referring to, but finds his attitude immediately
vexatious. “Perhaps you should just mind your own business, sir.”

She can hear the centurion sneering behind his helmet. “And why should I listen to you?
How does a woman like you even get code-V level clearance? Who’d you have to fuck to get
that, savage?”

The Warrior bristles, gritting her teeth as her fingers half curl into fists at her sides. She tries
to keep her temper, knowing that if she follows through with her indignation, she might
injure someone and forfeit her pardon. Instead, she spits out: “If you have to ask, then you



clearly aren’t high enough rank to be privy to the information.” She moves in toward the
centurion. “And if I hear you say the word ‘savage’ to or about me again, I will have your
jaw broken.”

“Room C, my Lady,” the attendant says quickly. 

The centurion is left sputtering as she turns and storms down the side hall.

The Warrior locks herself in the training room. She selects one of the heavy greatswords from
the rack of practice weapons. She does not have her job stones with her, but she focuses her
indignant energy into the blade all the same. The darkness licks at her palms and courses
down the blade, and she lets it all out as she goes through the motions of her combat
maneuvers. She goes through the training exercises and movements until her body aches and
her hands are sore. Her energy ebbs rapidly toward the end, and she tosses the blade aside
before losing the strength to hold it at all.

The attendant is alone at their station when she departs.

 

The Warrior is still irritated with her earlier encounter when she returns from her workout.
Exhausting herself has done little more than make her anger too fatigued to grow. She is not
entirely sure why it bothers her so much--countless Imperials have hissed and spit at her and
called her a savage before. Perhaps it was the shock of the reminder of the uncertainty
regarding her place here in Garlemald. Perhaps it was the man's ruthless rudeness.

Perhaps she is just letting an asshole get under her skin.

Regardless of what it is, exactly, when she returns to the Emperor's suite she is still feeling on
edge. She lets herself in and stands outside the study door. It is cracked open, and she can
hear Varis humming softly. The Warrior nudges the door open and peers inside. Varis is
leaning over his desk, reading glasses on his nose, pen still busily scribbling away at a piece
of paper that tops a stack of similar sheets. The radio is on, low, and the Emperor is humming
along with the vaguely bombastic tune that is playing.

After a long moment of silent observation, the Warrior realizes that he knows she is standing
there. Even though he is still writing, his head has angled a few degrees toward the door. He
is deep in his work, and she is disrupting him. She doesn't want to be a bother.

She clears her throat. "I'm going to go take a bath."

Varis just makes a noise of acknowledgement and continues writing.

She strips out of her exercise gear and chucks it into the laundry bin. The water that fills the
bathtub is steaming, and it bites at her skin once she stems the flow and dunks herself into its
shallows. It feels pleasant enough against her tired muscles, and she allows herself to relax
after her recent overexertion. 



In time, she comes back to her senses, unsure if she dozed off during her soak or simply
passed out. The Warrior drains the tub and dries off, and after pulling on her dressing gown
she returns to the study. Varis is still at his desk, though the room is silent now, and he is
peering at a handful of small pieces of paper while draining his coffee cup. Varis looks up at
her approach, and flashes her a tired smile.

"Are you alright?" he asks, tone gentle. "You were gone a long while earlier. I had half a
mind to come check on you."

"It's fine," she says. "You were busy working. I didn't mind." She does not mention that she is
uncertain how much he truly noticed her absence, given how absorbed in his business he was.

The Emperor rumbles pensively, a big hand extending to brush against the sleeve of her robe.

“Dear Warrior, you just spent a bell in the tub, and you are yet tense. What vexes you?”

She wants to lie, to tell him that nothing is the matter. She doesn’t want to let the earlier
altercation with the centurion bother her. But, it does. The Warrior reaches back and threads
her fingers between his.

“I, um.” She flexes her fingers. “What is a ‘code-V level clearance’?”

“Hm?” He tips his head. “It is an access clearance code, for door locks and command
overrides and the like. 'Tis tied to one’s title.”

The Warrior blinks. “My title? You mean, the Warrior of Light?”

He starts to chuckle but stops, giving her a careful look. She senses that he’s trying not to
upset her. “Nay, related to your title here in Garlemald. In the palace, more specifically. For
the sake of records, you were given a code name of sorts when you first arrived here.”

“I wasn’t aware of that.”

The Emperor shrugs and squeezes her hand. “You did not need to know. I like your real name
well enough. I enjoy how it… flows off the tongue.”

“You certainly like it in bed,” she notes. “What’s this code name, then?”

Varis hums a bar and stretches his free hand to one of the desk drawers. He retrieves a small
notebook with a dark marbled green cover and pulls out a printed card from inside the first
page. He does all this without breaking his grasp on her hand, and then rights himself and
holds the card out to her. The Warrior takes it, curious now, and looks at the pale blue card
paper and precise black letters printed on its surface.

“‘Lux van Umbrus. To be granted all rights and privileges as beseems to Emperor Varis zos
Galvus.’” She frowns, as the remainder of the card is a jumble of letters and numbers that she
cannot decipher. “What is this?”

“The contents of the card that I gave you before you… last returned to Eorzea.” He looks
sheepish for a moment. “In so many words, it says to treat you with the same respect as they



would treat me. Or an empress.”

“And, you put that on the card when you sent me away?” It is a puzzling admission on his
part, but does explain the reaction of the guard back at Castrum Centri.

He clears his throat. “I did not want them to give you any trouble.”

“Varis…” She is not sure what to say to this. Instead, she chooses to look at the name written
on the card. “Lux van Umbrus?”

“If we called you by your true name and title in the records it might cause some level of a
commotion.”

She arches a brow. “So you called me ‘Light’ instead? That is a bit lacking in creativity. And
subtlety.”

He shrugs again. “‘Tis just a codename.”

The Warrior frowns as she runs her thumb over the relevant line of text. “You can’t just give
me the same rank as a legatus, Varis. I’m not even a Garlean.”

He smirks. “I am the Emperor. I can do almost anything I desire.” He tugs her closer by their
joined hands, and murmurs into her ear. “If you would like, the title is just a placeholder until
we might wed.”

Her cheeks burn scarlet as she swats at his chest with the card. “Don’t be so expeditious,
Your Radiance.”

“I simply see it as something to look forward to.”

“You’re in a rush,” she says, pulling her hand free and crossing her arms. “We’ve scarcely
known each other for two months.”

“Mm, perhaps so, but I certainly know more about you now than I did my first wife. I did not
meet her until the day before we were to be married.” The Emperor grimaces and looks at his
emptied hand. “That was far more terrifying than any enemy I have faced on the battlefield.”

She watches him for a moment, then smiles and shakes her head. “Are you truly so shy?”

“I am not shy,” he protests. “I was just... an unwilling participant in the situation.”

“Not so unwilling that you didn’t have sex with a stranger.”

Varis’ cheeks darken, and his mouth works wordlessly for a moment. “Yes, well. I was a
healthy nineteen-year old man who was fulfilling his marital duties. So, yes, of course I did.”
He curls his fingers into his palm. “And then, after Zenos was conceived, I was sent away to
aid in the fighting over some morass in the south. I only returned a few weeks before he was
born, and then she died not long after, so… I never really got a chance to know her all that
well.”



“Do you miss her?”

He hesitates before shaking his head. “No. I barely knew her. Certainly did not love her. I do
not think she liked me at all, beyond the sex and the attached prospect of possibly becoming
an empress in the future.”

“So she didn’t mind your closeness with Regula.”

“If she was aware of it, no, I do not think so. If anything, she viewed him as an anchor for
me, and little else.” Varis reaches for her, loosening one hand from being tucked under the
other arm. “If you say we do not know each other well enough, what would you know of
me?”

“Oh, I don’t know. I didn’t have any questions in mind already.” She looks at her captured
hand, and then slowly up to his face. He peers back at her through his glasses. “Um, where
did the scar over your eye come from? It seems a lot more deliberate than most of the rest of
the ones you wear.”

“Mm.” His eyes flick as though he is trying to look at his own face. “‘Twas some time ago
now, here in the palace. An assassin was sent to kill me. They caught me off guard and got
the hit in as I moved away. I killed them, of course, though perhaps I shouldn’t have been so
hasty. I never learned who sent the assassin--perhaps my uncle, perhaps Solus himself.
Perhaps someone else entirely; people were always trying to off my grandfather and his
family to get to the throne.”

“I suppose such a high position of power will always attract challengers.”

“It does, yes.” His lips press into a thin line. “There have been other attempts, of course.”

For a moment they are both silent. Then the Emperor turns his head and coughs. He picks up
his coffee cup, but sets it back down after bringing it nearly to his lips and finding it empty.
He huffs out a low sigh. 

“So, why did you ask about the code?”

“Ah-” She falters, reluctant to dump her insecurities into their personal moment, but still
feeling the need to air her grievance. The Warrior decides that it is better to be forthright with
the man. She tells him about the negative encounter with the centurion.

Varis is quiet for a moment, then snorts softly in amusement. “Ah, that explains one of the
memos I was delivered while you were bathing.” He roots through the pile of missives until
he finds a small half-sheet of pale yellow paper. “A complaint that an off-duty centurion was
threatened with violence by an unsupervised outsider, but no punishment was possible due to
said outsider’s supposed clearance level.”

She huffs. “He called me a savage!”

The Emperor’s expression is carefully blank. “You never get angry if I say the word.”

Another huff. “You never say it in such a demeaning fashion.”



Varis looks thoughtful for a moment before asking: “Why did you not hit him?”

She crosses her arms. “I didn’t want to violate my pardon.”

He chuckles softly. “Ah, I see.” Varis clears his throat. “Well, if it makes you feel any better,
your pardon will cease to be of any concern when--if we are wed.” He gently pulls the
Warrior into his lap. She removes his glasses and sets them on the pile of papers. 

“What do you mean?”

The Emperor rests his head on her shoulder. “If you marry me, you will add ‘Empress of
Garlemald’ to your many other titles. And, as Empress, you would stand tall over nearly
everyone in the land, obligated to no pardon, free to mete out justice and judgement as you
see fit. To nearly all--” He lifts his face enough for her to see him smile. “Except for me.”

“Ah--” She feels a fresh warmth on her cheeks. “I don’t need all of that.”

“Still, it will be your right and privilege.”

She hesitates. “And if I choose not to raise a fist to the people of Garlemald?”

A strange noise catches in the Emperor’s throat. “Then, you would bestow them with a
kindness that no one else to take the throne has cared to give.”

The Warrior strokes a hand over his hand and down his cheek. “Not even you?”

He whispers: “I have told you: I do not know how.”

She kisses his forehead, lips lingering over his third eye. “I meant it when I said I can show
you. Varis zos Galvus, you are a strong man. I know you can be both the blade and the
bulwark.”

“So you have said,” he murmurs. His fingers toy with the edge of her robe and trace a small
pattern on her thigh. “You fight to protect, yes?”

“Mm-hmm.” The Warrior knows that is a gross oversimplification for her duties, but it is also
the beginnings of an understanding. “Not to conquer, not to claim…”

“This is an empire. It is built on conquering and claiming.”

She cannot help but sigh. “I know.”

Varis nuzzles at the side of her neck, just below her ear. “I would fight anyone who would try
to hurt you, or take you from me.” His fingers still and grip at her thigh. She swallows and
covers his hand with her own.

“And, who would do that, Varis? I’m here of my own volition.”

“You know as well as I that there are those who do not think you should be here. That your
will is not your own. That you were coerced into returning to Garlemald.”



She whispers: “The only thing that coerced me into coming back here was my heart.” The
Warrior pushes him away just enough to sweep in again and kiss him. Varis groans in his
throat, fingers squeezing more firmly against her skin.

“Do you really mean that?” he asks in a low rumble.

“Have you any doubts?”

“Concerns, perhaps.”

She kisses him again. “Cast your worries aside, my dear emperor. I do love you.”

His breath catches, then releases gently against her lips. He stares at her, as though waiting
for her to recant her words, as she has after previous stumbles.

The Warrior says nothing.

Varis whispers: “Say that again?” There is a tremor in his voice.

She repeats: “I love you.” Something flutters in her breast, and her heart feels strangely light.
The Emperor stares at her, and a tear escapes from the corner of his eye. His lips work as
though he is trying to speak, but no words issue forth. The Warrior kisses away the tear, and
then presses her forehead to his.

“I do not understand,” he finally whispers. “I am overcome with a delight I cannot find words
for. And yet I also feel the urge to weep.”

“Happy tears, I should hope.”

He smiles, even as another tear streaks from his eye. “Y-yes, I believe so.”



Chapter 23

Chapter Notes

Aaaaand we're back. Thank you for your patience. Time for plot! D:

The Warrior is wearing naught but her nameday suit when the maid arrives to clean the royal
suite. While still groggily pulling on her dressing robe, she knows that it is the maid intruding
upon her privacy, as that particular section of the palace staff is one of the few with access to
the Emperor’s chambers when he is not present. The low off-key singing in Doman is another
hint of the interloper’s identity. The housemaid calls her polite hellos down the hallway and
gives the Warrior a knowing look before hurrying on with her cleaning duties. The Warrior
puzzles at herself in a mirror while the other woman works, checking herself for any telltale
hickeys or other nibbled marks of affection that might have given the woman pause. Aside
from a fading bruise on her arm caused during a sparring session two days previous, there is
nothing out of the ordinary.

She supposes it could be the simple fact that she is lingering in the Emperor of Garlemald’s
private chambers wearing nothing more than a silky dressing gown in a color that nearly
matches that of the thick bedcovers. It isn’t really the housemaid’s business what the Emperor
was doing between the Warrior’s thighs before he left to go to a meeting that morning,
though she does suppose a bath might be in order once the woman leaves.

The maid lingers in the Emperor’s bedroom only long enough to sweep around the rugs, strip
the massive bed, and replace it with fresh soft sheets. The woman spends longer in the
bathing and sitting rooms, but does not set foot inside the study at all. The Warrior presumes
that this is a matter of privacy or security--a snooping maid might cause trouble if she was
permitted to spend time unsupervised in the presence of the Emperor’s private desk.

When the maid has departed for the day, the Warrior passes the time puttering around the
suite and doing a bit of tidying up herself. She pushes the laundry baskets back to where
Varis prefers them, straightens up the study without actually touching his desk, and spends
several minutes rearranging the pillows on the bed by their particular softness. She has come
to learn which of the pillows the Emperor prefers to use, and which he intends for her usage.
The maids always strip the pillowcases and redress the pillows, but never put them back in
the right place--something that the Warrior of Light never before considered to be something
that she gave half a hoot about until listening to His Radiance grouse about it late one
evening. She smiles as she smooths her hands over one of the dark green covers.

Simple little things that will make the big man happy, she thinks.

Once the suite is back to the Emperor’s preferred state of arrangement, the Warrior fills the
bathtub and sinks into the warm water. Before long her hand has slipped between her thighs.



She thinks about that morning, of how Varis rather resolutely refused to depart for his
morning meeting before the Warrior had climaxed. She had been glad he had at least
removed his gauntlet before settling into that task, but had eventually insisted that he go on to
his Imperial audience when it became obvious to her that he was using her pleasure as a
means of avoiding his duties.

It had been worth it, just to see the big man pout at her from that particular position.

After her bath, the Warrior returns to the bedroom. She looks at the armor stands near the
dresser--her Imperial armor is waiting on its stand, while the stand for Varis' regalia is empty.
She reaches out and runs her fingers over the smooth hardwood and smiles, thinking of how
no matter how hastily he might discard the armor in the evening, Varis still always takes the
time to put it back into its proper place before bedtime.

Well, most nights at least.

The Warrior pulls on her smallclothes and considers the contents of the wardrobe. She settles
on casual attire, as she doesn't particularly feel like leaving the royal chambers today. After a
lovely morning, she thinks the rest of her free time will be spent reading a book.

 

She is twenty-three pages into a book detailing some scandal in ancient Allag when her time
is disturbed. There is a sharp, precise knock on the door to the suite, followed by the sound of
the lock releasing and the door creaking open.

"Lady Warrior?" It is Annia's voice that calls from the entryway. "Are you awake? You are
being called for."

The Warrior marks her page and rises from the study sofa. "I'm here. Is something wrong?"

The guard salutes her quickly when she pokes her head out from the study. "Apologies for the
disturbance, my Lady, but His Radiance is asking for your presence at a meeting that is
currently in progress. He is… in need of his advisor."

"What sort of meeting?"

Annia shakes her head. "I cannot say."

"Oh. I see. Give me a moment to freshen up, and I will accompany you."

"Thank you, my Lady."

Again the Warrior finds herself in front of the wardrobe, considering her clothes. She briefly
considers putting on the armor Varis gifted her, but she both doesn't want to make Annia wait
too terribly long, and doesn't know if that is the right sort of thing to wear to whatever
meeting she is being called to attend.

While changing into a more properly cut top, she is revisited by the memory of the last time
she was called to Varis' side when he was working. With a frown, the Warrior pushes that



memory aside. After making her hair presentable, she pulls on a pair of boots and then leaves
to join Annia in the corridor.

"Will you be guiding me there? I haven’t the slightest idea where Varis is right now.”

"Of course, my Lady."

The Warrior considers the closed door to the Emperor’s chambers. “Should I have worn a
coat?”

Annia tips her head forward slightly, and there is a hint of a smile in her voice. “No, my
Lady, that will not be necessary. The Emperor is still inside the palace.”

“Ah, very good. Lead the way then, Annia.”

 

They do not make for the throne room, rendering the Warrior puzzled as to their destination.
She follows Annia down the halls, grateful for the guidance. The Warrior has not made many
ventures to the far side of the palace, to the private meeting rooms where Varis meets with his
court and other advisors and discusses the messy business of the Empire. She has no reason
to come here alone, and has only seen it once before when Varis had indulged her curiosity
over just what was over there. Drab meeting rooms, filled with long black tables and
matching leather chairs, some of them overseen by large monitors that were all dark when
she had peeked in on them with Varis.

So she wonders now why Annia is leading her to this part of the complex. She knows better
than to press again, as Annia will likely still just shake her head and say it is not her business
to speak of where ears might hear.

They progress around a corner and into another dark, bluelit corridor. The Warrior slows her
step, overcome by an uncomfortable feeling in her bones. There is something in the darkness,
she thinks, something that should not be there and yet is, watching her from the shadows
between the ceruleum lamps. Her Echo tingles in the back of her thoughts, and she knows she
is right. She stops, unnoticed by Annia, and turns around.

The corridor behind them is dark, unnaturally so, as though something has snuffed out the
lamps even though she can still plainly see the blue points of light evenly spaced down the
black and gold walls. There is something there ten yalms away, formless and imperceptible,
naught more than darkness and a pair of gleaming golden lights. Spaced just so, and at a
height that made them look like the eyes of a man. She takes a few steps back, but the lights
make pursuit. 

“Who--?” The word escapes her before she can mind herself. The lights surge a few yalms
closer.

Behind her, the clack of Annia’s boots stops and scuffs as she turns. “Lady Warrior? Is
something amiss?”



The Warrior turns and looks to the guard, half flapping a hand in the air at her side. “No, I
just--” She looks over her shoulder, but the corridor beyond has returned to its usual dim
state, and the oppressive darkness and its occupant have disappeared. The uneasy sensation
fades from her body and her Echo goes silent. She swallows and moves to catch up with
Annia. “I was just thinking perhaps I should have worn my armor, that’s all.”

The guard nods. “I understand. However, I believe you are suitably dressed as you are.”

“Thank you.”

 

They stop at one of the meeting rooms. Even as Annia opens the heavy wooden door, the
Warrior can hear the murmur of several voices. The air of the room is saturated by the smells
of coffee, men’s cologne, and armor oil. There are a dozen or more men, all in some variety
of Imperial armor. One stands out by his kit as a legatus, of the First or Second legions most
likely, but the Warrior has never met the man before. Towering over all others gathered, the
Emperor stands at the end of the room’s long black table. He is staring down at a collection
of papers that litter the surface of the table, along with a map of Eorzea that is held down on
one corner with a coffee mug. 

Annia announces their arrival, and the men quiet and part to permit their passage to the head
of the table. The guard moves to her position standing opposite Julia behind the Emperor.
The Warrior stops a respectful distance from the big man and waits to be addressed.

Varis’ expression is stern and unflinchingly serious as he looks down at her. She finds that it
does not bother her. She knows that right now he is The Emperor of Garlemald, and not the
gentle man she spends her time with in private. She knows that right now his every
movement is being scrutinized for weakness and ineptitude by the other men that are
gathered. A quick glance at the postures of those gathered is enough to tell her who among
them is doubtful of their leader’s capabilities, and who is a faithful follower--or at least very
good at pretending that they are. She is quietly relieved that, in passing, the skeptics are
greatly outnumbered.

The Warrior gives one of the polite bows she learned while living in Ishgard, as she is not
comfortable doing a proper Imperial salute in front of those assembled. She knows she could
do it correctly--she’s had practice, and has done it a few times for Varis in private to confirm
that she can blend in if necessary--but does not want to ruffle any feathers. Not yet, at least,
especially when she is uncertain as to why she has even been called to this meeting.

Varis clears his throat and nods at her. “Thank you for your expedient arrival.”

“Yes, sir.”

He gestures at her before tilting his head to address the rest of the room. “For the record, this
is my recently employed advisor, Lady Lux van Umbrus. I do expect that you all know who
she is, and I will not tolerate any unkind word regarding her origin. If you have any other
concerns, please voice them after this meeting is concluded as nothing you can say is
pertinent to the issue at hand.” 



The legatus gives a polite nod in the Warrior’s direction. “If I may speak for the rest of us,
Lady van Umbrus’ presence is a welcome one. Given the present circumstances, she may be
able to grant us additional insight.”

The Warrior looks at the man, and then to the Emperor. “And, what are the present
circumstances, Your Radiance?”

For a long moment Varis is silent, the corners of his mouth downturned more than usual. “We
recently received word from our units in Ala Mhigo that Eorzean forces attacked Baelsar’s
Wall before dawn this morning.”

The words send a chill down her spine. She has known that the conflict was inevitable, but
hearing word of it fills her with concern for the safety of the Scions.

She manages to ask: “And the outcome?”

The Emperor rests his gloved fingertips on a piece of paper that is presently weighed down
by a pair of reading glasses. “Moderate losses of our forces on the Wall. Heavy losses
amongst the Eorzean colors that were present, although reports indicate that their numbers
were not as great as would be expected for a proper assault. Our victory should have been
assured, but near the end of the fighting the summoning of a massive eikon led to the
commanding officers surrendering control of Castrum Oriens and the Wall. Remaining forces
have drawn back and are awaiting orders.”

“An eikon?” the Warrior echoes. “What eikon?”

“We were hoping that you might know,” says one of the officers. She looks at him and
frowns.

“I am afraid that, while I am quite experienced in the slaying of primals--of eikons--I am not
particularly well versed in their actual form and creation.” She shrugs. “I have been but the
sword, and I have yet to meet a sword that knows the finer details of its enemies beyond how
to pierce their hides.”

There is a hint of doubt in the voice of the next officer who speaks. “Then, you knew nothing
of the Eorzean plans to summon a primal today?”

The Warrior shakes her head. “Even if the Eorzeans were desperate to throw off Imperial
forces in order to aid the Ala Mhigans, I daresay they would never stoop to summoning an
eikon to do so.” She flashes the men a wry smile. “That is sort of why I had a job at all--
Eorzeans were having trouble with eikons being summoned and all. But, in Eorzea most of
the summoning of eikons was done by the beastmen tribes.”

The men murmur thoughtfully.

“Do you think a beast tribe was responsible for the summoning?” Varis asks. “In defense of
their lands?”



“It’s possible, but from my experience none of the tribes have that sort of aetheric power at
their disposal. That close to Gyr Abania, the only tribe you would really run into would be
the Slyphs, and they call upon Ramuh. And he was, from my experience, not really the ‘strike
first ask questions later’ sort of being. Far more reasonable than some of the others.”

The Emperor looks at one of his advisors. “What of the beast tribes in Gyr Abania?”

A short Hyur in thick glasses clears his throat. “Ah, aside from the occasional report of a
moogle sighting, the main beastmen of Gyr Abania are the Ananta. As one of their sister
tribes has been wise enough to side with us, we are fairly well versed with them. On the
whole, I would not think the Ananta interested or capable of summoning anything beyond a
representation of their creator goddess.” He chuckled softly. “On the whole, they are a race
more interested in maintaining their beauty than, ah, waging war.”

“I see.” The Emperor crosses his arms over his chest. For a moment he looks to the Warrior,
and then to the rest of his military advisors. “So, if not the beastmen, then one of the people
of Ala Mhigo themselves.”

“It is a possibility, Your Radiance,” the Warrior says. “In Ishgard there were a few instances
of eikons being summoned by mortal men, though as far as I am aware it was always playing
under the guiding hand of the Ascians.” She thinks of what she recalls of those summonings.
“If there were someone in Ala Mhigo desperate enough, then an Ascian could have used that
to their advantage.”

There is an uneasy murmur among the men. The Emperor raises a hand to quiet them, his
gaze not shifting its focus from the Warrior.

“Then, you believe we are looking at the possibility of Ascian interference?”

“My experience of the last few years tells me that there is always the possibility of the
Ascians being involved when there is trouble, Your Radiance. It tends to be their modus
operandi.”

“Do you think they had a hand in the assault on the Wall?”

“Were it not for the summoning of the eikon, I would say it unlikely.” She shakes her head.
“It is difficult for me to say with any certainty from here, though. If the Scions were present
at the confrontation that occurred at Baelsar’s Wall, then they would have a clearer idea of
what exactly is going on.”

Varis’ expression is unreadable, even to the Warrior. “And, do you think they would be
willing to share this information?”

“In the interest of potentially avoiding a full scale conflict? Of course they would.” She
knows that Varis knows a full scale conflict is something neither side can comfortably afford.

The Emperor nods slowly. “Then, you have leave to get into contact with the Scions. Find out
what they know of the assault on the Wall, and if they have any knowledge regarding the
summoning of the eikon.”



“With all haste, sir.” 

He shifts his attention back to the advisors. “I want all information gathered from the front
that we can. Send word to the legatus of the Twelfth that he is not to take any direct actions
until the situation has been fully assessed, per my orders. Continue standard operations and
defensive maneuvers as necessary.”

“No counterassault, sir?”

The Emperor grimaces. “Not yet, no. I am aware that my esteemed grandsire would have
already begun to throw forces at the Eorzeans to grind them under heel. However, I value the
lives of our sons and daughters enough to at least formulate a plan before striking back
against enemy forces.” He points at the officer who had spoken. “You, your daughter is with
the forces stationed at Castrum Centri, yes? And she just gave you your first grandson before
her current deployment. Would you rather I have her forces sent to aid the Twelfth in Gyr
Abania without any additional information on what the hells is actually going on?”

The man looks uncomfortable. “While I am certain my daughter will serve bravely and make
me proud… No, sir.”

“Very well. Get our information, and then we can sic our hounds on those that need their
throats torn out.”

“Sir!” The officer salutes.

The Emperor makes a dismissive gesture to the group. “You all have your orders. Get to it.”
He looks at her, and she waits until the rest of the room has cleared.

His armor rattles softly as he paces over to the Warrior and presses a leather clad palm to her
cheek. “Are you alright?”

“I’m fine,” she says. She is, physically, though in the back of her mind she yet wonders if the
Scions are intact. The Warrior wonders, and worries that they suffered because she was not
there to fight for them.

“I know you are concerned about the situation,” Varis says, voice low and nearly whispered
into her ear. “Get in contact with the Scions. Make sure your friends are safe. And then get
the information that we need.”

She blinks, surprised as the softness of his tone. “Yes, of course.”

He presses his lips to her forehead before turning away and retracing his steps back to the
head of the table. He gestures to Annia, who moves to escort the Warrior back to the other
side of the palace.

She calls: “Your Radiance?”

The Emperor looks at her again.

“I’ll see you at lunch?”



After a moment, the corners of his mouth pinch up in the faintest hint of a smile.

“Of course, my Lady.”



Chapter 24

There is a strange tension in the echoing corridors as the Warrior follows Annia to the private
wing of the palace. She does not know if word of the attack has already spread among the
guard, or if something else is at play. She has difficulty focusing on the peculiar feeling
enough to dwell on its cause. The Warrior's thoughts lapse back to Eorzea, and to the fates of
her friends in the Scions. She doesn't know who had gone ahead to focus on efforts
potentially aiding Ala Mhigo, and who was behind at the Rising Stones or elsewhere. What
happened to them all? Was anyone hurt or--

“Do you need anything, my Lady?” Annia asks the question as they approach the door to the
royal chambers. The Warrior stirs out from the miasma of her thoughts and looks at the other
woman.

“What?”

“You just looked--” The guard stops and straightens her posture. “Nevermind my question.
My apologies.”

“It’s alright, Annia. I just have a heavy business on my mind right now.”

“I understand, my Lady.” She salutes after stopping next to the door. The Warrior enters her
door key and turns the handle. A thought occurs to her, and she stops to look at Annia.

“If His Radiance inquires, tell him that I am fine.”

“Of course.” Annia salutes again.

Inside the suite, the Warrior hurries to retrieve her linkpearl. She settles on the couch in the
study and fidgets until she is comfortable before placing the familiar communications device
in her ear. She takes a moment to steel herself, and then activates her linkpearl.

"Come in, this is the Warrior of Light calling to check on the status of the wild roses. Please
come in." She closes her eyes and prays to whatever of the Twelve might be listening in
Garlemald. "Please."

For a long moment there is no reply, and then another. The Warrior lifts her hand to her ear,
but pauses at a crackle of static.

“---clea---interfer---” For a moment the signal cuts out, then returns after another burst of
static. She hears Thancred’s voice, crying out her name in a breathless, exasperated tone.
“Seven hells, you’ve picked a fine time to call.”

“I’m sorry, Thancred,” she says. “This isn’t a pleasure call. And it isn’t a coincidental
greeting at a bad time. We received word here of the attack on Baelsar’s Wall.”



He heaves a sigh. “Thank the Twelve you did call, though. You have to tell the Emperor this
wasn’t our fault! The bloody primal wasn’t our doing!”

“I know it wasn’t, Thancred. Calm yourself, and tell me what happened.”

The line is quiet for a moment. Then: “So you remember what Alphinaud told you about that
Ala Mhigan resistance leader, the Griffin? Turns out he was really Ilberd.”

She frowns at the name. “You mean that asshole from the Braves?”

“One and the same. Had his men dress up in the colors of the Grand Companies and lead an
attack on the Wall. A bloody slaughter, and done to drag the Eorzean states into the whole
mess with the Empire. Said we were going to help Ala Mhigo, whether we liked it or not.”

“Were any of our people hurt?”

There is a pause. “Nothing serious during the attack, no. Just your usual combat scuffs and
scrapes.”

The Warrior exhales slowly. “And the primal?”

“Summoned by Ilberd,” Thancred says. “Alphinaud said he went on some mad rant, pulled
out Nidhogg’s eyes and then took a dive off the bloody Wall.”

She frowns, half-thinking she misheard her friend. “Wait, you said Nidhogg’s eyes? Where
the hells did he get those? We threw them into the abyss!”

“I know, that’s what Alphinaud kept wailing at me. Poor kid’s a mess, because--” Thancred
hesitates, and lowers his voice. “It was a desperate situation. There was this gigantic cocoon
of light with some unknown terror inside, and there was nothing we could do--”

“What happened, Thancred?” She does not like the anguish that suddenly strains at the man’s
voice.

“Papalymo. He used a forbidden magick and sealed the primal in some kind of shielding, but
it… It cost him his life. He’s gone.”

The Warrior covers her mouth with a hand and stares at the floor. For a while she says
nothing, doesn’t know what to say, doesn’t know quite how to process Thancred’s statement.

“The situation is as under control as can be hoped for the moment, but none of us know what
will happen when that thing breaks out of its containment.”

She manages: “I’m sorry, Thancred. I’m so sorry. I should have been there.”

For a moment he does not reply, then: “Well, that can’t be helped, now.”

“Is Yda--how is she?”



Thancred sighs, resigned. “She’s had a proper scream and wail over it. I think she cracked a
rib or two when she kicked me as I was carrying her to safety. But, she’s alive, at least.”

She still is at a loss for words, and again can only say: “I’m sorry. I don’t know what I can
do.”

The tension returns to the Scion’s voice. “Just tell the old man what I told you. Buy us some
time to see what we can do about the primal.”

“I--yes, of course. He will want to hear my report. The Emperor did not seem especially keen
on throwing his people into a full war at the moment. Hopefully we can make some
advantage of that.”

The Warrior says her good-byes, with a promise to contact the Scions again if she has any
pressing news. She settles back in the couch cushions and closes her eyes. Her thoughts still
rattle in their cage, and she struggles to piece together the sequence of events that Thancred
related to her. How had everything gone so disastrously wrong? It is beyond her simple
understanding. 

She thinks about the dragon’s eyes, and knows that they should have been lost forever to the
frozen depths. They were not something mortal man could have reclaimed. If the Ascians are
involved with the events in Ala Mhigo, then they might be in greater danger than previously
assumed. Should the Ascians plot to throw a wrench into the Ala Mhigan resistance, then
Prince Zenos might be the least of their problems. 

She mulls over the facts given, tries to determine how she will present the story to Varis, but
her mind keeps tripping over the dead weight of a feeling that lies in the forefront of her
thoughts.

She feels like a failure.

The Warrior cannot shake the feeling that she should have been there on the Wall with the
others. That she is the Warrior of Light, and that was where she was supposed to have been.
Surely she could have done something to stop the summoning, to wrench the Eyes from
Ilberd’s traitorous hands, and dispatch justice before finding another frozen abyss in which to
lose the cursed things.

But, she was not there. She had been here in Garlemald, safe and warm and oblivious in her
lover’s arms.

Some savior of the realm she turned out to be, when she could not even be there when her
friends needed her the most. The Warrior is overcome by her shame, and does nothing to stop
the flow of tears once they begin. Hers are not loud sobs, but instead are soft coughing cries
fueled by her inability to save everyone she cares for.

The Warrior of Light half curls on her side on the sofa, overcome by a wave of loathing that
she has not experienced since the one that led her to first picking up a greatsword more than a
year ago.



 

In the darkness beneath her hands, there is no indication of the passage of time. It is only the
sound of the chamber door opening that draws her back from the darkest depths of her
thoughts. She hears her name called, accompanied by the familiar rattling song of the
Emperor’s armor.

There is the soft clank of metal hitting one of the rugs, followed by the creaking of the study
door. The Warrior has no real time to react before she has been scooped up into a pair of
strong arms and pulled against their owner’s warm chest. The sofa squeaks in protest as he
sits and arranges her on his lap. It is all she can manage to do to hide her tear streaked face in
her sleeve.

She struggles to stifle her weeping, to apologize, to free him from the unpleasant duty of
comforting her. She ends up saying nothing at all, just shaking her head and pressing her
forehead against the surface of his tabard. The Emperor has removed his breastplate, and she
is aware of a faint hitch in his breath before he speaks.

“Tell me” is his soft-spoken demand.

Her voice catches in her throat when she parts her lips to speak. She shakes her head and
sniffles wetly.

Varis murmurs: “I am sorry that you received bad news from the Scions.”

This makes the tears flow afresh, and for several minutes she wets his tabard with her
sorrows. The Emperor is silent, his arms a bulwark from the rest of the star.

It takes longer than her pride is comfortable with to cease crying enough to begin speaking.

“I was able to get in contact with the Scions,” she finally says, her voice strained. Varis nods
ever so slightly, and she continues, telling him of the Ala Mhigan’s false flag operation.

Varis makes a thoughtful noise. “As though past conflicts should be so readily forgotten in
the face of a newer foe.” His hand moves and pets slowly down her back. “The Empire is, of
course, a mutual enemy in their eyes. It would stand to reason that the Eorzeans would have
eventually supported their cause, but the people of Gyr Abania have long been known as
being rather violently argumentative. A trait that Gaius van Baelsar used against them while
orchestrating the events that led to their conquering.”

“I’ve known some very nice Ala Mhigans,” she whispers.

“I am sure you have. Much the same as you have met some nice Garleans, while your
homeland would quickly dismiss the whole lot of us as wretched monsters.”

The Warrior of Light lifts a hand and rubs at her eyes. “I don’t feel like arguing.”

“My apologies,” he says with haste. “Go on. Where does the eikon fit into the chain of
events?”



She sniffs and clears her throat before continuing. “I don’t know the precise details. I will
have to try and speak with Alphinaud when the chance arises. But, the leader of the resistance
used a rather foul pair of relics to summon the eikon. But, I have no idea where he got the
relics from--only perhaps from an Ascian’s intervention.”

“What could the Ascians hope to gain from stoking the flames of war between Garlemald and
Eorzea?” There is a frown in the Emperor’s voice that she can see without actually looking
up at him. “I mislike the thought that we are being used as pawns in one of their schemes.”

“I’m afraid I don’t know the answer,” she says.

For a moment they are quiet again, the Emperor’s fingers tracing an abstract line along her
back while he mulls over the information.

“None of this is quite something that would bring tears to your eyes.” His hand moves from
her back, and his forefinger hooks under her chin and presses with minimal pressure. The
Warrior looks up at him. His brow is pinched with concern.

Her breath is unsteady when she lets it out. “One of the Scions sacrificed himself in order to
seal the eikon before it had completely formed. With the relics that were used to summon it, I
am sure that there was concern it might lead to another Calamity if its summoning went
unanswered.” She swallows hard against the tightness in her throat. “And I was not there to
prevent any of it from happening.” Again she feels tears burning at her eyes, but the Emperor
shakes his head and moves his hand to touch the crown of her head. His fingers comb slowly
through mussed strands and brush her hair away from her face. 

“Your friend’s death is not your fault,” Varis murmurs.

“It feels like my fault.” She swallows back the tremor in her voice. “I should have been there.
I could have helped, I could have done--something--”

His tone is as gentle as the touch to her scalp. “What could you have done that your allies did
not?”

She does not know the answer to his question, so she says nothing. Varis hums softly, fingers
gliding through her hair again.

“You said it yourself: you know little of the finer details of the great magicks involved in the
creation of an eikon. And I know you to be more finessed in the wielding of a blade than a
spell. So, would you having been there done anything to alter the outcome of the battle?”

She frowns. “It should have. I’m the damned Warrior of Light, my being there should have
counted for something in the outcome. What good am I if it were not so? What is the point of
my powers, my gifts, if my being there did not prevent the death of a comrade?” A tear
escapes from her right eye. “What if I am just some cosmic joke? Some awful sham of a
hero? I could not save Haurchefant, nor Regula, and I wasn’t even there to try and keep
Papalymo from having to die.”



A soft hiss of breath escapes the Emperor at the mention of his friend. “I must tell you, my
love, that though we Garleans are not a particularly religious people, there is still something
to be said for trusting the machinations of fate. If it is a man’s time to die, then he will die,
and there is nothing that can be done to stop that.”

She stares up at him. “I don’t know if I believe that. There has to be something more than
that.”

“Perhaps. Perhaps not.” Varis’ gaze averts off to the wall, looking for a moment to the
chronometer hanging there. “Perhaps… Each of these men were simply answering to their
fates. All three sacrificed themselves so that someone else might live, so that the story did not
end. It may not have been your duty to save them, dear Warrior, but instead to fight and
protect those that were spared by their offerings.”

The words make sense, but offer her little comfort in the moment. “If that is all true, then
why do I feel so grieved by their losses? Why do I feel like such a failure?”

To her surprise, a small smile graces the Emperor’s tired mien. “Because, you are a beautiful,
caring woman. You weep because you cared, because you loved.”

“Is it that simple?”

“It could be, yes.” The Emperor of Garlemald adjusts his bulk on the sofa and again curls his
arms around her. “You taught me that.”

She sighs. “It is not easy, being a beacon of Light to the whole star.”

His embrace intensifies. “Then, let me be the one to support you. I would do it, gladly, until
my dying day.”

She considers his words, and the soft sincerity of his tone, and nods. Varis folds himself into
the hug and rests his cheek in her hair. His warmth is almost suffocating--a too heavy blanket
wound around her on a summer’s day--but she leans into it all the same. She leans into it, into
him, into the feeling of absolute peace and security that dwells in his arms. She presses her
brow into his chest, feeling the steady beat of his heart through his armor.

The Warrior exhales softly. For a moment, the Emperor’s arms tighten, then relax back into
their gentle hold.

“Don’t you need to get back to your meeting? Your planning? I am interrupting your work.”

“Nay,” Varis murmurs into her hair. “I am exactly where I need to be right now. I have
nowhere else I ought to be.”

She knows that he is just trying to comfort her, but it is working, so she does not press him
further.

“Thank you, Varis,” she says. He hums faintly, a lulling sound, and she can feel it through the
broad drum of his chest. “I love you.”



The humming stops, and his arms squeeze again. “And I you, my Light.”

For a few minutes they linger in mutual quiet, the Warrior soothed by his presence.

Eventually, Varis whispers into her hair. “I must be honest: I am still glad that you are here
and not there. The attack on the Wall and the garrison’s submission will only serve to stoke
my son’s need to get out and cause trouble.”

She sighs. “I know. I still wish I had been there.”

“Do you think you would have been better for being there, and still being unable to change
the fate of your associate?”

The Warrior considers this. “No, but were I in Eorzea, I could help comfort everyone with
their loss. Our loss.”

“Your linkpearl yet functions, my dearest. I am certain they will appreciate your sentiments,
even with the distance.”

“It isn’t the same.”

“I know. But, sometimes we must make do with what we have.”

She shifts her weight a bit in his lap. The sadness in Thancred’s voice is still fresh in her
memory, and she is not certain that she is ready yet to commiserate with the other Scions. She
has no idea what she could even say to Yda. What do you say to someone when they lose
their closest friend?

Perhaps nothing, she thinks as she relaxes in Varis’ strong arms. Perhaps sometimes there is
nothing that can be said. 

 

She falls into something not quite nearly a doze in the Emperor’s arms, and he only stirs her
from it with the arrival of lunch. They eat in a relatively peaceful quiet. He does not bother
her for her thoughts or interrupt her musings with platitudes. He is simply there, and his
presence is reassurance enough for her, for the time being. If she focuses on him, she can
keep her other worries at bay.

When their meal concludes, the Emperor strides down the hall to his bedroom and strips out
of his armor. The Warrior stands in the doorway, watching him, unable to shake the pall of
unease as she watches him undress down to his carbonweave.

He turns to her, a hand outstretched.

“What are you doing?” she asks.

Varis steps closer, pressing his palm to her cheek. “I am taking a respite until my next
meeting, later this afternoon. And I want you to accompany me.”



The Warrior hesitates even as she presses herself into the warmth of his touch. “But, surely
you must need to be getting back to your duties?”

For a moment the Emperor frowns. “You keep asking me that. Is your contrition so great that
you cannot enjoy any time with me?”

“I just feel like my presence is intruding upon something, that you should be doing something
more important.”

“If it is, I do not care.” He traces the rough pad of his thumb over the line of her cheekbone.
“Your well being is just as paramount to me as that of the rest of the Empire.”

Gingerly, she whispers: “Why?”

The frown fades from his countenance. “Because, I love you. You are my Light. When I look
at you, I see my future. I see before me the Empress of Garlemald. I see hope.” His cheeks
color and he looks down. “I must admit: I am still not used to looking forward and seeing
good things, or even daring to dream of them.”

Her stomach pinches at his sincerity. “I--I do not deserve such high praises. How can you pile
your hopes on someone like me?”

Varis glances up at her, eyes widening. “How could I not?”

“Because, I’m a failure as a hero. I can’t even--even--” Her voice catches in her throat.

“Being the hero does not mean that you can save everyone all of the time.” He cups her face
in his big hands. “Your friend’s death is not your fault, my love.”

She blinks back fresh tears. “I don’t know how to convince myself of that.”

Varis leans in, pressing his forehead to hers. “And neither do I. But, I will be here to remind
you as much as you need.” He exhales in a faint sigh. “And I am sorry. I know I should not
put the weight of hope on your shoulders. I know it is not something you ever asked for, not
from Garlemald or Eorzea.”

The earnestness of his tone gives the Warrior pause. She lifts her hands and covers his as they
cradle her face. Something in her heart stirs.

“Oh, Varis,” she whispers. “It is a burden I would gladly bear, with you at my side.”



Chapter 25

On a quiet Darksday morning, the Warrior takes a long bath while the Emperor is busy in his
study reading through reports from Gyr Abania. She lingers until the water starts to cool a
second time, thinking that hopefully this is a long enough amount of time to leave her partner
alone. She wraps herself in a thick towel and carefully pads across the tiled floor.

Steam billows out into the cool hallway as she cracks open the door. She calls: “Varis? Is
everything alright?”

There is a faint murmur in an assenting tone from the direction of the study. Deciding that he
will be well enough left alone for a bit longer, the Warrior returns to the bedroom. She pulls
on a pair of soft warm woolen pants and her dressing gown. Her armor catches her eye,
sitting neatly arranged on its stand next to the Emperor’s. She thinks the two sets of armor
make an attractive pair. The Warrior brushes her fingers over each piece of her gear, making
sure she did not miss any spots in cleaning it after her venture out to the training center
earlier in the morning. She does not want neglect to make Varis think she does not appreciate
his gift. And cleaning each piece of the set helped pass the time earlier when the Emperor
was busy frowning through his glasses at the papers spread before him.

The sound of slippers scuffing their way along a dark green runner meets her ears, followed
by a soft grunt and the popping sounds that accompany the big man stretching. Varis stops
and leans in the doorway, arms spread to brace against the frame.

“Done already?” she asks.

“The rest of it can wait until after lunch,” he says. Varis flexes his weight against the wood
and she is half surprised that she doesn’t hear it crack in protest. The Emperor sighs and
scrubs his fingertips against his scalp. “I read through everything regarding the most recent
updates from Gyr Abania.”

“Ah.” She has not spoken with the Scions in a few days, and neither have they made any
efforts to contact her. “And was there anything interesting?”

“A half dozen rather theatrical complaints from my son-- from the looks of it dictated to the
one scribe he hasn’t killed off yet." Varis gives a little sniff. “Wants to send forces to move
against the Eorzeans and Ala Mhigans that have set up shop in Castrum Oriens, as he finds it
offensive that he is forced to sit idly on his throne as I have forbidden him from marching
into the Shroud or anywhere else of interest.”

“Do others share his sentiments?”

“From what I can discern it is only those that are doing their damnedest to stay on Zenos’
good side.”

She flashes a conciliatory smile. “Does he have a good side?”



“I want to believe that he could have one,” Varis says. He sighs again and lowers his arms.
“He is a very clever, intelligent man, but I am afraid that appeals to his intellect ceased to
appease him a long time ago.”

Intellect paired with a powerful body and a taste for violence is a dangerous combination, the
Warrior muses. She watches as Varis ambles over to the windows. He peels back the heavy
fabric of one of the curtains and squints at the brilliant blue-white streak of light that comes
through the exposed glass.

“What do you think he thinks of us?” She chews on her lower lip for a moment. “I mean, his
father and the Warrior of Light being… romantically involved.”

“I know what he thinks,” Varis murmurs. “He wasted no time in voicing that opinion when he
was last here in the palace. After your little run-in with the boy.”

“And, what did Zenos think?”

The cold surface of the glass fogs with his breath. “That I was naught but a lonely fool. That
you were just biding your time and waiting for the right moment to bring a knife to my
throat.”

It is an unfortunately fair assessment, she thinks.

“If you are indeed an assassin, my dear, you are patient to a fault.” Varis turns his head away
from the window, enough that she can see the corner of his lips pulled into a smile. “For you
have had endless and ample opportunities over the last few months.”

“Do you ever worry that you might be wrong about me?” The Warrior taps a nail on the
faceplate of her helmet. “I could make it look like an accident at the training center. Or when
you are shaving.”

The smile does not fade as he pensively rumbles. “Hmm. I hadn’t considered in the training
center. Too many eyes, unless you had set up some sort of method of teleporting away.”

“Do you often still worry about whether or not I might try to kill you?”

Varis shakes his head and returns his gaze to the blurry patch of blue sky visible through the
window. “No, not in a long time. When we were first together, yes, certainly. I knew what I
was doing was terrifically risky.”

“But, you did it anyway.”

“I did. I believe it to have been worth the risk. Wouldn’t you say the same?”

"I would think so, yes." The Warrior moves closer to where her lover stands. "The only truly
foolish thing I've known you to do in the last few months is to send me away."

"A mistake that I shan't repeat." Varis lets the curtain fall back into place and turns to face
her. His lips pinch into a thin line before relaxing.  "And, if I try to, you have my advanced
permission to disobey me."



"I'll keep that in mind, Your Radiance."

He smiles and raises a hand to rub at the stubble on his chin. His eyes squint half closed,
pensive, and Varis seems to stare at the top of her head for a long moment before he speaks
again.

“Have you heard of the blue months?”

The change of subject catches the Warrior off guard. She considers the question and shakes
her head when she comes up with no answer. “No. Is that something I need to know about?”

“To some degree.” Varis looks to the curtained windows. “Staying inside so much, you might
not notice the change. Not right away, at the least.” He scratches at his side. “I believe outside
of Garlemald they are sometimes referred to as the ‘dark months’.”

“Oh.” That stirs some old bit of gossip from her memories. “You mean when the sun doesn’t
come up?”

He smiles. “I assure you that it is not as dark and dismal as outside reports might make it out
to be.” Varis hums softly. “But, yes, there is a period during the winter months when the sun
struggles in rising to a visible point in the sky, and so the… already brief spans of daylight
are cast in a color more appropriate to those last moments of twilight.”

“Sounds a little dreary.”

“To some I am sure it is. The blue months have never bothered me a great deal. It’s only any
real trouble on days when there are snowstorms. Then you might as well be trying to make
your way in the dead of night.”

“I see.” The Warrior sidles up behind him and rests a hand on his hip. “And, why do you ask
me this now?”

“Because, my dear, we are nearing the end of autumn here in Garlemald, and the winter
months will soon be upon us.” Varis smiles down at her. “I am sure you had not noticed, as
you tend to spend most of your time indoors here.”

She huffs. “I’m not afraid of going out. There’s just… The city just seems more a military
outpost than a place where people live. So, there isn’t much reason for me to go out alone,
you know?” She pokes his hip. “Besides, I can scarcely go to the training center without
getting into trouble; I’m certain me going out into the city would be worse.”

He hums again. “Someday, everyone in the city will be very happy to see you.”

“You think so?”

“I do.” Varis takes her hand and brings it to his lips. She smiles.

“You’re in a good mood all of the sudden.”



The Emperor’s breath ghosts warmly against her skin. “Perhaps I am.” His thumb traces a
line across her knuckles. "At the end of autumn there is a grand gala held to honor the
coming of the blue months. Quite the festivities, if I do say so myself."

This is the first time the Warrior has heard of such business, and it immediately piques her
interest.  “You mean like a ball?”

He smiles and shakes his head. “No, no dancing. It is more a large dinner where everyone
drinks and is merry, and we watch a little pageant put on that depicts the discovery of
ceruleum and how it helped the first Garleans survive the long dark unforgiving nights of our
land.”

The Warrior frowns at the prospect of such levity. “Is now really the right time to be having
such an event? The shadow of war is yet creeping on the horizon.”

Varis stares at her for a moment. Then he gives a single, sharp nod. “Now is the best time, my
dear. Garlemald is a nation always fighting, always readying for the next battle. It is events
like these that help bring a sense of hope and security to the people.”

She does not bother pointing out the fact that simply not constantly going to war for glorious
conquest would also give the people a sense of peace and hope. They have had that
discussion enough times already, and she has yet to come up with an argument that will get
the Emperor to budge. She is, as Alphinaud would be quick to tactlessly point out, not a
diplomat.

Still, the Warrior finds herself glad that the Garleans can still enjoy a holiday celebration like
the rest of the star, even if theirs are not the same as those she has experienced in Eorzea.

“Fair enough. When is the gala to be held?”

“Traditionally the Long Night ceremonies are held on the full moon that falls closest to the
beginning of the winter months.”

“Ah. Better then, than a few days later.”

Varis chuckles. “I would hate for you to miss out on cake and wine because you were in too
much pain to put on a dress and smile for the people.”

“A dress?” She looks to the cabinet where her clothing is stored. “Will I need a new one?”

“I do not think so.”

“Should I wear the green dress, then?” She grins at the embarrassed croak that escapes from
the Emperor.

“No, no, I don’t need to be that distracted when I’m supposed to be making face with the
dignitaries of the Empire.” Varis looks away and fidgets his fingers in the end of his hair.
“You do not have to attend, of course, but as the Emperor I am somewhat obliged to do so.”



Despite a few covered forays out into the closer parts of the city, and also being now
somewhat well known among the staff at the palace, the Warrior has never had any real
public appearances in Garlemald. To the people of the Empire, she is nothing more than a
bored rumor, and probably even less than that to people who do not regularly come into
contact with palace staff or the locally stationed legions. Varis has never pushed to put her
into the public eye, and so the Warrior cannot help but wonder about this sudden change.

“Are you certain that you are ready to make me… to make our relationship a matter of public
knowledge?” She reaches and pulls the long strands of pale hair free from his fingers. Varis
tenses for a moment, and then relaxes. 

“As though you were something better kept secret.” He fixes her with a doting smile and
recaptures her hand in his own. "To be quite honest, if you are introduced simply as 'Lady
Lux', most of the people in attendance would not even think to associate you as being the
Warrior of Light."

She knows that he is right. Without her heroic label, most will merely view her as a curiosity.
Most have likely come to perceive their leader as a widower and perpetual bachelor. Him
attending a public event with a mysterious woman is enough to cause a stir on its own.

"Well," she says after this consideration. "Who would you prefer to present me as?"

For the span of several breaths, Varis does not move. Then, without relenting in his grasp on
her hand, he shifts his weight downward. The Warrior is surprised by the limber ease with
which Varis drops to his knees before her. He bows his head, long hair cascading over his
shoulder and exposing the pale lines of his neck just above the deep green collar of his shirt.

“I would much more happily attend the festivities...with you as my intended.”

It takes a long moment of staring at the smooth marble of his skin before the Warrior realizes
what he has said. It is something that she has been half expecting him to ask for a time now,
and so she has quietly considered how she might answer his proposal. She has already
imagined the surprised, scandalized whispers and hushed accusations that her response might
birth. 

The Warrior has already made her decision, but the sight of the Emperor of Garlemald
kneeling before her, laid bare to her decision--it still sends an unexpected shock of delight
down her spine.

“Oh, Varis.” She extends her hand and traces her fingers lightly over the back of his neck. A
shiver courses through the flesh beneath her fingertips, but the man does not otherwise move.
“Are you certain? Do you really mean to ask me this?”

“I am and I do.” He swallows. “We do not have to be wed any time soon, but it would bring
me a great comfort...especially if something were to happen to one of us.”

He is talking about falling in combat, she thinks. Even now, the Emperor cannot escape his
concerns over the ongoing specter of war.



“Who am I to deny the man I care for some onze of comfort?”

Varis’ body tenses beneath her hand. “It is your will, your life. Not mine to demand or take.”

The Warrior withdraws her hand. “Lift your face and look at me, Varis zos Galvus. I would
have you ask me as you wish to, and not with such stuffy formality.”

The Emperor shifts his weight back on his heels and looks up at her. His brows are drawn
together in an apprehensive row. Her name falls reverently from his lips. “Marry me. That is
all I ask of you.”

She touches his chin, and wonders if he can feel how hard her heart is pounding. “I would
answer your proposition, if you would permit me to ask one of my own.”

“Of course.”

“Varis, will you be my husband?”

His eyes widen. “Y-you would ask that of the Emperor?”

She smiles. “Is it the Emperor who asks for my hand, or the sweet and noble gentleman who
kneels before me?”

Varis swallows. “It is just I.”

“Then, it is you who I ask.”

His breath trembles as it escapes him. “Yes, I will be your husband.”

Her smile widens. “Then, yes, I will be your wife.”

For a moment Varis is silent and still. Then he whispers: “Thank you.”

“You don’t have to thank me for doing something that I want to do, Varis.”

“All the same.” He rises smoothly to his feet and helps her up. “I do not know what else to
say.”

“Um, well.” She considers their options. “I’ve never been affianced before, to be honest.”
The Warrior smiles when he clears his throat.

“I have, but as you know, that was an entirely different situation. I’ve never had the pleasure
of doing this with someone who I already know and love.”

She tips her head to the side. “How about a kiss, then?”

He does so, carefully cradling her head in his hand. It is simple and sweet, but when they part
a soft noise of discontent escapes from the Emperor.

“What’s wrong?”



“I just--” Varis frowns, eyes focused on her lips. “I expected it to feel different.”

She smiles and tries not to laugh. “It’s not some kind of magick, just an agreement.”

“I suppose so.”

The Warrior wonders if there is anything different with the engagement of an Emperor versus
one of the smallfolk. Varis hums thoughtfully and sits on the edge of the big bed. He tugs her
into his lap, a hand moving to stroke through her hair once she has made herself comfortable.

“I do not believe either of us have any sort of immediate family that can be notified. There
will be, of course, an announcement to the public…”

“That happens in any place with wealthy families,” the Warrior says. Varis nods. “And I don’t
suppose you need any sort of dowry.”

He chuckles, and she smiles at the rumble against her side. “No, that will not be necessary.
Though other affluent houses in Garlemald do engage in that practice, I believe we can let
that slide.”

“Oh, that’s good. I don’t really have much in the way of finances to contribute to the
household.”

Varis’ chuckle turns into laughter, and his arms circle around her and squeeze her sides. “You
are more than contribution enough, I promise.”

“It’s a pity I don’t really have anyone to tell about this. I mean, I’ll have to tell the Scions
eventually, but I think right now their minds are on other matters. I don’t need to make
anyone cross with the suggestion that their struggles weren’t meritorious enough of my
thoughts.”

Another thoughtful hum rumbles in his chest. “I know they are on the payroll, but Julia and
Annia do seem to like you. You could tell them?”

“We could tell them,” she corrects. His cheeks flush for a moment.

“We.” Varis licks his lips. “Yes, then we should make it proper and respectable, then.” He
keeps an arm looped around her middle as he tips slightly to the side. From the pocket of his
trousers he retrieves a small pouch of dark red leather. The imperial insignia is embossed on
its surface. He opens the bag. “I am fairly certain the custom of exchanging rings of promise
exists in Eorzea as well. To some degree.”

Two bands of metal fall into the Emperor’s open palm, one noticeably larger than the other.
They are made of a black metal, the surface of each band polished to a gleaming finish. He
presses the larger ring into her palm. 

“I, um--” He clears his throat, and she cannot help but smile at the fluster in his voice. “I give
you yours, and you give me mine. I believe that is how the process goes.”



The metal is warm against her skin, still carrying Varis’ body heat within its endless curve.
The ring fits neatly on the third finger of her left hand, over the line that feeds the heart. Her
smile broadens at the thought of Varis covertly trying to get her finger's measurement.

"It's lovely," she says.

"Just like you."

Varis kisses her again, the motion hungrier than before, and his tongue gives a demanding
flick against her lower lip. His hands engulf her shoulders before moving to part the front of
her dressing gown. She inhales reflexively as his rough skin caresses the smooth curve of her
breast.

"What about lunch?" She barely manages to gasp out the words as his thumb brushes against
her nipple.

"We have plenty of time before mid-day," Varis says. "And right now, I am far more hungry
for you."



Chapter 26

Were she pressed to do so, the Warrior of Light would find it difficult to explain to her self of
only a year earlier how she had ended up where she presently was in her life. She is not
entirely certain of it herself--how does one exactly parse out how they fell in love? She
knows she did, knows she is, and that is about as deep into the thought process that her giddy
brain is currently capable of delving.

It is difficult to think beyond those simple terms when the object of her affection is busy
mouthing a very wet path down the valley between her breasts. One big hand has slipped
under the silk of her robe to support her back, while the other cups the span of her ribs and
rounded flesh, its thumb idly rolling the firm peak of a nipple. The left is at her back; it is
there that she can feel the smooth line of the ring on his third finger.

She likes the feel of it--the manifestation of their promise.

His lips press her name into her skin, a vow that if she ever forgets who she is, he will be
there to remind her. She is his love--the warmth in his heart and the sun in his sky. His love,
his love, his love--

She bursts out into breathless, trembling giggles as his lips tease at her upper abdomen. He
smiles against her and murmurs her name again before applying a kiss to her skin. She
trembles and laughs, hooks her fingers in his long hair, and cries out his own name with a soft
reverence.

“I love you.”

“I know.”

His lips linger there, perhaps recommitting the soft skin and fine hair to his memory.

"I want…" Varis starts, but his voice is swiftly drowned out by his uncertainty. "I wish for
another chance. A chance to be a better father; to have an heir that is… is loved. Someday."
He swallows. "Though that is a choice entirely up to you. I shant force you."

The ring is nearly heavy on her finger as she considers his words. "In truth, I hadn't given
thought to having children. I mean, before I met you. But… Someday."

There is a flash of cool against her belly as he sharply inhales.

Varis whispers: "Thank you."

"But, you must promise me that, should a chance show itself, you do not give up all hope on
the child you already have."

He muffles his protest with her skin, and her fingers curl into a fist and tug reproachfully at
his hair.



"Varis."

"You are far too optimistic," he says. "But, I will try, should there ever be a chance."

She relaxes her grip. "Good."

His fingers play at the waistband of her woolen pants. “Now, if you would permit me my
indulgence…”

Without a word, she lifts her hips as he eases down the soft fabric. 

 

The sound of knocking on the main suite door barely registers in the Warrior’s mind. She
only recognizes the second round of knocking because of Varis’ breath huffing in irritation
over her sensitive skin. He shifts his weight back and rises to his feet.

“And so I must trade one repast for a lesser one,” he says, tongue extending to swipe over his
lower lip. Her cheeks are already too flushed to blush at him, and she lazily draws her knees
together.

“Shouldn’t you at least wash your face before answering that?”

Varis wipes a bit of her slick from the corner of his mouth. “I see no reason to. You are free to
freshen up if you feel the need.”

She laughs as he pats her knee and heads out of the bedroom. Her legs wobble like those of a
newly hatched chocobo as she slides off the side of the bed and rises to her feet. 

“You had better plan on finishing what you started later,” she chides playfully upon joining
the Emperor in the sitting room.

“I thought I might be more spontaneous than that,” Varis quips.

As she enters the sitting room, he turns from the table and approaches her. She squeals with a
mixture of delight and surprise as he catches her in his massive arms and scoops her off her
feet.

“Varis!”

“You looked a bit unsteady on your feet, my dear,” he says with a playful smirk. She tastes
herself on his lips when he kisses her.

“I have you to thank for that.” She grips his shoulder for balance as he moves to the sofa.
Varis’ eyes squint happily as he smiles down at her.

“You know, I believe I am starting to understand why Eorzea is so desperately attached to
you.” He hums softly, and she snuggles against the pleasant feeling as it passes between
them. “The hope that you inspire is quite the addictive thing.”



The Warrior touches his chin with her forefinger. “I like to think that the hope is already
there. I just give people the strength to see it for themselves.”

His brows lift. “Perhaps so. Still, I feel quite hopeful right now.”

“Oh?” She relaxes into the cushions as Varis carefully settles her onto her usual spot on the
sofa. “And what sort of hope are you feeling?”

“For you. For me. For the future…” He keeps hold of her left hand as he settles into his
armchair. “Ours, that of this nation, and of the whole star.” Varis swallows and tracks his
thumb over her knuckles. “I still honestly am not certain how to approach the matter with
Eorzea, but with you here I feel quite assured that I will be able to make the right decision.”

“For the Empire, or for Eorzea?”

“For everyone.” His thumb pauses over the black band. “You help me see, help me
understand, that there is more to the picture than that which my grandfather poured down my
throat in my youth.”

“Gyr Abania, then,” she says after a moment of thought. “It’s Gyr Abania that you don’t
know how to handle.”

“Indeed.” Varis sighs and lightly squeezes her hand. “But, that is not a proper subject for
right now. Certainly not for our first meal together as…” He clears his throat. “You know.”

She smiles. “I know.”

 

After lunch, the Emperor expresses his regrets and retreats back to the loneliness of his duties
in the study. The Warrior, keen to give him his necessary quiet again for at least a little while,
grabs a small leather bag from within her pack and heads out into the palace. The hallway
immediately beyond the door is empty, as the Emperor has given his bodyguards the day off.
Further down the long hallway are the standard guards, and they all either politely nod or
salute when she passes. 

What will it be like to walk these halls when she is the Empress? The question occurs to her
as she follows a meandering path through the bluelit halls. She has no guards now--as the
Warrior of Light such a thing would be an insult to suggest--but what of then? Will someone
insist that the Empress needs to be followed around for her own safety? She isn’t certain she
likes that idea. At the least, she does not believe that she would require a bodyguard while
within the palace walls. Outside, out in the city and beyond, another set of eyes would be a
welcome aid.

She recalls a conversation she had once with Thancred while drinking after his return from a
bout of spying. If the ruler of a nation was male, the wife would always be a liability. The
wife was a weakness, a chink in the armor, and a way to hurt the leader. For without the wife,
there was no heir, no family, no home. Nothing to keep a man sensible. Thancred, after his
second ale, had been quite adamant that if a man was being particularly troublesome, one just



had to wait until his wife was with child and threaten her to get the man to cooperate. The
Warrior frowns at this memory, her hand instinctively moving to her belly. She does not like
these thoughts. A woman being pregnant is a dangerous enough venture without any political
or military machinations getting involved. It is something she and Varis will have to discuss,
and she adds the item to her ever lengthening mental list of such things.

Her stroll through the corridors brings her to a location relatively close to the palace's training
center. There is an unremarkable door with a simple engraved sign that only reads
'Alchemical Distributions'. The Warrior has been here a few times now, though previous
visits have seen her accompanied by either Varis or one of his personal guards. Annia and
Julia had been the ones to first bring her to the place, casually threatening bodily harm to the
old man working there if he did not provide her with the same level of service as he did the
Emperor.

She knocks on the heavy wood before pushing the door open. Beyond is a somewhat
cramped room, its walls covered in a mixture of Imperial propaganda and alchemical charts
that remind her of the ones she has seen back in Ul’dah. There is a long counter, its surface
covered in a pale slab of polished marble, and the space beyond is filled with cabinets and
shelves housing a variety of bottles and pouches and ornate boxes. A man in a white coat is
standing behind the counter, jotting something down in an open book, but he looks up at her
arrival.

“Ah, Lady Lux. You are looking well this fine afternoon.” The court alchemist--an aging
Garlean left over from Emperor Solus’ generation--peers at her through his spectacles.
“Come to pick up your supplies for next week already?”

“Well, I don’t want to get so distracted by the holiday coming up that I forget to stock up on
the necessities.” She leans against the counter. “And, His Radiance is working from his study
today, so I thought I would give him a bit of quiet.”

“As only you can,” the man murmurs. He retrieves a glass jar and places it on the countertop.
“Is there anything else you might need, my Lady?”

The Warrior considers for a moment, and then grins. “More contraceptives.”

The old man chuckles and goes over to a heavy wooden cabinet. “I will see what I have
available.” He murmurs to himself as he searches the contents of the cabinet, and returns to
the counter after retrieving an ornate wooden box. “I must admit, I do still find it peculiar that
a woman of your standing insists on coming here and collecting your medictives yourself.”
The alchemist uses a silvered pair of tweezers to count out capsules onto a scale.

“I suppose I’m just used to having to do everything on my own,” she says. “I don’t see the
point in having someone else fetch something for me if I am capable of doing it myself.”

The man chuckles again. “Then you are just as stubbornly self-reliant as His Radiance.
You’re a regular pair of jade peas in a pod.”

She nearly frowns at his words, as she is uncertain whether or not there is malice to them.
“What do you mean?”



“When Lord Varis took the throne, he had half of the palace servants either dismissed or
reassigned elsewhere. Emperor Solus, may his soul be at rest, had a servant for everything.
One to brush his hair, one to brush his beard, three to help him dress, two to taste his food, a
set of pretty little twins from the southern coast to keep his bed warm…” The alchemist
shakes his head. “Emperor Varis had no interest in all of that frivolity and pared the staff
down to only its necessary components. An action of noble fortitude, though sometimes I
must admit I do miss seeing the little dancing girls running about in the evening.” The
Warrior laughs at the old man’s wistful sigh.

“If you’re that fond of dancing girls, perhaps you should take a holiday in Eorzea. It’s
overrun with them.”

“So I’ve heard.” The alchemist’s lips curl into a rueful smile as he pours the collection of
capsules into a silk pouch. “Were we on better terms with the Eorzean states, I would be more
than happy to retire at a place called ‘Costa del Sol’. I don’t know if you’ve heard of it, but
I’ve heard plenty of tales of the warm weather and attractive dancers.”

She smiles as she accepts her order and tucks the bottle and pouch into her leather satchel. “I
will see what I can do for you.”

The alchemist laughs. “You are too kind, my Lady.”

 

The royal chambers are quiet when she returns, though this is no surprise to the Warrior. She
puts her medicines away in the bathing room, switches her shoes for slippers, and makes her
way back to the study. Before disturbing him, she returns to the sitting room and retrieves the
metal carafe of coffee that was delivered with lunch. She fills a mug and takes it with her.

The Warrior nudges the study door open with her shoulder. Varis is seated at his desk, elbow
resting on the hardwood and his palm supporting his cheek as he stares through his reading
glasses at a sheaf of paper.

“You alright?” she calls softly. His body jerks in response, and he owlishly blinks his golden
eyes as he looks over his shoulder. Varis sighs through a thin smile.

“Mm, yes. Just reports from the east. Things about Doma.” His gaze flicks to the mug in her
hands, and she holds it out to him.

“Thought you could maybe use a refresh,” she says. Varis murmurs thankfully, carefully
transferring the mug first into his left hand, then his right. He takes a sip.

“Indeed.” Another sip. “Though I do care about the business of the Empire, my mind keeps
wandering.”

“To?”

His lips pull into a smile against the edge of his mug. “You.”



The Warrior snorts a laugh and shakes her head. “And I thought I was helping you by leaving
you alone. Are you telling me that you would get more work done were I to just sit here on
the couch and silently read some ponderous tome from the library?”

“I think I might do better for the company.” The chair creaks as Varis leans back. “Perhaps
having the source of my distraction with me will cause less of a distraction.”

She smiles, watching him take a gulp of coffee. “Close but not too close, hm? In your lap I
would be a thorough distraction.”

“A welcome and thorough distraction, yes.” Varis sets his half empty mug down and adjusts
his glasses. “I am certain that the new leadership of Doma would not object to waiting
another week for my reply to their missives if they knew the cause for the delay.”

The Warrior laughs. “‘To whom it may concern: many apologies for the delay, kept stopping
to admire my beloved’s bosom’.”

He clears his throat, and she catches a fresh pink stain on his cheek. “I would find a more
decorous way of phrasing things.”

“Of course you would. I’m sure your education included training in such delicate political
matters.”

Varis’ eyelashes flutter, and for a moment his face pinches into an exaggerated frown. He
looks to his abandoned paperwork. “Decorum, yes, but dealing with politics, not quite so
much. My grandsire’s position on politics was just to find a way to destroy anyone he could
not charm or deceive into siding with the Empire.”

“How many nations voluntarily joined the Empire?”

A grunt. “Not many.”

She has assumed as much, but chose not to voice that point. Instead, she stands behind his
oversized chair and drapes her arms over the back so that her hands rest on his upper arms.
“Why don’t you get back to work, and I will accompany you while you read. If something
pricks at your thoughts, you can share it with me rather than having it slow you down.”

Varis covers one of her hands with his own. “Fair enough. I hope you don’t get bored.”

“If I do, I’ll just distract you again.”

He chuckles and settles back into his reading. To her own credit, the Warrior lasts through
about ten minutes of trying to read over his shoulder before she bores with the task and
begins to play with his hair. The Emperor does not seem to mind this contact, as he continues
slowly paging through the report before him as she repeatedly braids and then untangles
strands of his hair. The Warrior has lost the narrative of whatever the newly appointed
leadership of Doma was complaining about by the time he has read through the remaining
half dozen pages. 

“I want to weave flowers in your hair,” she says. This earns a curious hum from her partner.



“Do you?”

“I do.” She drags her fingers down the length of a pale lock of hair. “It would be a crown
befitting a man of your beauty and stature.”

The Warrior cannot help but smile at the embarrassed noise that escapes her lover.

"I am not…" Varis trails off. "What sort of flower, then, do you suppose?"

"Something purple, I should think. Or perhaps blue."

"You like blue best," he says. She smiles.

"And how did you deduce that, my love?"

"Mm. The teacup you always choose from the ones available has blue trim. And your
preference shows the most among your own personal belongings. The items that you brought
with you from Eorzea--the accents on your pack, the handle of your hairbrush, the jewelry
that you keep but don’t wear...and a great deal of your smallclothes. All blue, of varying
shades."

"How very clever of you."

Varis scoffs lowly. "'Twas but a straightforward observation."

She is pleased that he has noticed. “I’ve come to appreciate the color green, as well.”

He tuts: “Simple over-exposure”, but she can tell that he is pleased.

“Well, perhaps the next time you have the tailor craft something for me to wear, it can be
something blue.”

“Hm. What if I have something made for you in green, and for myself in blue? Then we
could mutually enjoy the colors.”

She presses a kiss to the top of his head. “That’s equally clever, my dear Emperor.”

 

The next day is business as usual, and in the morning Varis dresses in his full armor and
heads off to deal with Garlemald’s problems. He returns at the mid-day, only Annia in tow.

While she sits with him and eats lunch, the Warrior asks: “Have you told anyone yet?”

“Of our engagement? No, not yet.” Varis makes a face and gestures with his fork. “No one I
met with this morning was deserving of good news from me.”

“Aren’t you bursting to tell someone?”

“I will in time.” He continues to mush a small pile of mashed popotoes into a more orderly
mound. “I am not entirely certain how things these are announced for persons of great



status.”

“Do you think I could tell your guards? Before you leave for the afternoon, I mean.”

The Emperor hums around his mouthful of food before nodding.

When lunch is complete, the Warrior slips out into the hallway. Annia is standing in her usual
spot, arms crossed over her chest as she leans against the wall. Julia is still not present.

“Ah, there you are. Where is Julia?”

Annia tips her head forward, and the blue glow of the hall lights gleam along her faceplate as
she corrects her posture. "Is something amiss, my Lady? Are you ill?"

The Warrior smiles. "No, fortunately I am feeling quite whole and hale. There is something I
wanted to tell you and Julia, though. An announcement, of sorts."

The guard shifts on her feet. "You are not leaving again, are you?"

She blinks and shakes her head with a soft laugh. "What? No, of course not. I have no intent
on departing again, unless it is at the Emperor's side."

The sound of Annia's relieved exhale is audible through her helmet. "Please, do not worry us
like that, my Lady." She raises a gloved hand to the side of her head. "Permit me to summon
Julia."

"If she's on her break, I can come and speak to you both later."

"There is no need to make you wait. Her hour is already nearly over."

While they wait, the Warrior’s mind drifts to days earlier when the pleasant blue light of the
wall sconces had been snuffed out by some unknown darkness. She has still not brought the
incident up to Varis, as she is not entirely certain that it was not a trick of her imagination.
Fortunately, this time no wayward phantoms present themselves, and after a few minutes
Julia’s blue and black form appears making hasty progress to the royal chambers.

“There was something wrong, my Lady?” is Julia’s greeting as she salutes. The Warrior
laughs and shakes her head again.

“No, no, nothing is amiss. But, I have news that I wanted to share with the both of you.” She
presses her palms together and feels a touch of embarrassment. “You are the closest thing I
have to friends here at the palace.”

The sisters both make nearly matching noises of concern. “My Lady?”

The Warrior holds out her left hand, brandishing the finger with its simple black band.
“Yesterday, Varis asked me to marry him. And so, I asked him in return. And we both said
‘yes’.”



For a long moment there is silence as the armored heads lean in to stare at her hand. With
their faces concealed, the Warrior cannot gauge their reaction to the revelation. The guards do
not move until she lowers her hand.

Julia lifts her own gloved hand nearly to her faceplate. “Is that what he was pacing over?”
She looks to her sister, who shrugs.

The Warrior echoes: “‘Pacing’?”

“Ah, well.” Julia clears her throat. “Perhaps not pacing, not exactly. But His Radiance has
been taken on milling about in thought between his meetings for the last week or so. I had
thought he was dwelling upon the business out in Gyr Abania, but it would be gladdening to
know it was something far less fretful.”

She glances between them. “Then, you aren’t upset?”

Julia tips her head to the side. “Why would we be upset, my Lady?”

Annia bounces once on her boot toes. “I love weddings.”

“She does.”

“I just--you two know him better than I do. Or at least, I think you two--I mean--” The
Warrior pauses and tries to collect her thoughts. “You two clearly both care about him and his
well being.”

“We do, my Lady. That is why we are quite happy to hear the news.”

She smiles. “You’re the first we’ve told.”

Annia bounces again. “We’re honored, my Lady!”

“Well, please keep it between the two of you until His Radiance makes an official
announcement,” she said. The sisters salute in crisp unison.

“Of course, my Lady!”

The Warrior is smiling as she heads back inside. There stands the Emperor, twisting a bit of
pale hair between his fingers.

“What did they say?”

“Um, they both seemed okay with it. Annia apparently likes weddings?”

Varis smiles. “Oh, yes. I had nearly forgotten about that. When her cousin was wed last year
she spent three days telling me about every detail while they were escorting me between
meetings.”

“Well, we’ll have to be sure not to disappoint her, when the time comes.”



He shifts his armored bulk to bend and kiss her. “When the time comes.”



Chapter 27

Late in the morning on the day of the Long Night festivities, the Warrior makes her way
down to one of the palace exits. She pushes open the door near the library but does not
venture entirely outside, as the snow has drifted nearly to her knees. Despite the late hour of
the morning, the sky still bears a bruised hue as though it were closer to sunset. Not quite
twilight in its lack of vibrance, but certainly not a bright blue sky as one might expect for the
hour. 

“It’s lovely, isn’t it?” A man’s voice chimes behind her in the hallway. “In a sad way. The sun
is still there, but hiding, just out of sight, out of reach. She will return one day, but until then
we are left wanting for her brilliance.”

“That’s an eloquent way of phrasing it,” she says. The Warrior turns away from the door,
expecting to see one of the guards who has wandered away from his post.

The corridor is empty behind her.

Frowning, she lets the door fall shut behind her and makes her way back to where the hall
intersects with the one that heads to the library. A guard is standing where he should be, not
paying her any mind, but there is no one else visible in either direction. She puzzles for a
moment, trying to place where she has heard the speaker’s voice before. When she fails to
place the slightly nasal tone, the Warrior decides to let the incident pass and returns to the
royal chambers.

By the time she returns, the midday meal has been delivered. Lunch today is a lighter meal
than normal in the palace, and Varis explains that this is so they have room in their bellies for
the feast awaiting them later in the day. The thought of a feast befitting an emperor is
certainly appealing, but she cannot help recalling the alchemist's earlier mention of food
tasters.

"You don't worry about someone using the gala as a chance to poison you? Or attack you?"

His thin brows raise at her question. "There is always concern, of course. But, were I to live
in constant fear and worry over something happening, I would scarcely have a chance to
enjoy myself."

She turns her tea in her fingers. "That's true."

Varis peers down at her, his long lovely hair tousling as he tips his head toward his right
shoulder. “Is aught amiss? You have seemed pensive since returning from your walk. I
thought you would be more enthused about this afternoon’s activities.”

She looks up from her teacup, face pinching into a reflexive smile. “Oh, I am looking
forward to the gala, Varis, don’t worry.”

“What bothers you, then? Surely you can tell me.”



The Warrior hesitates and stalls by draining the last of the tea. Part of her wants to dismiss his
concerns, but she also knows there is nothing to be gained from avoiding the truth.

“I thought I heard a man speak to me earlier, when I was looking outside at the sky,” she
says. She lifts her gaze to meet his and see the minute, perplexed pinch of his brows. “I’m not
quite certain who it was--just a man who commented on the sun. When I turned to look at
him, I was alone, and I’m not entirely sure I didn’t imagine the interaction. I suppose it was
just a little… unsettling.”

“I see.” Varis’ eyes close, and his chin tips toward his chest. After nearly a minute of silent
contemplation, he opens his eyes. “Some manifestation of your Echo, perhaps?”

She blinks. “I hadn’t considered that. I mean, the Echo doesn’t usually make me hear voices
of people that aren’t there, but I suppose it isn’t impossible…” There is admittedly much she
still does not understand of the gift, and the Warrior must concede that the thought of the
unknown speaker simply being something presented by the Echo is a comforting one. She
laughs to relieve the tension in her breast. “Do Garleans even believe in ghosts?”

Varis hums in consideration of her question. “We know that souls exist, though much of their
nature is still a mystery. We know that upon death souls go to the Lifestream, and there has
been some speculation over the years that an unclean death might cause a soul to be unable to
move on.”

“And here I thought there was no spiritualism in Garlemald.”

He grunts. “We do not need gods to know that our souls exist.”

“Fair enough.” She offers him a conciliatory smile. “Perhaps I just heard a ghost, then.”

“I am certain that my grandsire has scattered the place with more than a few wayward
spirits,” Varis says. He brushes a crumb from the front of his turtleneck. “I am glad that you
are not in any great distress.”

“Did I look distressed?”

He brushes at his shirt again. “Distracted, at the least.”

The Warrior smiles. “I’m alright, Varis. Really.” She catches him checking her face before
responding.

“I do hope so. I would not want to detract from your enjoyment of today’s festivities.”

“Oh, oh no, I’m looking forward to it!” She grabs at his nervous hand and pulls it to her own
collarbone. “The sky was so curiously beautiful. I can see why you all would like to celebrate
its coming.”

His pinched expression relaxes before a smile returns to his lips. "Good. Let us freshen up
and prepare to depart."

 



"Your Radiance, Lady Lux, please wait here. The carriage will arrive shortly."

Not quite two bells later, the Warrior stands at the Emperor's side outside one of the palace's
private entrances. She looks up at the sky, which is still painted in twilight hues through the
thin layer of clouds that have gathered.

Next to her, Varis nods and adjusts the collar of his dark red fur lined cloak. Underneath the
furred mantle, the Emperor wears a long black coat that is ornamented by golden epaulettes
and the Imperial insignia on his back. This is worn over neatly-pressed black slacks and a
white dress shirt that is accented with an imperial red sash. She thinks he looks quite
distinguished, and feels a tad under dressed in comparison.

When she voices this difference, Varis smiles as he takes in the sight of her high collared
black gown and fur lined black cloak. "I think you look quite regal, my dear." He shakes his
head marginally. "Besides, you would not want to dress too outrageously on your first public
outing. It might have a negative effect on how they view you."

The Warrior wants to argue that she doesn't really care of what the people think of her attire,
but she knows that it is tied into politics, and such matters do have importance to her partner.
So rather than naysay, she takes his hand and threads their fingers together.

She requests: "You'll guide my way, I trust. I don't want to do anything to embarrass you."

Varis gives a nearly curt nod and squeezes her hand. "Of course. I know this is a foreign
culture to you. I will do everything I can to ensure your understanding." There is a hopeful
note to his voice. "And perhaps also help you choose to make it your own."

There is still the possibility of that, she muses. There is no real reason that the peaceful
observances of Garlemald do not deserve the same level of consideration as those of the
Eorzean states. There does not seem to be any harm in the celebration of the changing of the
seasons, especially as Garlemald's festivities do not to honor or insult any members of the
Twelve.

The day is still considered a holiday though, and this fact makes the Warrior give
consideration to the Emperor's closest aides. The guards stand in their usual polite silence
behind Varis and the Warrior. While they wait for the carriage, she turns to face the sisters.
Julia is in the midst of a silent visual scan of the area, but Annia immediately looks in the
other woman’s direction when the Warrior moves.

“Did you need something, my Lady?”

"No, but… doesn't it bother you, having to work today? It's a holiday for you, isn't it?"

Annia inclines her head in thought. "I suppose it isn't ideal, but we don't complain. Julia and I
usually switch off during the evening to partake in some of the food and spirits--" She barks
out a laugh. "We'd be fools to complain about getting to enjoy the fare at one of the nicest
parties in the city."



"Oh. Well, I suppose that isn't too bad." She startles slightly as the heavy weight of Varis’
hand touches the back of her shoulder. Catching the vaguely reproachful look on his profile,
she says: “What, can’t I ask them a question?”

“You can, but you are also interrupting them from their work.”

“Oh, but I--” She huffs and picks at the edge of her cloak. “Sorry.”

“There is no harm done,” he says, his tone gentle. Varis’ hand squeezes at her shoulder before
sliding down to press a touch that is both supportive and possessive to the base of her spine.
“But, remember: once we leave the palace we are ‘on stage’, so to speak. All the eyes of
Garlemald will be upon you and I.”

“Mostly you,” she says. “I will just be a curiosity. You’re the Emperor. Everyone wants to see
you.”

His smile reaches his eyes, its warmth just for her. “You are indeed a curiosity, my love. And
you will be even more so when the rumors of our engagement start to circulate.”

“You haven’t made an announcement of that yet.”

“Mm, no. The only ones we have told are my bodyguards.” Varis gestures indirectly behind
them. “And I completely trust their discretion. However, were a stray rumor to escape, well,
how people react can be quite enlightening…”

She considers his words, and then arches her right brow as she looks up at him. “You started
a rumor?”

He smirks. “I might have.”

The Warrior gives an exaggerated sigh. “Whatever am I going to do with you, Your
Radiance?”

The Emperor’s reply is just a deep chuckle. He gives her back a pat at the sound of wheels
approaching down the street. A large covered carriage rolls into view. It is painted black and
accented with brass fittings and red and white banners displaying the imperial crest. Were she
not used to the dark color scheme preferred in the city, she would have found the appearance
of the carriage a bit macabre. As it is, she finds the vehicle rather stately. This is not what
most catches her eye, though. 

The carriage is pulled by a pair of the fluffiest steel gray chocobos she has ever seen. The
massive beasts are in good spirits; they whistle and chirrup between each other and stamp
their feathered feet in the snow once the wheels roll to a stop.

The Warrior blurts out: “There are chocobos in Garlemald?”

Varis looks at her. “Of course there are, my dear. Far finer than the scrawny things you’ll see
in Eorzea, I should think.”



“Oh, they’re adorable!” She hears another warm laugh from the Emperor as she makes her
way to the closer of the birds. 

“Do be careful,” he says in a gently admonishing tone. “They can be a bit bitey around
strangers.”

The big bird gives no indication of any inclination to nip at the Warrior, and trills pleasantly
as she scratches underneath one of the leather straps of the bridle. “I haven’t seen a chocobo
since I left mine in Ishgard.”

“Ours are no longer used for cavalry since the invention of magitek,” Varis says. “They are
mostly for public showings and competitions, these days.” He holds out a gloved hand.
“Come, I promise we can visit the royal stables some time.”

She gives the big bird a final pat before returning to the Emperor’s side. He takes her hand
and leads her to the side of the carriage, where an attendant has opened the door and lowered
a small set of stairs to the frozen ground.

She permits herself to let Varis and the attendant fuss over her safe ascent into the carriage, as
she knows they mean no implications that she cannot do such a simple task. There is
something charming about the intense attention that the Emperor pays to her as she settles
onto one of the plush seat cushions and arranges the folds of her skirt.

The carriage creaks and shifts slightly on its axles as the Emperor enters the cabin and places
himself next to the Warrior. Through the gauzy gray curtains that cover the windows, she sees
the guards take their places up top--Annia in the front, Julia in the back. Then the driver barks
a command to the chocobos, and the carriage starts off.

For a few minutes the Warrior passes the time looking out the window, but she has seen the
uniform black and gray buildings before and soon turns her attention to her companion. Varis
is seated with his eyes closed and head reclining into a cushion.

"So, tell me, Varis."

"Mm?"

“Who normally accompanies you to this event? Aside from your bodyguards, of course.”

Varis blinks his eyes open, and his lips part to let out a thoughtful croak. His cheeks darken.
“Ah, well. Last year Regula accompanied me.”

The Warrior wonders with amusement at the color on his face. “Why the blush, my dear?”

He clears his throat. “Regula had only returned to the capital for the holiday. We drank a
great deal of wine at the gala. And Regula is--was--very… affectionate when he was wine-
drunk.”

“I see.” She grins up at him. “Well, I hope I can provide you with as enjoyable a time this
year.”



“I am certain that you will.” He wraps a long arm around her shoulders. She settles against
him, enjoying his familiar warmth and subtle scent. "You do not need to think of it as some
sort of competition."

"Oh, I know." She traces a fingertip around the circumference of one of his shirt buttons. "I
just want you to be happy, too. Because, I mean… I'm happy." She focuses on the steady thud
of his heart under her hand while waiting for his reply.

Finally, Varis says: "It fills me with dread to try and imagine what life would be like were I
alone now. I should think persisting in my duties without Regula would have driven me to
madness and ruin." He gives his head a small shake. "I would rather not speculate past that."

Misliking the morbid nature of Varis' words, she reaches and touches the smooth, freshly
shaven skin of his jaw. "Well, I am glad that I was able to be here for you. Would that Regula
were here, too. I think he would have enjoyed seeing you so happy."

"I am inclined to agree with you," Varis murmurs. He covers her hand with his own. "Let us
not dwell on such sad business. Regula would not want that of us."

The Warrior nods, and returns her gaze to the scenery rolling past. The sharp lines of the
buildings of the central city and industrial complex have started to give way to patches of
dark evergreen foliage and stretches of snow painted fence. Curious, she leans to get a better
look.

Varis says: "Where we are headed is at one of the estates in the older part of the city.
Grandsire razed much of the original construction when he rebuilt the capital while I was a
youth, but he spared some of the more monied establishments in order to keep the old elite of
the Republic placated."

"He strikes me as the dangerously clever sort," she says. Varis sighs.

"Indeed."

Soon the black and gray is gone, replaced by open sky and evergreen trees, dotted at regular
intervals by large stonework mansions. These older buildings, with the soft edges of their
worn stone and warm azure and amber lights gleaming from behind each pane of glass,
remind the Warrior of the homes of the more affluent citizens of Ishgard. It does not strike a
homesickness in her breast, but instead a sense of comfort and familiarity.

“I was born in one of these mansions,” the Emperor says. She looks away from a stone arch
that has been decorated with a length of blue ribbon.

“Were you? I would’ve thought you were born in the palace.”

“Mm, no. The palace as we know it today was still under construction when I was born. My
grandsire was very exacting when it came to the building’s design and fabrication.”

“Fancied himself an architect, did he?”



The Emperor snorts softly. “In a past life, perhaps. He wanted everything to be just so, and
was always complaining that he could build it himself better in a fraction of the time.”

“I would say he thought highly of himself,” says the Warrior. “But, he was the Emperor, the
one who created this whole grand mess, so that has to account for something.”

"Indeed." His pale eyes search the line of estates that the carriage is rolling past. "I do not
know which it was, though. By the time I was old enough to remember I was already a young
lad living in the palace. I just recall my grandsire sneering as he told me I was born out here
in one of the old mansions from the Republic." Varis snorts. "As though he was not."

"Well, I think they're lovely." She gestures at the closest snow draped stone building. "They
remind me somewhat of Ishgard. You know… very well lived in. Cared for."

"Some of them have been here for centuries, yes. Though, we have never had to concern
ourselves with dragon attacks."

She laughs at his comment, and he smiles.

A short distance further, and the carriage slows. The Warrior spots another old estate opposite
a stone wall that is bedecked in imperial colors. There are a multitude of people gathered, and
she can hear the chattering of voices, though the windows obscure their details.

"I suppose I should have asked how well you fare with crowds," Varis says.

"Better when I'm armed, but I should be okay with you at my side." His eyes widen at her
words, and she laughs. "I will be fine. Don't worry. I can handle rubbing elbows with the
upper class for a few hours. I've had to do it in Ishgard, and I doubt that your people are any
worse than the high houses."

Varis chuckles. "A vote of confidence from the Warrior of Light?"

"I hope not to be disappointed."

He snorts. "Hopefully they can behave in front of their emperor."

 

The Warrior cannot deny a brief flash of nervousness when the carriage finally comes to a
stop. There is an anticipatory murmur outside as the door is opened and the cold afternoon air
spills inside the cabin. She shivers and draws her cloak in more tightly as Varis’ weight shifts
away from her. Polite cheers and cries of greeting meet her ears as he exits the carriage. She
watches the lines of his red and black backside as he raises his hand to his chest in a salute to
the onlookers, which earns him another cheer. Varis offers those gathered a restrained and yet
cheerful greeting. Once some of the group has moved on to the mansion, the Emperor half
turns to look back into the carriage. He holds out a hand.

“Now then, no need to stay out here in the cold, my dear. Why don’t we go inside?”



The Warrior smiles at him, and feels a quiet flash of relief when he smiles back. She takes his
hand and fights back a laugh when Varis half-stoops as she steps out of the cabin. He kisses
the back of her hand before righting himself. Varis offers her his elbow, and she quickly tucks
her hand into its bend. The lingering crowd watches them, curious, but is swift to move out of
the Emperor’s path. She hears the familiar clack of Julia and Annia’s boots a few yalms
behind, and lets herself relax. She had not been entirely joking about lacking a weapon while
speaking to Varis--being unarmed around so many strangers has always made the Warrior
nervous. But with Varis calm and poised at her side, and the bodyguards not far away, she
decides that she should just relax and play at being the Emperor’s mistress. This is an evening
for enjoyment, she reminds herself. 

They traverse the carefully maintained path to the main entrance of the estate without
interruption. Though many linger at the sides to see him pass, none dare to bar the Emperor's
progress.

Up close the mansion is a great thing of tooled granite and marble. The Warrior supposes she
has grown used to the carefully patterned elegance of the palace, as the fanciful columns and
archways here are clearly meant to show off the owner's wealth and status. The grounds
surrounding the building are a mixture of carefully tended evergreen plants and a
meticulously manicured layer of snow. The Warrior puzzles over the desire to go over the
snow with a rake as she accompanies her partner into the building.

It is warm inside, and for that she is willing to forgive the ostentatious trappings. The halls
are decorated in lengths of dusty blue fabric, occasionally draped to partially obscure the
visibility of small sun shaped ornaments. The Warrior recalls the nearly aggressive holiday
decorations back in Eorzea, and idly wonders why she has seen none at the palace.

They are guided--though Varis appears to know the way--down a long brightly lit hallway
and into an equally expansive dining hall. Their arrival is loudly announced, as though it
were possible to miss.

"Announcing His Radiance, Emperor Varis zos Galvus!"

There is polite applause as the Emperor of Garlemald strides into the great dining hall with a
mysterious woman on his arm. The Warrior can feel the eyes upon her--the curious,
speculative, judging gazes of the upper crust of Garlemald. She half reckons she can hear
their thoughts. Who is this woman hanging off the arm of the most powerful man in the
room? Though she has heard Varis surmise that much of the city knows of her existence at
his side through hearsay, they do not truly know who she is. She is an enigma, something that
needs to be figured out so that it can be properly gossiped over later. 

Their silent inquiry does not bother the Warrior. She has grown used to such looks while
serving as the hero of Eorzea. Time and again, from the insular Gridanians to the wealthy of
Ul’dah and the Ishgardian nobles, she has faced the scrutiny of people who thought her
beneath them. Who is she, this nobody, that would stand before men of great import and
quietly keep her head held high?

She thinks to herself: I am the Warrior of Light, the hero of Eorzea, and the woman who will
someday be your empress. Take your pick to which you find suitably impressive.



Not words she can say out loud.

"Will they be serving alcohol?" She whispers up to the Emperor's ear.

"Enough to float a chocobo," Varis murmurs.

"Good."

It takes a long time to traverse the length of the hall. Every few steps, some Garlean noble or
other man of import stops them to greet the Emperor and wish him well. The Warrior
recognizes a few of the men--the legatus from the war meeting is among the crowd, as are a
smattering of faces she has seen in the training center. Though a few of them give her a
cordial nod, none of them address her directly.

The women in attendance are less discreet that the men in their survey of the Warrior. They
peer at her from a safe distance, keeping to the side of their husbands. Whether they are
suspicious or envious seems to vary from face to face, but the women are like their men and
make no attempt to directly address her.

They are taken to a pair of seats with a clear view of the gathering. This has the slightly
adverse effect of also putting them in full view of the room, but the Warrior does her best to
ignore this and keeps her focus on Varis as much as she can. To his own credit, the Emperor
appears capable of keeping a steady eye on the entire room while also paying it no attention
at all. He is seated to her left, as she is accustomed to, and any flicker of anxiety that might
pass through her thoughts is easily dispelled by his close proximity.

The food is nothing remarkable, though it is of obvious quality and expensive import. The
Warrior has become accustomed to dining from the palace larders, and finds that the gala's
cuisine lacks a certain personality. She still eats her fill, of course, having been left hungry by
the light lunch hours before.

 

While the dishes from the second course are being cleared away, a man dressed in a showy
black and red coat stops in front of where the Emperor is seated. The Warrior remembers him
being introduced as the host of the party earlier, someone from the Senate, but she cannot
recall his name. The senator salutes Varis before speaking.

"Emperor Varis, I do so hope you are enjoying the meal thus far."

Varis gives a politely restrained smile. "Yes, Tiberus. Your chefs never disappoint."

"That is most excellent to hear, Your Radiance. If there is anything you would like to request,
just let one of my stewards know."

The Warrior thinks of the meal so far and chooses to speak up. "Might I request something,
Senator?"

The man hesitates. He glances at the Emperor, who fixes him with an unwavering stare, and
then looks back to the Warrior. "Of course, your ladyship."



"I would like to request a bowl of mashed popotoes. Enough to share."

In her peripheral, she sees that Varis has not shifted his gaze from the other man, but below
the table she feels his boot heel bump against hers.

"Mashed popotoes. Of course, miss. It would be our pleasure."

When the senator is gone, Varis leans toward his companion. "I can survive a day without
popotoes."

She smiles indulgently up at the Emperor while beckoning at a passing sommelier. "I know.
But, I want you to have a good time."

When the next round of food is brought out, a dish of mashed popotoes is set before the
Warrior amidst the hearty breads and creamy soups. Varis' eyes immediately go to the dish,
and he fixes her with a subtle look of betrayal when she raises a forkful of the spuds to her
lips.

"I could be cruel and not share," she says after swallowing. "Since you have declared not to
need such an indulgence."

Varis glances to his left, but the legatus sitting there is deep in a conversation and paying
them no heed. The senator to the Warrior's right is similarly distracted. Varis leans to murmur
near her ear. "Surely you can permit this particular indulgence to your emperor?" Underneath
the table, the fingers of his right hand brush discreetly over her thigh.

She ducks her face to hide a flush of heat. "Now, Your Radiance, I am half inclined to think
you are trying to start a scandal." She nudges the bowl in his direction.

His smile is a sly, broad thing. "I would not dream of such indiscretions."

The Emperor does not hide the fact that he is eating the majority of the requested dish, and
only pauses in his usual methodical consumption to answer a few questions that are
cheerfully called from the neighboring stretch of tables. In turn, the Warrior does not hide the
smile that creeps upon her face when she hears the man contently hum to himself. She is
briefly overcome by her affection for the big man and his love of mashed popotoes, and has
to check herself before she gives in to the urge to lean over and kiss his cheek.

There will be time for that later. 

 

After emptying her third glass of wine, the Warrior feels the need to use the bathroom. She
excuses herself from the table, leaving Varis under the watchful care of Julia. Out in the
comparatively empty hallway, she gets directions to the toilet from one of the attendants. The
small room that holds the toilet is connected by a door to an adjacent powder room, and it is
through this door that she hears voices while she is finishing her business.

"I don't know, Emperor Solus wouldn't have stood for such a thing." A woman, Garlean by
her accent.



"What do you think of that?" Another woman, her accent similar but slightly more nasal in
quality.

"I wasn't aware that Lord Varis had started to dabble in the attentions of women again, after
so long. But, I suppose it is lonely in the palace."

"If I'd known he was in the market for someone so young, I'd have put in word for my
granddaughter."

The Warrior frowns at the sneering laughter that comes through the door.

"Honestly, he is the leader of our nation. He could certainly do better than some common
harlot from the provinces."

"She isn't even Garlean. I can only wonder what Lord Varis is thinking."

The Warrior hears another door creak open, and the sound of the women's voices fades under
the sudden pounding of blood in her ears. She finishes in the toilet and hurries into the freshly
vacated powder room.

Something dark streaks free from the back of her mind. It is a reminder that the Garleans are
her enemy, that the commonfolk at the party would view her as such if they knew the truth of
her origin. The little shadow reminds her of this, and of how inferior to her they are. That she
could probably slay the whole lot of them with naught more than a knife from the dining hall.
It would be so very easy and--

She gasps and squeezes her eyes shut, hands fumbling blindly over the sink for the little
knobs to turn on the water. The Warrior fights back tears, fights back the insistent shadow,
fights back the anger and confusion that claw at the forefront of her thoughts. The water
pouring from the faucets is too hot--too cold--she cannot find the little switch that will blend
the two--

“My Lady, are you alright?”

In her mounting panic, the Warrior has not processed the sound of the bathing room’s door
creaking open. Her breath catches in her throat as she opens her eyes to look at the intruder.
The woman has stopped in place, one hand on the door lock. The Warrior’s brain fumbles for
her identity, but she has never seen the woman before.

“Did something happen?”

A voice she recognizes, though she has not heard it before unmodulated, not heard the slight
sweet twang of the Garlean accent in its natural state. The Warrior takes a breath, looks the
woman over, and realizes she does recognize the particular black and red armor and helmet
tucked under the woman’s other arm.

“Annia,” she whispers. The woman nods. “I’m sorry. I didn’t recognize you without the
helmet.”



“Ah, yes. My apologies.” Annia sets her helmet on the marble countertop. “Forgive my
intruding on your business, my Lady, but are you well?”

She croaks out: “I’m fine” as she fumbles with the controls on the sink. “I just--” She gives a
soft, bitter laugh. “I suppose I am not well equipped for the cutting business of women’s
gossip. I am far more suited to being thrown onto the battlefield.”

“Part of why Emperor Varis is so fond of you,” Annia says. The woman’s cheeks darken and
she looks away. “Apologies. Did someone say something to you?”

“Nothing directly. I don’t know--I don’t think they knew I was using the toilet while they
were in here powdering their noses.” She repeats what the women said, and the guard frowns.

“They are just jealous. They do not know you at all.” Annia shakes her head. “I know the
words hurt, but do not take them to heart.”

“Easier said than done,” the Warrior murmurs. She dips her fingers into the warm water and
runs them over her eyes. “I do not understand why you and Julia continue to show me such
kindness.”

Annia watches her for a moment, and then shrugs. “We have no reason to treat you otherwise,
my Lady. Even though our history would otherwise posit us as enemies, you have never
treated us with anything but respect. Do you not think you deserve the same?”

“Perhaps not by default.” She turns off the water. “I… get angry, sometimes. Can’t control
it.”

“You have done well to control it while at the palace.”

“Yes, well. Varis may be somewhat obstinate at times, but he rarely does anything to truly
upset me.” She notices Annia smiling at this, but chooses to busily dry her fingers rather than
comment on the look. “I’m… willing to work on things with him.”

“Then, there may be hope for us yet,” Annia says. She extends a gloved hand and delicately
touches the Warrior’s shoulder. “Stand tall, my Lady.”

"I will, Annia. Thank you." She considers her reflection in the small mirror over the sink. She
does not think her emotional slip is visible. "I should get back to the festivities before Varis
worries."

The guard nods. "If you could, please do not tell Emperor Varis about seeing me.” Annia
gestures at her helmet.

“Oh, no, of course not.” The Warrior brings a forefinger to her lips. “And, please don’t
mention my problem to him. I don’t want to give him cause to worry during the party.”

“Yes, my Lady.”

 



The Emperor's gaze is upon her as soon as she enters the room--she thinks she feels it before
he actually is in her line of sight. His eyes are bright when she reaches her seat.

"Did I miss a cocktail?" The Warrior keeps her tone light and playful as she sits.

"Just a toast," Varis says. His look is scrutinizing. "You were gone for some time. They’ve
already served the next course."

"I had trouble with the taps," she says, and hurries to pick up her glass.

The Emperor's tone is careful. "The palace does have more modern fixtures."

"I'll tell you about it later."

He nods. Then, to her surprise and admitted shock, Varis leans in and presses his lips to the
side of her brow. Her cheeks are warmed by an embarrassed flash of heat. Even as she looks
up to his retreating form the Warrior can see the faces turning to observe them.

She whispers: "Should you be that affectionate in public, Your Radiance?"

Varis smiles. "I am the emperor. I can show you affection if I so desire."

“Won’t they take it as a sign of weakness?”

The smile lingers. “If they do, it is a sign of their own weakness.”

She flicks a coy glance out to the busy room. “What if I showed you affection?”

“Mm, well, that might cause something of a scene.” He clears his throat. “It might be prudent
to wait until later to do anything too scandalous.”

The Warrior settles back in her seat and picks up her fork. “This is quite the crowded affair to
be affectionate in, wouldn’t you say? I much prefer the privacy of the palace.”

“Indeed.” Varis clears his throat again and picks up his wineglass. “Such public occasions are
quite exposing.”

“Don’t worry, dear,” she says as she continues eating. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”

 

After the last courses, and then a lavish dessert, the Warrior is feeling a touch overfed and
mildly tipsy. It is a pleasant enough feeling, and by the periodic humming that comes from to
her left, she can tell that Varis is in good spirits as well. He is still working on another large
piece of rolanberry pie, having first cleared away the Warrior’s unfinished slice. Their eyes
meet as he is lifting another forkful of syrupy berries to his mouth, and she gives the Emperor
a look that promises she will tease him properly about his nigh bottomless stomach when
they are in private. He just winks at her.



The far side of the room is being cleared away of its tables and chairs, and the guests are
filing in to crowd closer to the remaining tables. Fortunately, none are coming too very close
to where she and the Emperor are seated. She catches herself glancing at the knife that rests
on the edge of Varis’ pie plate. The Warrior mentally chides herself, trying to remind herself
that these people cannot simply be viewed as her enemies forever. Someday they will be her
people just as much as those in Eorzea. She will be like the sun, shining her protective light
upon the whole world. Definitely not a future she could have foreseen years ago when she
made her first foray into the local adventurer’s guild. 

Of course, when she first set eyes on the Emperor’s smug face in the Sea of Clouds some
months ago, she would never have been able to predict how fond she would become of that
same self-satisfied mien. Her life was full of such curiosities.

The empty space in the grand hall is soon filled with a dozen soldiers in dress uniforms. They
are all male, but are accompanied by two female soldiers who are carrying a flute and violin.
Curious, the Warrior sets aside her musings and turns her attention to the soldiers as the lights
dim.

One of the men steps forward and begins to speak to the room in a loud, clear voice.

“Harken unto me, brothers and sisters of Garlemald. Join us tonight before the blue fires,
under a dark, cold sky, as our ancestors did so long ago. Join us and remember.”

A long, pining note wails forth from the violin, echoed by notes from the flute. The men
began to sing, their deep voices resonating and filling the air with some ancient song. They
are singing in Garlean, but the Warrior’s Echo is still able to give her a mixture of actual
words and general ideas.

‘Remember us,’ the soldiers sing. ‘Remember that we once lived. Remember the trials that
we faced, so that our daughters and sons might know peace and prosperity. Remember us.’

The men sing, accompanied by violin and flute, and tell the story of the ancient Garleans, of
how they fled north to escape persecution due to their inability to use magic. It is a tale of
desperation and death, of fleeing into what seemed to be an endless frozen night. They sing
of starvation and sorrow, of burning almost everything they had fled with just to stave off the
icy grip of death for another day.

And then, a strange pool of liquid that lingered on the surface of a snowbank. It did not
freeze, and they could not drink it. What they could do was set it aflame, and so they did,
huddling before the mysterious blue flame. It was there they stopped, in the far frozen
reaches of northern Ilsabard, and it was there that the aether-locked refugees set down their
roots in the snow and became what were now known as the people of Garlemald.

The song concludes with an entreaty to the audience to drink and feast and celebrate the
perseverance of their ancestors, to give thanks to their efforts, and to give praise to Emperor
Solus, who had raised them higher than the faithful blue flames ever could have on their
own. 



With that the lights are raised and toasts are poured. The Warrior ponders what she has
witnessed while sipping a mug of mulled wine.

“You look pensive, my dear,” Varis murmurs in her direction. “Was the show not to your
liking?”

“Oh, it was quite moving. It’s just… when you said ‘pageant’, I was not expecting adults to
be performing.” The Warrior smiles sheepishly up at him. “When I think of such holiday
events, I think more of children on a stage singing songs and acting out fanciful versions of
historic events. Not grown men and women.”

Varis shrugs. “The Long Night festival honors those who have come before us. Children
prancing about feature more in the spring festivals. Fertility and growth and all that.”

She smiles. “Do you have spring here in Garlemald?”

“We do enjoy a very short growing season where it stops snowing for a month or two.”

“But, it snows the rest of the year.”

“More or less.”

“What season did I first arrive here in?”

“The summer,” Varis says without having to reflect.

“It was snowing, then.”

He barks out a laugh. “Of course it was. This is Garlemald.”

 

Upon their eventual exit from the gala, the sky outside is dark and blanketed in deep blue
cloud cover. The carriage from earlier is already awaiting their return. Julia stands at the
back, ever mindful. The chocobos trill and fluff their feathers, and the bright rattle of the
metal fittings on their gear meets the Warrior’s ears as they approach. The driver hops down
and opens the cabin door.

“You and your sister didn’t drink too much, I hope,” Varis says to Annia as they stop and wait
for the driver to lower the steps.

“Just enough to feel festive, Your Radiance,” Annia says. “We have a bottle waiting for us at
home.”

“Good, good.”

Thanks to the biting cold, the Warrior feels a touch more clear headed as she enters the
carriage. Once Varis is settled next to her and the door is closed, she leans over and catches
his chin. He rumbles his approval as she kisses him.



“Have a good time, did you?”

“Well enough.”

“Good.” Varis tips his head to the side and kisses at her ring finger. “I am glad to hear it.”

The Warrior shifts her weight back into the cushions. As she makes herself comfortable, she
asks: “Do you think anyone noticed?” She gestures at his left hand.

“Perhaps, perhaps not,” Varis says. “How often does anyone truly dare to look at the
Emperor’s hands?” A big hand looms in the dim light to cup her cheek. “I am sure there will
be gossip aplenty in the next newspaper. Perhaps that will do well to take the people’s minds
off more troublesome business.”

“And your mind?”

The Emperor descends upon her, lips still sweet with wine and dessert when they brush
against hers. “My mind dwells both upon you and the well being of my people.” He knocks
against the carriage window with his free hand, and the vehicle stirs into motion.

The sounds of the gathering fade into the evening, and soon all that the Warrior hears is the
wheels on the streets and the patter of chocobo feet. Varis settles against her, and with his
heavy arm wrapped around her, the Warrior again feels safe. She relaxes against his side,
eyes half closed. 

After a few minutes of peace, her mind makes it ways back to events earlier in the evening. A
soft sigh escapes her. 

“I lose my temper sometimes,” she says. “It’s like there’s this dark thing that lives inside me,
and it tries to claw its way out of my head and into the waking world.” She picks at the edge
of his cloak. Varis makes an inquiring noise, and she continues. “When I went to use the
toilet, I overheard a few ladies… speaking ill of me. I did not speak to them, but I--it
bothered me. It woke up that dark thing in my head and reminded me that I don’t belong
here. That the people at that party are supposed to be my enemies.” She feels ashamed, but
does not stop speaking. “I thought about how easily I could kill the whole room with naught
more than one of the table knives.”

Her admission is initially met only with the low creak of the carriage wheels.

Finally, Varis says: “Truth be told, I entertained similar thoughts during the party.”

She glances up at him, but his expression is inscrutable in the shadows. “You did?”

“Mm-hmm.” His weight shifts toward hers, and his arm tightens its hold to keep her close.
“Van Asimi would not shut up about some villa his wife had bullied him into purchasing, and
after a few minutes I was desperately hoping that you would return so I could find a reason to
stop listening to him. With every inane, egocentric conversation that I was dragged into for
the sake of politeness, I further wished to drive the speaker off with a fork.”

She nods, but doesn’t say anything.



“And none of them cared to hear anything of me, of their emperor. They only wished to
speak of themselves, of their achievements, of the great business their family was involved
with. They did not preface their vanity with a question of concern for my health or happiness.
They did not ask who the lovely woman at my side was, or what was the nature of the smile I
fixed her with. I am sure that they were just being respectful, but…”

“‘Tis lonely at the top,” the Warrior says. Varis grunts softly and nods.

“Indeed. You know that as well as I do. And yet, I would be lying were I to say that I did not
wish them a bit of ill for it.” His fingertips trace along her arm. “However…”

“Hm?”

“When I was a younger man, my grandsire told me that darkness lingered in the heart of
every man, no matter how good and just they might be. Because we are all frail and
incomplete beings.”

“‘Incomplete’?”

She feels his shoulder shift in a shrug. “Just something he would say. I know it does not
excuse the dark thoughts that creep into our mind at times, but… There is nothing wrong
with you, my dear.”

“What?”

“There is nothing wrong with you, nor your heart, nor your soul. No matter what the dark
spots in your mind might tell you.”

There is something to his words, to the simplicity in his tone, that makes her eyes sting. She
squeezes them shut.

“That is a kind thing to say, my dear Emperor. But, how can I believe them to be true, when
you don’t believe them about yourself as well?”

He hesitates. Then, softly: “What makes you think I do not?”

She thinks of what she knows of her betrothed, and what she knows of his grandfather. It is a
wonder that the man has survived to the present day with any shred of decency or self worth
intact. “Because, your grandsire was the sort to use such kind words as a tool to wear you
down, not build you up.”

Varis says nothing, but he squeezes her again.

She says: “I love you. Despite whatever flaws you have, whatever broken parts in your heart,
whatever your grandsire spent years and years telling you made you less worthy.”

He murmurs her name.

She whispers up to him. “Apart, we may be broken and incomplete, but I believe that
together we will be amazing. Better than anything the star has ever seen.”



“Truly? What of my grandsire’s legacy?”

The Warrior considers, and with a smile shakes her head. “In our wake, his memory will be
naught more than the darkness before dawn.”



Chapter 28

The full moon passes, and the Warrior’s body goes through its usual troublesome motions.
The great hero of Eorzea is again laid low by her own body. She muses, as she takes a dosage
of painkillers, that at least Varis does not have the sniffles this time. She does not enjoy
seeing him suffer.

When her lover has reluctantly headed off to his morning duties, the Warrior takes another
pill and returns to the lonely warmth of the big bed. She makes herself as comfortable as
possible, applying aether to her heating pad and trying to find the best spot to locate it.

Then she grabs one of Varis' pillows and adds it to her own. The smell of it brings her more
pleasure than comfort--the subtle lingering scent of the roses and other foreign blossoms that
are infused into his hair oils. She wishes for his presence--for the warm, saturating heat of his
being--but since he cannot be present, the pillow will have to suffice. 

She lies in bed, half awake, trying to focus on only the warmth of the heating pad that rests
on her aching abdomen. The Warrior has been attempting this for some time, and has nearly
managed to drift off to sleep when her efforts are interrupted by the muffled chirrup of her
linkpearl. She blinks to attention, and sits up with a grimace at the second alert. For a
moment she wonders if she is imagining the sound, as in the past few months she has been
the one to contact her friends back in Eorzea and not the other way around.

But, no, the linkpearl is definitely chiming for her attention.

With a low groan of pain, the Warrior slips out of bed and retrieves the device. It has not
ceased in its insistent ringing, and she begins to worry that something has happened. 

The Warrior steels herself before activating the device in her ear. "Hello, yes. This is, um--"
She falters with the realization that they never agreed on any sort of code name for her, in
case the line was compromised on the Scions' end. "Just me."

"Warrior! Oh, thank the Twelve." It is Alisaie's strained voice she hears, laced with fear and
anger.

"Yes, of course it's me. Take a breath and calm yourself. What's wrong?"

There are a few soft huffs over the line. "It's the Empire. They attacked Rhalgr's Reach."

The Warrior frowns, struggling to recall the name through the haze of painkillers she has
taken. "That's…"

"Where the Resistance is headquartered!"

"Right, right." She rubs her thumb between her eyebrows. "I thought Yda--Lyse said the
place was hidden." She thought that was the right name, but wasn't completely certain. That
had been a rather confusing conversation the day after the Long Night gala.



"It was hidden, quite well. But the Imperials found it out somehow and attacked."

The Warrior thinks: You are at war; attacks on enemy strongholds are part of war. She shakes
her head. "Tell me, Ali."

"It was so sudden. Everything was quiet, and then there was an explosion, and there were
suddenly Imperial troops flooding in. And he was there, the bloody legatus--" Alisaie lets out
a shaking breath, and her voice drops to a whisper over the line. When she speaks, the fear
has surpassed the anger in her voice. "It was him. Prince Zenos. Seven hells, he was a
walking nightmare, Warrior! Didn't need the troops with him at all; they were just there to
cause chaos. He didn’t care when Lyse cut down the officer woman he had with him. Didn’t
care about anyone, it seemed. The man single handedly cut down half of everyone that was in
camp. It was as though he was looking for something.  And when he didn't find it, he just…
Got bored and left."

The Warrior frowns. "He just left? No demands or anything?"

"Aside from calling us pathetic, he said nary a word the whole time."

"Are you safe now? Are you hurt? What about Alphinaud and the others?"

"We're as safe as we can be while bleeding and exposed to the enemy." The Warrior hears her
sniffle. "I'm fine. I didn't get hurt. But Alphinaud and Y'shtola are pretty bad off, and--" The
girl's voice cracks off into a sob. "I just wish you were here. You would have been able to
stop them."

"I'm so sorry, sweetheart." The Warrior wishes that she could be in Gyr Abania as well, if
only to give the girl a hug. Regarding Zenos, she has her doubts.

"There has to be something you can do," Alisaie croaks out after muffling her tears.
"Something you can say to the Emperor to stop this, Warrior. Please."

"I will see what I can do. I promise. For now I want you to rest, and keep me apprised on the
state of the others."

"I will. Thank you, Warrior."

"Of course."

When the line is silent, she sets her linkpearl onto the bedside table and settles heavily back
into the pillows. In this moment, she feels the distance between Garlemald and Eorzea with
painful clarity. She thinks of her promise to Varis, and forlornly wonders what she can do to
prevent the deaths of her faraway friends. For all their differences, the Scions are the closest
thing to family that the Warrior has in the world, and the thought of them suffering makes her
heart ache.

The thought that there is nothing she can do to help them only twists the knife.

 



She is in a light doze when a familiar rhythmic rattling brings her back to wakefulness. The
bed shifts slightly underneath her as the Emperor’s knee presses into the mattress. The warm
leather of his glove smooths against her cheek as she opens her eyes. Varis’ head is tipped as
much to the side as his armor will permit, and his brows are drawn together.

“How do you feel?”

“Better enough, but…” The Warrior hesitates, her mind replaying her conversation with
Alisaie.

“Hm? What is it?”

“I got a call from the Scions.” She looks to the linkpearl still resting on the table. “And they
reported that there was an Imperial attack on the headquarters of the Ala Mhigan resistance.
Prince Zenos was there, and reportedly took out quite a few troops before departing.”

Varis frowns, and his eyes narrow as he looks to the linkpearl. “We have received no word
here of any assault on Ala Mhigan forces. Zenos is still under orders to stay his hand unless
enemy troops provoke a response.”

“And, is he commonly one to listen to the exact letter of your orders?”

“When it suits him.” Varis shakes his head. “I will get into contact with my spies.”

“Varis.” She grabs at his hand as he moves to stand.

“Mm?”

“Tell me, why is Gyr Abania so important? Why can’t the Empire just let it go? You’ve told
me you are not really interested in dumping the resources required to conquer the Eorzean
states.”

Varis is still. “Now is not the time for such a discussion.”

“My friends are going to die if something doesn’t change. I don’t want--” The Warrior stops,
grimacing at a flash of pain that tears through her abdomen. Her free hand fumbles over the
bedcovers. Varis picks up the now cooled heating pad and holds it out to her.

He murmurs: “I must admit: I am presently at something of an impasse when it comes to
dealing with the situation in Gyr Abania. Even if we never again press further into the
Eorzean lands, relinquishing that borderland is not an ideal prospect.” His armor creaks with
the force of a sigh. “Besides, I know not what task I would next send Zenos to were I to take
away his present hunting grounds.”

“You are going to have to deal with him eventually.”

The Emperor frowns anew. “This is how I am dealing with him.”

“By avoiding him.”



He looks away. For a beat he is silent, jaw clenching, but it relaxes before he speaks again.
“Did you need assistance in getting to lunch?”

She watches him for a long moment, and dislikes the way he will not meet her gaze. “I can
walk.”

“I want to help you.”

“Look at me,” she says, as firmly as she can muster. Varis’ posture stiffens, and he hesitates
before slowly shifting his gaze down to her. “Listen, Varis. Zenos is a problem that will have
to be solved, sooner or later. And we will deal with him. Together.”

His lips press into a line. “Later. We will talk about this later.”

“Promise me.”

The Emperor meets her eyes. “I promise you.”

She thinks of the tears in Alisaie's voice, and prays that she is not foolish in believing Varis to
be a man of his word.

 

It is a long day, and the Warrior spends much of it alone in bed. She makes a few trips to the
bathing room to freshen up, and downs a steady supply of painkillers in hopes that it will
numb her thoughts.

They do not do that as well as she would have liked.

Varis is away late into the evening. Dinner is delivered for the Warrior alone, but the smell of
it turns her stomach and she leaves it untouched.

When he finally returns, Varis immediately comes to check on her. He frowns at her lack of
appetite.

"If you are feeling that unwell, I can summon the medicus."

The Warrior cringes internally at the thought of dealing with the Emperor's doctor when she
is already laid low by cramping muscles.

"I'm fine. I'm just not hungry."

Varis sighs and turns away. He is silent as he undresses. The Warrior lays on the covers and
watches as he strips out of his armor. He pauses after each piece to give it a quick inspection
before returning it to its place on the storage stand. He stops undressing when he is down to
his carbonweave. She softly calls his name and holds out a hand.

“Please, stay with me.”



With nary a word, Varis climbs up onto the bed and settles next to her on the bedcovers. She
rolls on her side, gravitating to his warmth, and extends a hand to touch his arm. He murmurs
softly and captures her hand with his own.

“Hunger aside, how does your body feel?” There is a caution to his tone that she is not
oblivious to.

“As well as can be expected. It will be better tomorrow.” She flexes her fingers. “I’m not
cross with you, Varis.”

He nearly whispers: “I know.”

“I just… I don’t want you to feel like you have to do this on your own. Not anymore. You are
not alone. You have me, and I am not going anywhere.”

The rough pad of his thumb traces a slow line from one knuckle to the next. “You mean to
rule at my side?”

This was not something she had considered. “I believe you are more than capable of ruling
on your own, my sweet emperor. I mean to support you. Whatever title you want to put on it,
I want to be here for you.”

“Why?”

She smiles. “Because, I believe in you, Varis. I believe, given the proper guidance, that you
will do the right thing. You’ll do what’s best for us, for this nation, and maybe even for the
whole star.”

The Emperor lifts her hand and rests her fingers against his lips. “With your Light, hm?”

“With my love first. Then my Light, and whatever else it takes.”

For a moment he does not respond. She looks to his face, and finds that his eyes are closed
and brows slightly pinched together.

Finally, he whispers: “Regula believed in me, too.”

“Mm.” She laughs softly. “That’s all the confirmation that I need to know mine is the right
desire.”

Varis grunts softly and opens his eyes. “Sometimes I wondered at his unrelenting faithfulness
to me and my goals.”

The Warrior shifts her weight delicately and sits up. She easily pulls her hand free and
brushes her fingers over his forehead. “I cannot speak for Regula, but I know that love can
bind a person to duty more steadfastly than any oath.”

He presses into her touch, eyes briefly unfocusing. Then he blinks. "Ah. That is why you
remain so dedicated to your Scions. To Eorzea. You care for them and love them as well."



"That's right." Her fingers come to rest on the top half of his facial scar. "Though, it is not the
same love I feel for you. What I feel for them is something more foolish and maternal."

His lips quirk faintly into the beginnings of a smile. "You do not think your feelings for me to
be foolish?"

"A good sort of foolish."

They catch sight of each other's smiles and burst into gentle laughter. She bends and presses
her lips to his.

"You asked me of mine, but how fares your body today?"

Varis hums. "Whole and hale, but certainly aching at your absence from it."

She nips lightly at his lower lip. “In a few days, I will happily sit on your throne as much as
you would like.” A trailing touch over his collarbone makes the big man shiver. “But, I think
I can still help you with your wants in the meantime.”

His mouth moves against hers, and she takes the rumbling growl in his throat as a noise of
encouragement. Her hand traces a path down his front, feeling his breath catch as her fingers
pass slowly over his ribs. They rove lower, traversing his abdomen and coming to a stop at
the waist of his trousers.

He breathes: “You are most… generous with your aid, my love.”

The Warrior whispers against his lips. “Tell me, Varis: Is it beneath an empress to want to
touch her husband? To bring him pleasure, as he does to her? ‘Tis knowledge I should have
before we exchange our vows.”

“I don--” Varis’ response falters as her hand moves to caress downwards. His cheeks turn
scarlet when her fingers find their goal and curl against the burgeoning hardness found
within. “--ah!”

She grins down at him. “Hm. The emperor does not seem to mind.”

He groans out what sounds like her name, followed by a gasp of “Please!”

The Warrior watches him for a moment, the medicated cloudiness of her thoughts giving way
to amused affection at seeing the big man so easily wound up. “As His Radiance wishes.”

Mindful of her own physical discomforts, she shifts her weight back enough to allow her
hands room to roam up and over the planes of his broad chest, fingertips meeting at the collar
of his carbonweave top. He is still, at attention, as her nimble fingers release the clasps and
peel away the layer of sturdy fabric. She strokes over the powerful muscles of his chest,
enjoying the feeling of them as they twitch and tremble at her attention. She would like little
more than to press herself against him and absorb his radiant warmth like an overgrown
heating bottle, but that will have to wait until later.

“Put your knees apart.”



The Emperor does as he is told. He parts his knees, and his golden eyes gleam as they watch
her move on the covers until she is settled on her own knees between his legs. She makes
herself comfortable. When she stills, his long legs shift to cage her on each side.

She returns her attention to the skin she has already exposed, leaning over him and pressing a
trail of kisses down his abdomen. Varis murmurs in encouragement. One hand is fisted in the
bedcovers, but the other rests near her head, fingers reaching to brush against her hair. She
gazes up the long line of his chest, up into his eager eyes. With a smile, she breathes lightly
against the fine silvery hairs that are present above his waistband. She is rewarded with his
shiver of anticipation. His hand brushes against her hair again--a downward stroke,
requesting a direction without demanding it.

The Warrior looks up at him again, maintaining the eye contact as her fingers find the ties to
his trousers and begin to loosen them. He is watching her, rapt, lips parted, cheeks red. She
smiles. 

“You know, I wanted to touch you, back on the Gration.” She tugs the front flaps of his
trousers open. He makes an inquisitive noise in his throat. “Your cock. It was…
intimidating.”

He manages: “You took it all.”

“Yes, I’m a proper hero like that.” She winks at him. “Up.”

He lifts his hips enough to permit her to tug his trousers off from his hips, and then settles
again into the covers. She glances down and admires the way his cock is straining against the
cotton confines of his smallclothes.

“But, one doesn’t just grab the emperor’s cock without permission,” she says. Her fingers
tease at the band of his smallclothes. “And I was at something of a disadvantage.”

Varis’ voice sticks in his throat. “I would have done anything for you.” He gasps as she
presses a kiss to the thin fabric covering. “I wanted you.”

“And now?”

He groans. “I need you, more than an-anything.”

She smiles and hooks her forefingers in the waistband, tugging it down. Varis’ cock rises
from its silvery nest, the tip already shining with his enthusiasm. The Warrior does not
hesitate to press a kiss to the head. She smiles at the noise that catches in her lover’s throat.
One hand settles at the base to support his bulk, while the other joins her tongue and lips in
travelling the length of him. 

She lavishes him with attention, and he lavishes her with groaning praise. His hips jerk in
warning before he comes, giving her just enough time to capture most of his release between
her lips. The remainder she licks from her fingers. 

“Good?” he asks, out of breath. The Warrior grins.



“Truth be told, I’m feeling a little hungry now.” She looks up at him. “I wonder what’s
leftover from dinner.”

Varis collapses back into the pillows, laughing.



Chapter 29

The Warrior of Light has come to expect certain things during her time living at the palace.
The floor will be cold in the morning, Varis will need to shave by the third day, and if one of
the Emperor’s bodyguards shows up alone when Varis is working then there is likely trouble
in the realm. So it is that the Warrior assumes something is amiss when Julia knocks on the
door to the Emperor’s suite fairly early one afternoon. Varis has not been gone from the place
for an hour, and so the sight of the dutiful guard in her black and blue armor immediately
puts the Warrior on edge.

“What’s wrong?” she asks by way of greeting.

Julia takes a half step back. “My Lady?”

“You’ve no reason to be here if Varis hasn’t sent you here. So, I’m to reason that something is
amiss that he feels requires my attention.”

“Oh.” The guard’s tone rings with uncertainty, and then she shifts her weight and salutes.
“Nothing of negative import, my Lady. His Radiance wishes for you to join him, if you are
not otherwise occupied. He asks you to dress comfortably and warmly.”

She considers the message. “My apologies. I suppose that I shouldn’t jump to conclusions.”

“It is alright, my Lady. You did draw a logical conclusion from your circumstances.”

The Warrior nods. “Thank you. Is… is Varis alright, then?”

Julia’s head tips to the side. “Lord Varis was looking quite well when last I saw him. If
anything, he seemed quite enthused about whatever he is calling on you for.”

“He didn’t tell you?”

“No, my Lady. He simply requested I fetch you.”

“Very well. Give me a few minutes.”

 

The Warrior recognizes the hallway that she follows Julia down not a quarter bell later, as it
is the same she traversed only a week or so previous. It leads to one of the palace’s private
entrances, and she is quietly delighted when Julia opens the door to the outside. The sky is a
moody, twilight blue, and laced with a distant hint of snow clouds. It is beautiful and
peaceful, she thinks, even as the humming forms of a pair of assault craft pass overhead. 

Varis is waiting for her. To her surprise, he is not clad in his armor, though he had been when
departing after lunch a bell before. The Emperor is now in some variety of court attire: black
and gold with a heavy maroon cloak cast over his broad shoulders. He is not wearing his



crown. Varis stands next to a covered carriage that seems small with him standing at its side.
The vehicle is being pulled by lone fluffy coal black chocobo.

"Are you sure about this, sire?" She can hear Annia speaking while they approach.

"Of course I am. Do not question my judgment. I have my linkpearl should a need for it
arise."

The Warrior manages not get distracted by the lovely chocobo, and keeps her focus on Varis.
"What's this, then?"

"Exactly as it looks," he says. "I wanted to take you on a little ride. A tour, if you would
prefer."

She glances at the carriage--it scarcely looks large enough to hold Varis, let alone the both of
them. "You didn't mention it earlier."

"I wanted to surprise you." His lips curl into a hopeful smile. “Do you object?”

She looks at him, then to his guards, and lastly to the carriage. There is no driver present.
“Just you and I?”

He nods. “I am capable of handling the driving.”

She studies his face for a moment, and wonders if he is up to something. They are already
engaged to be wed, so he couldn’t be hoping to surprise her with that question. She cannot
imagine anything else, however, so perhaps…

“Just a little private jaunt, just you and I,” Varis insists. “The empire will not fall to ruin if I
take an hour or two to enjoy myself with you.”

“Alright,” she finally concedes, having no argument to so gentle a sentiment. Indeed, just the
thought of getting to spend some private time with him is enough to bring a smile to her lips.

The Emperor climbs into the carriage, and then helps her up over the shaft and into the seat.
He tucks a thick fleecy blanket over their laps, and then holds out two dark blue woolen
lumps.

“What are these?”

“Mittens,” he says with a smile. “We do not need your fingers freezing.”

“I--” She blushes and takes the offering. “Thank you, dear.” The Warrior does not argue that
she has perfectly good gloves tucked into her coat pockets. Instead she pulls on the warm
mittens and shifts her weight until she is comfortable on the seat.

Beyond the dark red fabric of the cover, she can see Julia and Annia still standing at
attention.

One of them calls: "Have a safe ride."



 

There is little wind today, and for that the Warrior is glad. The afternoon air is already
plentifully sharp and cold on its own. The Warrior keeps a fold of her scarf held protectively
over the lower half of her face. Varis does not seem bothered by the cold, of course. 

For a few minutes they do not speak. The Warrior simply enjoys the dark shapes of the city as
they pass by, as well as the radiant warmth of her companion. Varis is focused on the road.
The reins seem small in his hands, but he is still quite adept at guiding the chocobo around
the middling traffic of the early afternoon. The big bird strides along, remarkably unfazed by
the clanging of machina and the shouting of soldiers.

The Warrior finds it a private relief that no one salutes at the red and black carriage as it
passes by. If anyone notices who is driving the vehicle, for once they make no fuss over it.
She is surprised by the feeling--it has been some time since she has experienced the quiet
solace of being ignored. Rare have been the more recent times when the Warrior of Light
could make her way down a busy street and not be waylaid by well-wishers or seekers of aid.
Living in the palace, she had almost begun to forget. Almost--cries for the Warrior have been
replaced by polite salutes and bows and a shift of title from ‘Warrior’ to ‘Lady’.

It is not long before the black and gray crush of the city gives way to the spaced out
territories of the wealthy. She is uncertain if they are taking the exact same street as they did
on the way to the Long Night gala, but the environment is very similar. The Warrior idly
considers that perhaps she should acquire a map of the city so that she can become more
familiar with its layout. There is far more of it to learn than in the cities back in Eorzea.

“Are you cold?” Varis asks. “I thought today was a good day, as the weather is relatively
calm.”

She rests her head against his shoulder. “I’m fine.”

“We will go a bit of a ways beyond the city. A few malms north, so that you might see what
lies beyond.”

“Why now?”

The Emperor grunts softly. “Just a fancy that struck me, I suppose. No real reason.”

“Are you avoiding the Senate?”

He barks a short laugh that echoes out into the cold air. “No, no. They are all busy with other
duties today, and have no cause to trouble me for more of my time.” He lets out the breath of
a sigh. “Tomorrow, perchance. But, not today.”

“Oh. Well, then all’s the more fortunate for us.”

“Indeed, my love.”

The Warrior cannot help but smirk at a notion. “Though, I am surprised that you have chosen
this ride instead of taking me to bed for a different sort of ride.”



“Mm, there will be time for that afterwards.”

 

When the city outskirts have disappeared behind them, the Warrior exhales and leans back in
the seat. Varis slows the chocobo’s pace.

“What is it? Is something wrong?”

“No,” she says. “I don’t think so. Though, I must admit that I was surprised to find that there
is no great wall encircling the capital city. Nothing to protect its people from outside attack.”

“The frozen wastes beyond the city are wall enough to deter those whose heart is not in their
attack. Naturally, there are defenses within the city proper, and safehouses for the residents to
take shelter. If any outside force should be foolish enough to assault Garlemald head on, they
will not find us an easy nut to crack.”

“Oh. That is good to know, then.”

They spend the distance of several malms in peaceful, mutual silence. It is when the city is
far behind them that the Warrior is struck by a nearly jarring realization.

“You know, I think that this is the most alone I’ve ever been with you.”

Varis hums thoughtfully. “Do you think so?”

“I mean, not counting the chocobo, of course. Everywhere else, there have always been other
people. Soldiers and guards, looking out for your safety. There was a guard out in the hallway
on the Gration--”

“Two guards,” he corrects. “You warranted two guards.”

“You locked them out,” she says. “But, I doubt the walls and door were soundproofed.”

An embarrassed noise sticks in Varis’ throat. “No, not in the holding cells.”

“Even the privacy of your quarters is something of an illusion,” the Warrior says. She rubs at
her nose through the scarf. “Even when we are alone, we aren’t truly unattended. Julia and
Annia are often outside the front door, and there are always more guards down the hall.”

“Do you dislike living in the palace?” She can hear the frown in his voice. “If there is
something you need, you just have to tell me. Ask and I shall provide.”

“The palace is fine.” She averts her gaze out to the soft, dusky blue snowfields. “It is
comfortable, and clean, and well attended… But, it isn’t home.”

“We Garleans have a saying: 'Patria est, ubi cor est.'"

She echoes: “‘Home is where the heart is’?”



“That’s right. Garlemald is my home, my homeland. But also, right in this moment, I feel
quite at home here in this carriage with you. My heart is right here.”

“Ah, Varis--” The Warrior looks at him, and is glad that the scarf hides some of the blush on
her cheeks. “That is surprisingly sentimental, coming from you.”

“Are you so truly surprised? My grandsire often chastised me for being too sentimental to be
effective.”

“I--I’m not complaining.” She smiles. “Your grandsire was powerful, but more and more I
find his wisdom to be somewhat questionable.”

A faint sigh. “Indeed.”

“I don’t mind it, being out here alone with you, if that had you worried. Quite the opposite.”
She pats his arm. “I feel perfectly safe.”

“And I feel perfectly safe at your side,” he says. The Emperor chuckles. “Isn’t that a
marvel?”

“It is indeed.”

Varis draws the chocobo to a stop. The Warrior considers the long ribbon of road that
disappears off into the hazy distance.

“Is there not much traffic heading into the city?”

“When there is nothing going on, no,” he says. “The city is mostly self-contained, and the
majority of our imports arrive via air transport or train.” He stretches his leg out before him,
knee cracking just before his boot toe grazes the chocobo’s tail feathers. “This road was much
busier when I was young. But time changes things. It has changed me as much as it has this
road.”

The Warrior wants to say that she knows the feeling, that though her years are nearly two
decades fewer than his, she still knows what it feels like to change. Just the last few years--
hells, the last few months--have brought changes to her and her worldview that she could not
have anticipated in times previous. Instead, she just nods at his words.

Varis falls silent and stares out at the cloudy horizon while the chocobo rests. The Warrior
watches him before letting her gaze drift out as well, to take in the peaceful scenery. She
wonders what secrets and monsters might still dwell in the distant, dark forests that trace the
northern skyline. It is a different sort of wilderness from the raging frigid wastes that have
encircled Ishgard following the Calamity. The locals here have spent centuries taming and
cultivating their frozen homeland into a place that is not a complete misery to live in. She
hopes that someday Ishgard might be able to do the same.

“There are times that I envy you,” Varis says, breaking his quietude. The Warrior blinks and
looks to his profile. He is still staring out at the horizon. “I envy the life that I have… stolen
you from.”



She does not correct him. “How so?”

“The life of an adventurer. Though dangerous and fraught with the uncertainty of where your
next coin will come from, it is still a life of freedom.” A whistle from the chocobo nearly
masks his sigh.

She knows he is not the first noble to take fancy with the overly romantic view of
adventuring. There is no fault to it--she has met enough of the upper crust in her travels to
know that the same walls that provide security are also viewed by some as a gilded cage. It is
of little surprise to her that a man like Varis, who has spent nearly his whole life at war for
the sake of Garlemald, might on occasion wish to have taken an alternate route.

Part of him does not want to go back to the palace, she thinks. He wants to run away, to live
his own life, free of the weight of responsibility that he has spent his years so feverishly
pursuing.

“Surely you have access to land out here,” she says. “Find a place to build a cozy little
cottage where you can while away your free time in quiet.”

The Emperor grunts softly, but she still catches the subtle softening of his features.
“Someday, perhaps.” He looks down at her and flashes a rueful smile. “But, I am quite
certain that trouble would still find me out here.”

She pouts playfully. “Then, I will scare it away for you.”

“That is very kind of you.” Varis presses his chilled lips to her forehead. “Unfortunately,
there are some troubles that even you cannot scatter for me.”

The Warrior cannot help but sigh at this notion, and looks away. She knows that Varis is not
referring to the Senate or his court or the other hangers-on that plague his daily business.
They can all be readily dismissed and turned away until the next day. There is but one bother
Varis cannot readily escape, because it is bound to him by his own blood.

A question escapes her before she can draw it back into her thoughts. “Tell me, Varis. Have
you ever tried just… talking to him?”

For a moment he does not respond, and she begins to wonder if he is avoiding her inquiry.
Then: “What?”

“To Zenos. To your son. Have you ever just sat down and talked with him?”

She glances at him, and can see him staring at her with widened, disbelieving eyes. “Zenos is
not someone that you just talk to, Warrior. You give him orders, and he begrudgingly follows
them.”

“So, no, you haven’t.”

Varis sighs and averts his gaze. “The time to talk to Zenos as father to son has long passed. I
am the emperor, and he is a legatus. And that is all that remains.”



“I just--”

“Why are you so preoccupied with the matter of Zenos?” The words are nearly snapped at
her. “Why can you not be content to accept that he is what he is, and that there is naught to be
done for him now? Why can you not accept that I am trying to protect you from him?”

The Warrior does not give an immediate response. For a moment she simply observes him.
She takes in the weak gleam of the sun on his pale hair, and the slightly dejected shift to his
posture. She feels pity for the man, but also a puzzled sense of frustration.

“If you hate your son so much, why name him as your heir? Why put him into a position of
power, when most would leave him rotting in a gaol or a hole in the ground?”

Varis does not respond.

His silence is tangible in the air, awkward and uncomfortable against her skin. She looks
down at the glossy gray-black feathers of the chocobo, at the stones visible through the snow
beneath the side of the carriage--anything to not focus on his face. She wonders if perhaps it
would be best were she to apologize for driving him to his outburst.

Varis sighs.

“I do not hate Zenos. But, neither do I think I am fit to love the boy.”

She presses: “You won’t know unless you try.”

Varis grimaces. “And what would you have me say to him? That I am sorry I failed to be
there sufficiently for him in his childhood? That I put my duty to our nation above my duty to
him?”

“It would be a start.”

“He would simply laugh at me and call me weak and unfit to rule.”

“Perhaps, but it would at least be an attempt to speak with him.”

The Emperor rubs a gloved hand over his face. “I do not think that Zenos has any desire to
speak with me. Scarcely as his emperor, and even less as his father.”

“Would you consider the possibility of trying? Not for me, but for your own sake, Varis.”

His fingers pinch at the point of his chin. “I will… consider it.”

“Thank you.”

Varis is quiet again as he gives a light flick of the reins. The carriage slowly stirs once more
into motion, and he guides the vehicle in a gentle turn. Homeward bound now, it is not long
before the dark shapes of the capital city gradually begin to become visible on the horizon.

He again draws the chocobo to a stop.



“Mayhap you are right,” he murmurs. The Emperor turns his eyes to one of the rolling snowy
hills. “This might be a nice location for a little… cottage. To get away from the fuss of the
palace and the city. A place--” He falters, and his cheeks turn red beyond their existing flush
from the cold.

She smiles. “What sort of place?”

“Ah--” He swallows, and looks back to the woman at his side, and returns her smile. “It could
be a pleasant place to bring our children.”

The Warrior shifts herself closer to the Emperor, and tucks her wool clad hands around his
arm. She does consider it a possibility, but cannot fathom the time. There are still too many
battles left for her to fight.

Still, she cannot help but smile again at his suggestion.

“Yes, it could be. One day.”



Chapter 30
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On the next Darksday, Varis chooses to work from at home in his office. The Warrior keeps
him company this time, silently citing his somewhat sour expression as a good reason to
linger on the couch in the study. He is more taciturn than is his custom, and only breaks the
silence with a request for more coffee after two bells. The Emperor is yet pleasant to her, and
she is permitted to perch on his knee while he sips his coffee and mutters complaints about
some of the more troublesome realms that his grandsire conquered in the last few years
before his death.

“If I did not think otherwise, I would be nearly inclined to believe that he conquered some of
these lands just to cause his successor trouble once he was gone.”

“What makes you so certain that he didn’t?”

Varis purses his lips for a moment before drawling: “It is all for the glory of Garlemald.”

The Warrior offers a sympathetic smile. “I suppose, in a logistical sense, if your grandsire had
truly intended on conquering the entirety of the star, then that would include the more
irritating and otherwise unpleasant locations as well.”

“The ones that he simply did not destroy outright, yes.” Varis pats her hip. “Alright, down
you get. I’ve another dozen reports to get through before lunch, and you must be itching to
return to whatever book it is you’ve had your nose in all morning.”

She returns to her feet and presses a kiss to his cheek. “It’s a story from the time of Allag.
There’s a palace guard, and he is married to this beautiful Elezen dancing girl. But, one of the
king’s advisors is this old sorcerer who seduces the poor dancing girl.”

Varis tips his head and watches as she rounds the sofa. “And then what happens?”

She shrugs and settles onto the cushions. “That’s as far as I’ve gotten. I’ll let you know,
later.”

 

After the midday meal, Varis remains lounging in his usual seat. He turns an empty mug in
his fingers, and pays no mind to the servants who pass through to collect the depleted



dishware. He only blinks out of his languor when the Warrior presses the back of her hand to
the right side of his forehead.

“What are you doing?”

She smiles and pats his cheek. “You’ve been acting out of sorts. I was just checking to see if
you felt warm. You know, in case you were taking ill again.”

“I am fine.” Varis sighs and leans forward, depositing his mug on the table. He studies it for a
moment before looking over his shoulder. “You haven’t gone to the training center yet today,
have you?”

“No, my dear Emperor, I have been at your side all the while.”

“Hm. I think we should go and do a bit of sparring.”

She chuckles and pats his shoulder. “Morning reports that rough, Your Radiance?”

“Perhaps so. ‘Tis easier when their writers are in front of me and I can just yell at them.”
Varis pushes to his feet. “Also: despite my insistence to the otherwise, seeing that I am the
emperor and all, the medicus has scheduled me for a physical. I do not need to give him any
excuse to mock my royal personage.”

Now she laughs and stands, stretching to pull his face down for a quick kiss. “Well, then I
shall have to give you a proper working over, won’t I?”

 

Varis spends a short while longer grumbling through his stack of reports before they change
into their training gear and head to the other side of the palace. There, the pair is somewhat
chagrined to learn that, due to some malfunctions in the air circulation system, the training
center rooms are noticeably warmer than normal. They decide to stick it out, taking the room
at the end of the corridor and shucking out of their usual extra layers until both are just in
their carbonweave kit.

This goes well enough for the first round of practice. Training together has been beneficial
for them both--chasing after the Warrior has helped increase the big man’s overall agility,
while the Warrior has put an extra measure into her own brute strength to handle the Emperor
when he catches her.  However, with the cooling system down, it is sweaty business. Partway
through the second bout the Warrior has to stop and tug at the tight black fabric to wipe at the
sweat that is tickling between her breasts.

“It is getting awfully hot in here,” she says. “Perhaps we should call it a day and head back.”

“Perhaps we ought.”

There is a catch to Varis’ voice that she recognizes, and it gives her pause as she discards the
small towel. She looks up at him, observes the careful neutrality on his flushed cheeks, and
then looks lower. She bites at her lower lip as her gaze settles on his trousers, and how the
carbonweave strains over his groin.



“It is a pity that we can’t just teleport back to our quarters,” she whispers. Varis arches a
brow, looking at her face and then glancing downwards.

“And, why is that, my love?”

“Because, it is going to be a very long walk back there.”

There is a long moment of silence between them. A heavy pause, during which the Warrior
sees her beloved’s pale eyes scope out the chamber door before returning to her. She sees the
tip of his tongue catch briefly between his teeth before he speaks.

“Why must we walk back?” He gestures idly behind them. “The door is locked. No one can
see what we do in here.”

“They’ll hear us,” she says. Despite her protest, she steps closer and presses her palms to his
concealed cock. Varis’ hips rock forward to apply himself firmly to her touch.

He breathes out a low groan. “And if they do?”

The Warrior is fully aware of the heat of the blush on her cheeks. “I--it would be--”

“Not the first time that someone has heard us.”

She gasps, knowing that he is right, and looks up into his eyes. They are darkened with his
desire. “Do you wish to?”

“I do. I want to make you moan my name and let the nosy fellows out in the corridor know
that the Emperor has indeed found his queen.” He rocks his hips again into her hands. 

“Oh, and I have found my king.” She slides one hand down to test the restrained heft of his
manhood. He hisses her name out between his teeth. The Warrior rises up on her toes and
kisses at his chin. “I want you to fuck me into the wall.”

He groans: “Gladly!”

She takes a few steps to the wall and turns, resting her elbows against the padding. The
Emperor is quick to move behind her, and his breath is warm against her ear as he grinds his
hips to hers.

His hands push up the front of her top and then meet at the clasps of her bra. Her breasts spill
out into the cool air as he deftly releases the little metal hooks. She gasps and jerks her hips
against his as his hands move to claim each breast. His long fingers squeeze at her soft flesh,
thumb and forefinger finding her nipples and teasing them into hardness.

She grinds urgently against the swelling in his trousers. “Oh, Varis, please--”

The Emperor’s hands leave her breasts with a final squeeze, and his presence at her back
lessens as he takes a half step away. His big hands slide down over her belly and to the
waistline of her carbonweave trousers. He easily loosens the lacing at the front and tugs the
snug fabric down to her knees. Her smallclothes follow in short order, and the Warrior shivers



as the air teases against her tingling skin. The slight chill is swiftly replaced by warmth as
Varis’ right hand moves between her thighs from behind. The left hand rests on her hip,
holding her steady as she bucks eagerly into the contact.

“Varis!”

“Patience,” he rumbles. The tip of his forefinger traces a line along her slit, just parting the
folds with the second pass. The Warrior squirms and shifts her knees apart to encourage his
entrance. “You know I don’t want to hurt you.”

“I know, I just--ah!” She gasps as the first finger enters her. Her muscles immediately tense,
drawing the digit in, and she is rewarded by the stretching press of the middle finger joining
the first.

"Very nearly drenched already, my dear." His tone is as teasing as his touch. The tip of his
ring finger strokes at the bottom of her slit even as the first two fingers begin to fuck her.
"Open for me, love."

The Warrior muffles a squeal against her arm as the third thick finger joins in on the next
thrust. Her hips twitch at the sensation of being stretched open for the Emperor.

"Oh, s'good--" She bites her lip and tries to hold back a moan as his thumb rubs against her
clit. The touch sends a jolt through her body, and she pushes her bottom against his hand.
"Varis!"

"Patience," he purrs again. She bucks with need.

After a few minutes of preparation, Varis withdraws his fingers. The Warrior is only half
aware of him freeing himself from his trousers and coating the head with her wetness.

"There's a good girl. Just relax…"

There is the familiar density of the head rubbing against her slit. She shivers eagerly as it
parts her slick folds. It takes all the Warrior's self restraint to not just slam her hips back to
guide in the rest. Fortunately, this time he is not slow and teasing, and it only takes a few
jerks of his hips to hilt himself in her.

She cries out his name again. For a moment Varis is still, and she enjoys the fullness and
weight of him inside her. Then he slides back out, until the tip bumps teasingly against her
clit.

She moans with uncaring volume as he thrusts into her. Her back arches into his chest, and
the majority of her weight settles against her forearms. Varis' hands hook over the front of her
thighs, both holding her open to his thrusts and nearly lifting her toes from the floor with the
leverage. Her nails dig at the padding as he begins thrusting in earnest.

"Ahh--Varis--aah!"

He has no witty comebacks for her, and can only echo her breathless, fervent cries as he
drives their hips together. For some time this is enough--the fullness of him inside her, the



song of their mingled cries, the soft, rhythmic slap of skin against skin…

She shifts her weight off one arm and lowers her hand between her parted thighs. Her
trembling fingers find where they are joined, and Varis groans as she traces the slick
thickness of him. The urgent pumping of his hips stills. His breath gasps hot against her back,
waiting as she runs her fingers around the girth of him. The first breath of a moan escapes her
as she feels how perfectly stretched around him she is.

“Oh--!” She barely has to brush her fingers over the sensitive bud that crowns her opening
before her legs begin to tremble. The Warrior clenches on him, a blissful wail escaping her as
she comes.

Eager to join her, Varis’ hips snap forward once, twice--on the third thrust his whole being
jerks with his release. She is nearly overwhelmed by the exhilaration that floods her at the
feeling of his seed spilling into her.

She is still hazily enjoying the feeling when Varis lets out a shaky breath and takes a few
hasty steps to the weight lifting bench. He carries her along for the trip. When he sits, it jolts
his softening cock inside her, and the Warrior lets out a breathy yelp.

“Varis!”

Her name is whispered hoarsely into her hair. A big hand moves from her hip to slide up to
her abdomen. His fingers fan in a reverent caress over her belly, and she shivers against him
despite the heat in the room. His hand moves lower and carefully withdraws his cock from
the hungry grip of her lower lips. She squirms at the separation and draws her knees together.

“Well!” she says, finally finding some semblance of vocabulary returning to her. “That was
quite the workout.”

The Emperor chuckles and kisses her brow. “Aye, it certainly was.”

 

The Warrior does her best to keep a straight face as she walks alongside Varis out of the
training room. The halls are conspicuously absent of people, and the few standing at the
reception area all look away at their passing. The Warrior hopes that her cheeks are not too
red. She can feel the Emperor’s seed pooling in her smallclothes with each step, and knows
she will not make it very far before her panties are completely stained through with him.

Varis exhales softly when the door closes behind him. He waits until they are nearly out of
earshot of the guard before speaking.

“Are you alright?”

“I--” She swallows. “Admittedly a little sore from that workout, Your Radiance.”

He smiles. “Is there aught I can do to help?”



She licks her lips, barely able to focus on anything but the wetness between her thighs. “I
want to go back to our suite, and I want you to fuck me into the mattress.”

Varis nearly misses his next step. “Oh?”

“I--I--” She blurts out, heedless of the next guard visible down the corridor: “I want you to
breed me again. Even if it is just--just practice.”

He whispers: “You keep on like that and we won’t back it back to my bed.”

 

Varis nearly tears the carbonweave off of the Warrior once they have made it back to the
royal chambers. He holds her knees apart and ducks between her thighs. Varis laps at the
wetness that shines on her skin before plunging his tongue between her folds. The Emperor’s
delight in tasting himself in her is obvious, as his cock is already hard again when he frees
himself from his trousers.

“Varis, please,” she gasps.

He grins down at her. “You need only ask.”

 

There is a weight on the Warrior’s chest when she rouses some time later. It is the Emperor,
dozing peacefully with his cheek pillowed against her left breast. A slight shift of her weight
sends a jolt of discomfort through her body, so she stills. It is enough to draw Varis from his
slumber. His hair tickles against her bare skin as he groans into her breast.

“We may have overdone it,” he mumbles. The Warrior lifts a hand and threads her fingers
through the silky strands of his hair.

“I--I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me.”

He nuzzles at her skin. “There is no need to apologize for feeling excessively amorous.”

She thinks back to their frantic coupling in the training room. “It was good. I mean--I liked
it.”

“There is little doubt for that,” he murmurs. “In fact, I should think most of the far wing of
the palace can vouch for you on that subject.”

She gives his hair a little tug, but Varis just chuckles.

“I think we ought to clean up before supper is delivered.”

“We should probably bathe separately,” she says. “Otherwise, we’ll never get clean.”

Varis kisses at her nipple. “Perhaps that was part of the plan.” He moves away and helps her
into a seated position. She follows the line of his gaze down to the junction of her thighs--the



skin there is still reddened and wet. “Are you sore?”

“A little,” she admits. “But, in a good way!”

“Well then,” he says. “I will have to clean you up in a good way.”

“That’s far from promising--!” The Warrior squeals out a little laugh as Varis’ arms hook
around her and haul her close. “Varis!”

The Emperor kisses at whatever skin is closest as he moves to stand--the curve of her
shoulder, the trembling long line of her neck, her chin, and her lips as he sets her on her
unsteady feet. She hooks her fingers around his arm as he leads the way to the bathing room.
He walks slowly, his steps almost cautious, as though the floor were slick with ice. Once
arrived, she waits as her companion heads over to the bathtub. 

“I meant what I said earlier,” the Warrior says as she watches Varis start the flow of water
into the basin. He makes a curious noise as he rights himself, a hand resting casually on his
hip. “I--” She stops, considering the gravity of her next words. “I do wish to have your child
someday, Varis. But, I do not know when the right time for that will be. The world is so
fraught with danger, and constantly on the edge of calamity. The eikons and the Ascians, and-
-” She shakes her head.

Varis looks pensive--well, as thoughtful as he can while standing in the nude with his cock
half-awake.

“I understand your concern. And I understand that you are the Warrior of Light, and that your
first duty must be to the safety of the star.” He steps toward her. “I feel similarly burdened by
my role as Emperor. But--it is a duty that, at the end of the day, I am happy to have. And I
will readily share the weight of the world with you.”

“But, then how can--” She quiets as he touches his finger to her lips.

“The world has always been in peril. It has been falling from one disaster to the next longer
than any of us know. If we wait for the right time, for the cycle to be broken, there will never
be any time to do anything for ourselves.”

She whispers: “Then, what do we do?”

He takes her left hand and kisses the black band on her ring finger. “We have already taken
the first step.” Varis smiles. “We will wed, and together we will find a way to bring some
semblance of peace and stability to both my world and yours. And, should time permit,
mayhap we will create a child or three.”

“Oh.” She blushes. “It all sounds so easy when you say it like that.”

He bends and kisses her. “The saying is the easy part.”

She chases his lips. “I am half inclined to say that the doing seems like it will be possible too,
as long as we are together.”



“‘Tis a grand feeling, is it not?” At her nod, Varis smiles. “I am glad we are in agreement.”

They stand, pressed side to side, their mutual quiet masked by the rush of the water from the
spigot. A low, nearly mischievous hum rumbles in Varis’ throat as he stands at her side. His
hand settles on her rump. It slides down, his fore and middle fingers teasing at the still tender
skin between her thighs. She gasps as the fingers slide into her, easily probing to the second
knuckle. They curl inside her, and she shivers against his side.

“Hells, Varis,” she hisses. “I’m going to need to take a second dose today at this rate.”

“If you wish.”

“Ah--” Her cheeks darken. “We shouldn’t--I mean, I--” She shakes her head. “Let me keep
taking the pills. At least until we are wed.”

“Of course, my love. It is entirely your choice.”

She smiles. “Thank you, Varis.”

His response is a slight curling of his fingers. The Warrior shivers again and wishes that the
bathtub would hurry up and finish filling.

At this rate, they will miss dinner.



Chapter 31

The pile of papers on the desk in the study is an interminable thing. The Warrior of Light is
not entirely sure whence they come or why there are always so many of them piled on the
smooth surface of the hardwood. Does the Emperor not have a proper office somewhere to
deal with paperwork? She wonders why he is permitted no peace, even in what should be his
personal sanctuary.

“I do have an office,” Varis admits when she asks one evening after dinner. “But, I do not
care to spend much time there. So, pressing documents are delivered here when I am not at
court.”

“What’s wrong with your office?”

His nose wrinkles and he brings his glass of whisky to his lips. “It reeks of the old man.”

“Oh.” The Warrior wonders how much of the time the well-aged Emperor might have spent
in his office that wasn’t occupied by napping. “Why not just clean it out? Or get a new
office?”

Varis grimaces again. “I just… haven’t.”

She notes his frown and backs off the subject. “Do you ever get missives that relate to me?”

“Not so many as of late. In times past I used to get a weekly summary of whatever disruptive
behavior the Warrior of Light had been engaged with against imperial properties.” He glances
at her, and she feels her cheeks heat.

Taking a hurried sip of her wine, she mumbles: “I was just doing my job.”

“I know.” Varis looks in the direction of the papers on his desk for a moment. “Speaking of
you doing your job: it has been some three months now since I signed the final paperwork
freeing Doma.”

“Has it been that long?” She considers. “I’m not sure if it feels like it has been longer or
shorter. It’s been a busy time.”

The smile he flashes at her is indulgent, plainly pleased with some of the events of the last
few months. “Indeed it has.” He huffs a sigh into his glass. “I need to send a representative on
my behalf to Doma, to see how things are progressing. The reports I have received thus far
have been fairly scant on the details.”

Impulsively, she says: “I’ll do it.” Varis blinks and looks at her. His thin brows furrow for a
moment, and he shakes his head.

“No, there’s no need for you to go to Doma.”

“I’ve never been there. I mean, it would be interesting to see the place.”



The shade of a pout crosses over the Emperor’s lips. “I do not wish you to go away. You
should stay here.”

“Ah--” The Warrior laughs softly. “It would only be a short survey, wouldn’t it? I’d be gone
for less than a week, like as not. And you could call me on a linkpearl if you got too
lonesome.”

He shakes his head again. “No, no, you cannot.”

“What, you don’t think I’m capable of being your envoy?”

“You are completely capable of the task. I simply do not want you to go.”

This is rather childish of him, she thinks, but also she believes she understands where his
petulance is coming from. “I’ll come back. This would not be like... like the last time. You
would not be sending me away. I would be venturing out on your behalf.” She lifts her left
hand and presses the black band against his stubble speckled cheek. “I will not change my
mind.”

Varis’ throat shifts as he swallows, and he presses into her touch. “If you go as my envoy, you
will have to have an escort. And follow certain protocols. And likely deal with some level of
hostility from the locals. There will certainly be some for whom freedom without further
bloodshed is not enough.”

She manages not to outright roll her eyes at his protests. “I have faced worse dangers. Issue
me a bodyguard, if you truly think I would need someone to look after me.”

“You are going to insist upon this?” He sounds slightly aggravated at her persistence. “What
interest could you have in the country?”

“As I said: I’ve never been there. Think of it, Varis. I freed a whole nation of people, only a
small portion of which I’ve ever met. I recall the Domans being a pleasant enough people
when I aided them in Eorzea. It would be interesting to see the lands that they came from. Or,
at least, what remains of them.”

The Emperor grunts softly. “There are projects underway aiding in the re-establishment of the
nation’s infrastructure, as well as various construction projects. My envoy would primarily be
tasked with inspecting the progress of these ventures.”

“A task I would gladly complete, as long as you don’t take offense if I am honest in my
observations.”

She twists a length of silvery hair around her fingers as she watches him. Varis plainly is still
not happy with her volunteering for the work in Doma, but she can also see his eyes flick
from side to side in thought.

“You worry about my safety going there, that I will face hostility. Perhaps I will, but who
better to send to check on the progress of the imperial extraction than the very person



responsible for freeing them from their bondage?” She gives his hair a light tug. “You can
only be so hostile to your hero.”

“Perhaps so,” he murmurs. Another sigh escapes him. “Fine, you may have the job. I will
make travel arrangements and alert the embassy in Kugane of your arrival.” Varis stares at his
glass for a moment. “And, I will have to find an escort for you. Someone from the palace
guard will do, I should think.”

The Warrior smiles and kisses the corner of his mouth. “Thank you, my Emperor.”

He looks at her and flashes a wan smile. “Do not thank me yet. You will be going to Doma
with work to do.”

“Of course.”

“It will be a few days before you will depart.” He cups her cheek in his big hand and draws
his thumb in a line over her lips. “In the meantime, I am going to make the most of your
company.”

 

The Emperor’s attentions to his future bride border on excessive in the days that follow, but
even his greatest efforts can not indefinitely forestall the arrival of the Warrior’s departure.
On the designated morning the great man is sullen, head heavy against her breasts as the first
light of morning peeks around the edges of the curtains.

“I’m excited,” she says. Her fingers comb through her lover’s long hair. She feels, rather than
hears, his discontent rumble. “It’s been awhile since I’ve traveled.”

“The adventurer is wont to wander.”

The Warrior smiles. “Yes, that’s right.” She has spent what time she could over the last few
days reviewing reports regarding Doma, and studying the list of expectations that the
Emperor has for his envoy. It is mostly busy work, she surmises, going between a half dozen
locations to see that the remaining Garlean forces are not being a hindrance to the efforts of
the newly freed Doman people. There are several large scale construction projects the Empire
has promised to aid in before completely retreating from the territory, and Varis would see to
it that they are being properly implemented.

He rumbles again. “I will miss you.”

She knows he will. “And I will miss you.”

“Will you?”

“Of course. Sleeping alone isn’t all that much fun once you’ve gotten used to having
someone to snuggle with.”

Varis hums softly into her skin. “Be sure to sleep alone.”



The Warrior laughs and gives his hair a light tug. “Silly man. You know I will.”

He murmurs: “I know.”

She strokes her fingers through his hair. “I want you to promise me that you won’t mope
about while I am gone. Garlemald still needs its emperor.”

“I am yet loath to be parted from you.”

“I know, I know.” She sighs and shifts her weight, eyeing the line of silver visible at the edge
of the curtains. “Perhaps one day we will be able to go on a trip together. Would you like
that?”

“I have never had much opportunity for recreational travel,” the Emperor says. “Though, a
spot of it is traditional following the exchange of marriage vows in Garlemald.”

“Good. You should think of where you would like to go, then. Distract your thoughts with
that while I am away.”

“Eorzea,” he says, but his tone leaves her wondering if he is joking or not.

“You can likely buy your way into a few places, if you don’t mind the stares.”

Varis grunts. He shifts his weight and half rolls onto his side. “I stopped minding the stares a
long time ago.”

The Warrior takes this opportunity to shift into a seated position. She idly presses a healing
spell into the coloring of a mark on her shoulder. “What is my itinerary for today?”

“Your flight departs just before the mid-day bells. I will escort you to the docks and pass you
on to the watchful eyes of your guard. You should arrive in Kugane late in the afternoon,
perhaps early evening, depending on the weather. The Garlean embassy in Kugane will see to
your accommodations and transportation while you are working in Othard.”

“You really insisted on finding someone to escort me,” she says. She does not bother to hide
her flustered amusement.

“Of course I did,” Varis says.

“I suppose I should be flattered by your concern for my well being.” The Warrior smirks. “Or
your desire to have someone keeping an eye on me so I do not cause trouble.”

“You are the Warrior of Light.” He winks at her. “It is ever your wont to cause trouble in your
wandering.”

“Indeed.” She laughs and shakes her head. Varis sighs.

“Promise that you will contact me via linkpearl when you are safe in Kugane.” He gestures at
his ear. “I had a new linkpearl commissioned for you; it will be waiting for you in your
quarters at the consulate.”



“Thank you, Varis.” She touches the hard line of his jaw. “I promise: I will keep in daily
contact with you.”

He sighs again, but looks relieved. 

 

The hours pass, perhaps too quickly for the liking of the Emperor of Garlemald, and a bell
before midday the Warrior is holding her lover’s hand as they walk to the docks. She is
dressed in her adventuring gear, which fortunately still fits properly after a few moons of
neglect. A lone pack is slung over her shoulder, the rest of her gear--Garlean crafted armor
included--having been packed and already added to the transport that will take her to Doma.
Varis’ grip on her hand is nearly crushing, and she is quite certain that her engagement ring
will leave an imprint on the leather of his glove.

The Warrior tries not to think of the last time she left Garlemald from these docks. A glance
up makes her think Varis is trying to accomplish the same.

“Your gunblade is stowed with your armor.” His breath steams in the frozen morning air.
“Kugane is a mostly neutral territory, hence our having a consulate there. They frown upon
violence in their city. Quite rigorously.”

“I see. I will have to be on my best behavior, then.”

“I trust that you will.” Varis looks to the bay where the transport is waiting. “Ah, good, they
are already here.”

The Warrior makes a curious noise and follows the line of his gaze. Several soldiers are
standing near the open doors of the vessel.

“I told them to be here early. I am glad that my orders were not neglected.”

She pats his arm with her free hand. “They had no reason not to.”

The Emperor grunts softly and releases his grip on her left hand. She flexes her fingers as she
follows him over the walkway. The soldiers all snap to attention at his approach and salute.

Varis gestures at a centurion that stands near the transport. They are tall and still, and have a
bag slung over their right shoulder.

“This will be your escort and guard during your time in Doma,” Varis says. “Caspian quo
Maristella. They are one of the best of the palace guard.”

The centurion crisply salutes as Varis and the Warrior approach, without dislodging their
pack. “It is an honor, Your Radiance.”

“Indeed.” The Emperor stares critically at the centurion before gesturing at the Warrior.
“Centurion, this is Lady Lux van Umbrus. Your sole concern from now until she returns to
the palace is her safety and well being.”



“Understood, Your Radiance.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Caspian,” the Warrior says, trying to make her tone as polite as
she can manage. She still finds it a bit silly that Varis insists on her having a guard, as though
the slayer of eikons and savior of half the world truly needs a babysitter. Thinking of her past
encounters with imperial officers, she idly hopes that she does not have to end up rescuing
them from some trouble abroad.

The centurion nods. “The pilots have reported being ready to depart at your convenience.”

“Thank you.” Despite the casual air to Varis’ tone, the Warrior is aware of him tensing. She
touches the back of his gauntlet.

“I am ready to go, when you’re ready to let me,” she says. Varis turns his face away from the
gathered soldiers and grimaces.

His voice barely reaches her ears. “Never again. I will never send you away again.”

“I know.” The Warrior touches his arm and turns the Emperor until his back is fully to the
soldiers and his body is blocking their line of sight to her.

Varis whispers her name.

“This is not a parting like last time,” she says in a gentle tone. She presses her palm to his
cheek. “This time I leave with the knowledge that I will be returning home in a few days'
time.”

“Home,” he echoes, awestruck.

The Warrior turns to Julia and Annia, who are waiting their usual respective distance away.
“Please make sure he behaves himself. I don’t want to hear about him pining while I am
away.”

“As you wish, my Lady,” Julia says.

Varis huffs. “I will be fine.”

The Warrior touches his chin and smiles. “And I will call you when I reach Kugane.”

He presses a kiss to her forehead and then clears his throat. “Safe travels, Lady van Umbrus.”

“Thank you, Your Radiance.”

 

The transport departs from the capital and heads on a southeasterly course toward Kugane. It
is a vessel meant for transporting troops, but she is the only real intended traveler on this
journey. She sits on one of the somewhat uncomfortable seats arranged in a line that faces
another in the hold. The Warrior is secretly glad for the quiet company of her escort, as it is
preferable to being entirely alone in the cabin. The guard stands at rest in the doorway that



separates the passenger hold from the cockpit. It is impossible to tell through the helmet, but
she suspects the centurion is staring at her.

Perhaps taking the Emperor’s orders a bit too much to heart, she thinks. 

After nearly an hour of mutual silence, during which the Warrior scans through the
paperwork she was given during her last debriefing and the centurion stands still and does not
move, she sighs and tosses the packet of papers into the empty seat next to her.

“Good thing I brought a book,” she muses aloud. There is no response from her guard. “Do
you think they’ll provide food if the flight runs long?”

“I do not believe so,” the centurion says, finally breaking their silence.

“Ah, so you are listening.”

“Of course.” They hesitate and shift on their feet. “However, I am a guard. We aren’t meant
to speak.”

“A palace guard.”

“Yes, my Lady.”

“So, you’ve seen me before, around the palace?”

Their shoulders shift minutely in a shrug. “A few times, yes. I tend to be stationed in a
different wing from where the Emperor’s quarters are located.”

There is something to the centurion’s muffled accent that sounds vaguely familiar to the
Warrior, almost like that of a merchant barking from their stall in Ul’dah. “Have you been in
service to the Empire long?”

Another barely perceptible moment of hesitation. “More than a decade.”

“I see.”

The Warrior retrieves her book and begins to read. After another hour, she has grown bored
of her book and slightly irritated by being stared at by the centurion. She wonders how Varis
handles having two guards following him around all day. After so long he is likely used to it,
but perhaps also Julia and Annia are better about not staring at their charge. She marks her
page and looks over to the centurion, who has yet to move from their post.

“You can sit, if you want,” she says. “We still have a few hours, and I’m not going anywhere.
There’s no sense in you just standing there.”

They are definitely staring at her now. “It is no trouble. Standing is part of my duties.”

“Yes, well, your duties are getting on my nerves.”



She is surprised to hear a soft chuckle come through the faceplate. “My commander warned
me that you might be a difficult charge.”

“I’m the Warrior of Light,” she says. “I protect people--I don’t need someone to protect me.”

For a moment the centurion is quiet. Their head cants to the side slightly in thought. Then:
“In Garlemald, solo missions are something of a rarity. It is viewed as being far safer to send
two, especially when heading into unknown territory.”

“Even when the second is a liability?”

The guard’s posture stiffens, and they do not reply. The Warrior is quite certain that she has
wounded their pride, but she cannot help but recall how many men and women in that same
uniform she has cut down over the years. Cut down in the name of Eorzea and its freedom.

And now she is sitting in a transport of Eorzea’s enemy, riding off to perform a service for the
enemy’s leader. The man she loves.

The Warrior rubs her forehead. She is uncertain whether she will ever be able to completely
resolve the incongruity between the dichotomy that has formed in her life. It will likely be
impossible, unless she is able to find a way to broker peace between the Alliance and the
Empire.

She does not remember volunteering for such a monumental task, but it has become her duty.

 

A quarter bell passes. The Warrior is studying a page in her book without really reading it
when the centurion shifts their weight and moves away from the doorway. They sit in the
middle seat of the opposing row of chairs, their posture stiff as they cross their arms and stare
in the direction of the cockpit.

She considers the discarded stack of papers laying next to her, and calls across the rows of
seats. “Have you ever been to Doma before?”

The centurion doesn’t immediately respond. When they do, it is with a hint of hesitation.
“Were you asking me, my Lady?”

The Warrior glances around the cabin of the craft. Aside from the crew, they are still alone.
She gestures at the empty seats surrounding them. “Yes, centurion. Am I not allowed to talk
to you now?”

“I--” Her guard falters and shakes their head. “I was not expecting it, that is all. My
apologies.”

She wonders if Varis told the guard that they should be seen and not heard, or perhaps their
ego is still smarting from her earlier barb. “I do not know how His Radiance instructed you
for this duty, but you have my permission to speak when you feel the need.”

They consider this, and then nod. “Oh. Thank you, Lady Lux.”



She feels a bit peculiar being called by the false name, but does not correct them. It is
something, she supposes, that she will have to get used to. Instead she studies the centurion’s
armor. It is neatly kept, but unremarkable from any other officer she has seen of the Empire.
The only things of note are slight protrusions on each side of the helm.

“You’re an Elezen?” The question escapes her before she thinks upon it.

“I am, yes.” They tilt their head. “Is that a problem?”

“More a curiosity.” She settles into the soft cushion of the seat. “So, Doma?”

“No, my Lady.” They are quiet, then carefully add: “But, I have heard that their cuisine is
quite enjoyable.”

“We’ll have to check it out.”

A soft noise of surprise escapes the centurion. “If you insist.”

“Well, you’re stuck shadowing me until we return to the palace, right? I’m not cruel enough
to find something delicious to eat and make you watch without sharing.”

They lean back in their seat and shake their head. “Then, perhaps you truly are the hero that
Eorzea thinks you to be, Lady Lux.”

 

The sky beyond the small observation windows has already begun to bleed from blue to red
by the time the transport arrives in Kugane. The centurion returns to their feet as the pilots
announce the approach to the airship dock. The Warrior gathers her book and paperwork and
returns them to her pack. She tries to remember the name of the man who is supposed to meet
her at the docks and bring her to the Garlean consulate, but fails. She is still peering at the
first page of her paperwork when the vessel shudders slightly beneath her and comes to a
stop.

Her guard disembarks first, doing a quick check of the docks before giving the okay for the
Warrior to follow. They are making a show of their duties, and she is too weary from the long
flight to feel like admonishing them for their enthusiasm. Glancing around, the first thing the
Warrior notices is that, despite the cool evening air, there is not a speck of snow to be seen
anywhere in the port city. She smiles to herself. Spending so much time in Garlemald, it is
nearly possible to forget that such things can occur.

She feels a rush of excitement, reminded of the first time she stepped off the airship in Limsa
Lominsa. The air of Kugane is full of a similar energy, something unique to a port city. The
salty spray of the ocean mingles with the smell of cooking food and other mysteries, and the
Warrior wonders if she has any free time in her schedule to do a survey of the port.

For now such curiosities will have to wait, as she is greeted by a Garlean soldier in a peculiar
uniform that she hasn’t seen before. It is of different ornamentation and style, and the Warrior
suspects that the Empire sometimes allows its own style to be influenced by the local culture



of their conquered peoples. The salute is the same, which is familiar enough for the Warrior.
She returns the gesture, and this pleases the soldier. They prattle on cheerfully while leading
the way to the consulate. The centurion trails a few paces behind her.

“The Kogane Dori is ahead. That’s the markets. A bit unseemly at times, but we still get
some of our supplies from the merchants, and they accept Garlean coin as readily as any
other, even with the recent change of power in Doma…” The soldier pauses to gesture at the
long street before turning to head over a footbridge. The Warrior follows, taking in the city,
admiring its towering buildings and brightly colored banners that hang from walls that seem
half ablaze in the rosy glow of sunset. The Warrior wonders when the last time Varis set foot
in Kugane was, if he ever has, and wishes that he were here now.

Perhaps some other time, she thinks.

“We are headquartered in the southern end of the port,” the soldier says. “They call it the Ijin
District. You might hear that word thrown at you now and then, it just means ‘foreigner’.
Don’t mind the savages here, they don’t mean any harm but they’ll talk your ear off before
giving you an actual answer to a question.”

They cross the bridge and enter an area of the city that is of a noticeably different flavor from
the rest of the port. The buildings here are of a style that is more reminiscent to those that she
has seen on Aldenard and Ilsabard, covered in brick and neat rows of windows. Glancing
between the closest of the fenced in yards, the Warrior can easily pick out which one belongs
to Garlemald. The brick of the building is a dark gray, and someone has taken the time to add
black metallic embellishments to the building. The fence that surrounds the yard is also
accented with a stylized version of the Garlemald emblem.

“Representatives from various nations have their buildings around here. The East Aldenard
trading company is back around the eastern corner there--” The soldier does not hide the
word ‘savages’ in his tone, but the Warrior chooses not to be bothered by his disdain. “The
building across the way here is the Thavnarian Consulate. They are a… curious lot, and we
try not to interact with them more than necessary.” The soldier clears his throat and chirps out
a cheerful “This way” as he continues to the main gate of the Garlean Consulate. The two
guards there immediately salute and step aside.

The Warrior is aware of the curious head turns of the guards as she passes through the gates
with the centurion in tow. The men have surely heard word of a special visitor coming from
the capital, but it is likely that they were not expecting a young woman in adventurer’s garb.
Knowing it best not to antagonize anyone needlessly on her journey, she manages to keep an
amused smile from reaching her lips.

 

The interior of the consulate is quiet, and apparently occupied solely by Eastern garbed
soldiers. The Warrior studies them as she treads the polished hardwood floor of the main hall.
Are they of any particular legion, she wonders, or a separate unit? She knows that the Twelfth
legion was until recently in charge of Doma, but does not know if their occupation included
the consulate in Kugane.



“We’re not of the Twelfth, my Lady,” the soldier says when she asks. “Mercifully, we are of
an independent cohort that exists solely for the purpose of running the consulate.”

“I see. Have you had much experience with the Twelfth?”

“Only in passing, when some of them have come through Kugane before taking a transport to
join the rest of their legion in Gyr Abania.” The soldier shakes his head. “There is still a
remainder of the legion in the Doman lands, as ordered by His Radiance. You’ll likely deal
with them on your ventures here.”

“Ever have a run in with Prince Zenos?”

Her guide nearly misses his next step, and his posture stiffens as he corrects himself. “Just
once, and that was more than enough. Fortunately, the sudden freeing of Doma greatly
reduces the likelihood that the prince will have any cause to return.”

“Indeed. I suppose you should be grateful.”

She thinks back to her previous encounter with the crown prince. His entire being and
bearing was geared toward intimidation, and his every movement a prelude to violence. The
Warrior had been fearful of the prince at the time, and it seems that this is a universal reaction
to the man. She wonders what, if anything, the prince himself might be fearful of.

The soldier explains the layout of the consulate while she thinks, though she scarcely pays
attention to his words. Hopefully her guard is paying enough attention for the both of them. 

“Your things will be taken to your room,” the soldier says. “We have dinner prepared for you,
if you would like to eat before turning in for the night?”

The Warrior blinks and smiles, glad for the change in subject. “Oh, yes, that would be quite
nice, thank you.”

 

She supposes that she might have expected the kitchen to serve some variety of the local
cuisine, but instead a servant brings out plates of the more hearty fare she has come to expect
and enjoy from the Garleans. She eats her fill and is excused for the night.

Again the Warrior finds herself glad to be accompanied by her guard, as she has not paid
enough attention to the soldier to have a real idea as to where the guest rooms are located.
Gladly, Caspian has been attentive and leads the way. Hers is a somewhat secluded room up
on the third floor of the building. The hallway is still and eerily quiet.

“I don’t suppose the consulate has all that many visitors these days,” she says as she hands
her room key to the guard. They shrug.

“The briefings I was given stated that a few minor local dignitaries were in house, but none
of them were of enough import to warrant a room up here.”

“Ah.” It was good to be the future empress, she muses. “Where will you sleep?”



“There is a servant’s quarters at the end of the hall. I will sleep there, so I will not be far away
in case something should happen.”

She smiles. “Good. That’s a comfort.”

They reach the room intended for the Warrior. After unlocking the door, the centurion does a
quick once-over of her quarters and gives her the all clear. They return the small cermet card
that unlocks the door to her room.

“I will be out in the hall here if you need me,” they say.

“What, don’t you get a break? A chance to rest?” She waves down the hall. “I thought you
were going to sleep.”

They shake their head. “I am on duty until you go to bed.”

She frowns. “The Emperor’s guards usually leave when he returns from his business in the
evening.”

“They won’t while you’re away.” They gesture into the room. “It is safe.”

The Warrior puzzles over her guard’s words as she enters the room and lets the door fall shut
behind her. Compared to the bright colors of the city outside, her room is a pleasantly drab
thing done up in grays and white. It would almost pass as sterile in appearance, were it not
for the occasional splash of imperial red and gold. Her luggage is at the foot of the bed, and
her armor waits on a stand near the dressing table. She smiles at the familiar sight, though it
seems a touch lonely not standing next to the Emperor’s armor. 

Surveying the remainder of the room, she notices a small black lacquered box on the dressing
table. Inside is a linkpearl, its enameled surface a pearlescent silver. 

“Ah, yes.” She sits on the dressing table’s bench and places the linkpearl into her ear. After
activating it, the line chimes four times before a familiar voice cries her name over the line.

“Are you alright?” Varis does little to conceal the worry in his voice “It is late.”

“Yes, I’m fine. I’m sorry. It was dusk when we arrived in Kugane, and I ate dinner before
coming to my room.” She removes her gloves and rests them on the table. “My dear emperor,
you need not sound so worried.”

“I--just--” He falls silent. She can imagine the slight pout to his lips as he looks away from
wherever she might normally be.

“Do you miss me so badly already?” The Warrior pulls off her boots and sets them aside.
“I’ve scarcely been gone for ten bells.” She smiles at the embarrassed noise that comes
through the line. 

“Do not make me out to be a pitiable fool.”



“Did you act like this when Regula was deployed on a mission?” He does not initially
respond, and she thinks him being petulant until she hears the soft clink of silverware. “Are
you eating dinner, love?”

“I found my appetite lacking without your conversation.”

The Warrior cannot help but burst out laughing at his admission. When she has recovered,
she says: “I am not going to call you morning, mid, and night just so that you will eat your
food. You aren’t a child, Varis zos Galvus.”

“Then, I might starve,” he says, before she hears another strike of metal against ceramic. She
smiles.

“I will gladly call you in the evening to tell you of my adventures. So, you had better at least
eat a hearty dinner.”

“Of course, my queen.” Varis sighs. “How were your travels? What of your guard?”

The Warrior spends the next quarter bell undressing and telling Varis of her afternoon. She
can hear the soft sounds of him eating, his sips of coffee and the more muted sounds of him
consuming a nearly ridiculous amount of mashed popotoes, as is ever his wont. She tells him
of the boring flight, of trying to talk to her guard, and of the colorful sights of Kugane. She
knows that he is listening, even though he makes no attempt to join in the conversation.

It is almost like being home.

Varis has finished his meal by the time she has completed her survey of the afternoon’s
events. She has stripped down to her smallclothes, and flops on the big bed. The covers are
soft, but the mattress is a bit hard.

“This bed is far too big for just me,” she says.

“Well, it would be inappropriate for the Emperor of Garlemald to show up in Kugane
uninvited.”

“But the empress is acceptable?”

Varis coughs. “They do not know that yet.”

“Does my guard?” She looks to the door, and wonders if the centurion is still standing out in
the hallway.

“They work in the palace,” he says. “It is entirely possible that they know. I ordered Julia and
Annia to accidentally let the information slip while they were in the mess hall or training
center.”

“You scoundrel.”

His chuckle is a relief to her ears. “I have not heard any reports yet of related rumors, so
perhaps the palace guard is minding their tongues for once.”



“You could just cut off the rumor mill and make a public announcement.”

“What, and ruin all of their fun? On a good day, working at the palace is painfully dull.”

“Just wait until we have children. Then the guard will wish for tedium.”

Her quip is rewarded by the sound of Varis sputtering into his coffee.

She misses him.



Chapter 32

The Ruby Sea is a wonder in the early morning light. The surface of the water glimmers with
crimson, and the Warrior shades her eyes to admire the sight from the relative safety of the
fort at the Ruby Price. The pilot tells her that they must wait until the red fades from the sea
and the wind shifts to something more favorable before they can depart for Isari. So she
waits, leaning against the railing and surveying what she can of the Ruby Sea from the solid
ground of the fort.

The sea is vast, stretching from one horizon to the next, the distant sky to the north accented
by a thin vertical line that disappears into the morning clouds.

“What do you make of that line out there?” she half turns her face to direct her question at the
centurion, who is standing silently off to her right side. They take a step closer to the rail, and
she catches the small lift of their chin as they scan the line skyward.

“A tower, perhaps? Though, I cannot say I have ever seen one of such height, even among the
wonders of Garlemald.”

The Warrior pulls out the small paper map that was included with her papers for the day. The
majority of the page is just marked as water, with a fringe of land around the edges. There are
a few curious markings in the middle of the sea indicating some kind of settlement, as well as
some hatching on the north shore with notations regarding pirates. The fishing village of
Isari--their destination for the morning--is noted far to the west. There is nothing denoting a
tower to the north.

“Perhaps it is an illusion of some sort, set by the pirates that are said to control the whole
area.”

“The pirates?” She looks at the map again. “Hopefully they’re half as charming as the ones in
Limsa Lominsa.”

The centurion shrugs. The Warrior tucks her map away and resumes leaning against the
railing. They continue waiting, until the water’s red has dissipated and left the seas as blue as
any other that she has seen in her travels. After nearly two bells the pilot returns and
announces that they are ready to safely depart.

“What would have happened had we left earlier?” she wonders aloud while following the
pilot. He just shakes his head, and she chuckles softly. “Ah, that’s right. Superstitious
Garleans.”

“It is simply a safety precaution,” the pilot insists.

“I could have slept in an extra bell for your safety precautions,” she says. They don’t need to
know that she was up before dawn and the call for breakfast, watching the first hints of light
creep over Kugane while whispering good mornings to the Emperor over their shared
linkpearl.



“My apologies, Lady Lux.”

She waves a hand. “An apology is not necessary. Hopefully my airship tomorrow is
scheduled in a more timely fashion.”

“I’m sure it will be, my Lady,” the centurion chimes in.

There are two soldiers in Eastern uniforms waiting for them at the small boat.

“Is aught amiss?” the taller of the two asks. The pilot vigorously shakes his head.

“No, no, our honored guest was just voicing her displeasure at being made to wait.”

“She’ll report this back to the Emperor himself!” the second soldier hisses. Three armored
heads tip together for a moment as the men whisper furiously between themselves. The
Warrior keeps a straight face, though in truth she is amused by how easily flustered they are.

“Am I to be kept waiting longer?”

“No! Of course not, Lady van Umbrus.” The pilot clears his throat. “We were just confirming
your schedule for the morning.” He gestures toward the boat. “At your leisure.”

 

They soon cast off onto the Ruby Sea. The Warrior stands on the small deck, scanning the
distant lines of the horizon for anything of interest. Aside from the strange line to the far
north, and a bit of steam off to the southwest, there is little to see. The centurion sits nearby.

“Are you alright?” she asks after a few minutes.

“Fine,” is the curt reply.

She smiles. “Seasick?”

“Perhaps a touch,” the centurion admits. “I wasn’t meant to be a sailor.”

“Fair enough.” She turns her attention back to the fluffy clouds building off to the south.

The Warrior has been admiring the scenery for half a bell when she hears the pilot curse
under his breath. She hears the centurion make a curious noise. They rise to their feet and
gesture off to the north. The other soldiers rise as well. A small craft is swiftly approaching.

“Bloody pirates,” the taller of the soldiers mutters.

She watches the other boat approach, and feels the wood beneath her strain as it is drawn to a
stop by the pilot. The other boat is a curious thing, with bright red sides and beautiful
multicolored banners waving in the morning breeze. She doesn’t recall anything in her
paperwork regarding excessive concern over the pirates, but supposes that they would harass
any boat in their claimed territory, regardless of its cargo.



There are two men visible on the boat deck as it draws up along the imperial vessel’s
starboard side. Both are frowning, one a Hyur with his arms crossed over his broad chest, the
other a Roegadyn doing nothing to hide the fact that he is fingering the fletching of the arrow
in his right hand. 

“And here I thought we were going to have a nice quiet morning with no trouble,” the Hyur
says as their boat creaks to a stop.

“Listen here, pirates, we’ve told you time and before where you can shove your bloody
tithe,” the pilot snaps at the other men.

“And you’ve been told where you can put that attitude, Imperial dogs.”

The Warrior takes a step toward the railing. She clears her throat. “Excuse me, gentlemen.”

The soldier turns, likely glaring at her through his helmet, but does not say anything. The
centurion does not move. Briefly she raises her hands to show she is unarmed to the men on
the pirate boat.

“I must admit, this is my first time traveling these lovely waters, and I am quite new to the
ways of this land. What exactly are we having a disagreement over?”

The Hyur looks her over before responding. “We are of the Confederacy. We protect these
waters, and expect a tithe from those traveling through the Ruby Sea in exchange for safe
passage. It’s been tradition here for centuries, and no one ever objected over it until you
Imperials decided to spit in our faces.”

“Am I to expect that if we decline the tithe, we will likely be subject to siege from vessels of
the Confederacy?” She is half surprised none of the pirate crews from Limsa Lominsa have
thought of such a scheme.

“That is how things usually go, Miss, yes.”

“Don’t listen to these pirates, they just--”

The Warrior waves the soldier into silence. “It is a simple extortion in exchange for safety.
Don’t be cross that Garlemald did not think of it first.” The soldier huffs and shakes his head.
She looks again to the pirates. “I am here as an emissary of Garlemald, sent to check on the
welfare of the nearby fishing village. We are carrying no cargo. In addition to myself, the
vessel is occupied solely by the pilot and the three soldiers you see.”

“Lot of soldiers for a peaceable mission,” the Roegadyn says.

“We’re from Garlemald,” the Warrior responds dryly. The Hyur snorts and considers her
again with a thoughtful squint.

“You’d do well to respect the local customs, Miss,” he says.

“I know.” And she does--years of adventuring have long ago taught her that simple lesson.
“How much for the tithe?”



The pirate considers for a moment before naming off an amount of Garlean coin--enough
perhaps to feed a handful of pirates for a few days. The soldier at her side balks loudly, but
the Warrior does not consider it to be too exorbitant an amount. She is certain that if they
knew exactly who she was, the toll probably would have been doubled or tripled. After all,
what price was too high for the safe passage of the future empress of Garlemald?

“Pay the tithe,” she says to the soldier.

“I will not! We do not humor such--”

“Pay it or get out and swim.” She keeps her tone firm and leans in toward the man. He leans
away.

“I--I don’t know how to swim,” the soldier stammers in protest.

“Then shut up and pay.”

He relents, unlocking a box extracted from within the floor of the deck and pulling out a
small leather bag. The soldier counts out the requested coin and hands it to the Hyur.

While the Hyur confirms the amount, he asks: “Have you ever met the Emperor himself,
Miss?”

She makes a show of looking thoughtful, tipping her head and scratching her right ear. “I’ve
seen him a few times, sure.”

“Is he really as big a man as they say, or is that just a story to scare folks?”

She squints and points at the Roegadyn. “Add a few ilms to that fellow, and a build like a
gladiator.”

The Roegadyn whistles appreciatively, and the Hyur nods.

“Always thought as much,” he says. “Never figured a bunch of wild dogs like the Empire
would listen to little whelp.”

She flashes a polite smile. “That is true.”

 

Aside from a few minutes of watching the shapes of massive sharks wander underneath the
boat, the remainder of their voyage across the Ruby Sea brings little of interest. The morning
air is quiet, not quite still, sharp with salt and sea life and little else. The sun is nearly
overhead when the towering peaks of some distant chain of mountains break the western
horizon. A few thin lines of smoke soon join in, and the pilot gestures at the distant sky.

“That’ll be Isari,” he says, fingers light on the steering wheel. “They’ll see us coming in;
hopefully someone will have the decency to greet you, Lady van Umbrus.”

“Warmly or with weapons?” she wonders to herself. The pilot shrugs.



“They’re a simple people, just fishermen and craftsmen for the most part.”

The Warrior nods in understanding and sits next to the centurion. She pulls out her papers
again and reviews the scant details about the fishing village. A small population, left mostly
alone during the majority of Doma’s occupation, aside from the occasional ‘recruitment’
foray into the village. The Garlean diet did not make much use of fish, and so there had been
little interest in the village or its related waters. It was only in the last year that they had faced
any great Garlemald-related troubles in the form of a proxy viceroy that prince Zenos had left
in charge of Doma in his absence. The woman had swiftly been removed from any semblance
of power after Varis had liberated Doma, and she was being held elsewhere in Yanxia. The
former surrogate viceroy, one Yotsuyu goe Brutus, was one small note on the Warrior’s list of
‘things to look into’ during her visit to Doma.

She only hoped that the former viceroy had not done too much damage to the psyche of the
little village they were approaching.

“I don’t look too intimidating, do I?” She looks at the centurion, who has been doing their
best to keep focused on their boots and not the gentle rocking of the boat. They don’t move,
and she gives their arm a light swat. “Heads up, Caspian.”

“Ah--um--” The centurion lifts their head with an uneasy noise. “You know, I have no idea
what happens if I puke while my helmet is still on. I wonder if it triggers a kill switch. I don’t
remember; my training was too long ago.”

“You’ll be fine.”

The centurion manages to look at her for about ten seconds before their head drops again.
“You look good. Just like another ‘ijin’ adventurer wandering through the area, probably.”

“Accompanied by three imperial soldiers.”

“Maybe leave the taller one on the boat,” they say in a low voice. “He’s a bit mouthy.”

“Noted.” The Warrior pushes to her feet. At his seat the pilot pulls a black cord, and the
sound of a bell echoes through the morning air.

“Nearly there now, your ladyship,” the pilot says.

Ahead of them the coastline is beginning to take clearer form. The Warrior can see the
silhouettes of a few people scattered at the water’s edge, and beyond that lays a collection of
somewhat rustic buildings that cling to the sand at the base of the foothills. It looks peaceful,
and the Warrior can see how they would easily be overrun by invaders. 

The boat stops at a short afterthought of a dock--so small that the pilot has to jump out of the
vessel to moor it properly to the lone post available. He is still cursing softly when the
centurion makes a hurried exit from the boat and onto the creaking wood of the dock. The
Warrior puts her papers away and directs the taller of the soldiers to stay behind to keep a
protective eye on the boat and its pilot.



A few men are gathered near the docks, watching as she and the soldiers disembark and make
their way up the old wooden berth. She notices a child hurrying back to one of the buildings.

“Just keep your hands down and away from your gunblades,” the Warrior says to Caspian
and the other soldier.

“Why didn’t you bring your weapon, my Lady?” The shorter soldier sounds nervous. “What
if they attack us?”

“I will be fine without a weapon.” She smiles. “Besides, I don’t see any spears being drawn,
and I doubt either you will get too badly hurt by having a fish lobbed at you.”

“Please take this seriously, Lady Lux,” says her guard.

“I am.” She lets her smile linger. “These people don’t have to be our enemies, Caspian. No
one does.”

She hears their sigh through their helmet. “You make it sound so easy.”

The Warrior tries not to dwell on her lingering question as to why so many Imperials have a
difficult time not actively being rude to new people they meet, and instead focuses on the
villagers that have started to emerge from the scattered buildings.

“Best behavior,” she says cheerfully, casting a last look over her shoulder. “We don’t want to
disappoint His Radiance.”

Both centurion and soldier salute, and follow her onto the beach.

 

It only takes a few minutes for what appears to be the entire population of the village to
gather nearby on the sand. The people of Isari stare at her with a mixture of distrust and fear.
The Warrior thinks she understands. She knows the fear and anger stirred in the hearts of
Eorzeans every time Garlemald so much as comes up in conversation. It is likely no better
here, however many hundreds or thousands of malms away.

She bows to the gathered men and women, and calls across the distance.

“People of Isari, my name is Lux van Umbrus, and I come to you peacefully in the name of
His Radiance, Emperor Varis zos Galvus.”

Their response is tense and silent.

“I come to see this place with my own eyes, and report on its well-being. I am to offer
reparations, where possible. If there is anything that can be done to grant you aid, let it be
known.”

She watches as the villagers murmur among themselves. She wonders what sort of people
they are, and what sort of reparations they might seek. There are many possibilities: supplies,



perhaps, or a new boat, or some sort of blood debt repaid for the loss of their already small
numbers. 

After a few minutes, a middle-aged woman steps forward. She has her hands folded in front
of her, and gazes at the Warrior with obvious trepidation.

“You are not like the other Imperials,” the woman says. The Warrior offers the woman a
gentle smile, and receives a small one in return.

“No, I am certainly not. And, that is why I am here. I have been sent to check on the welfare
of this village. I am here to give, if necessary, and not to take.”

The woman considers this. “Who sent you?”

“It is as I said. I am an envoy of Emperor Varis zos Galvus.”

The crowd murmurs again. The woman bows her head in thought. “We received word a few
moons ago that the kami had sent a shepherd to guide the leader of our oppressors to wisdom.
That the Emperor of Garlemald had a change of heart and decided to free Doma because of
it.”

That is an interesting interpretation of events, the Warrior thinks, but she just smiles and nods
at the woman’s words.

“There is little that this village wants for,” the woman says. “The sea provides much of what
we need, and the rest we are now once more free to trade for as we see fit.” She looks out to
the rows of fishing nets and lines that are drying in the morning sun. “But…”

An image flashes in the mind’s eye of the Warrior--the people of Isari, looking much as
today, if not more fearful and cowed. Lined up, threatened by Imperial soldiers pointing their
pistols and gunblades at the unarmed fisherfolk. A shift in the image, and several young men
are led away by the soldiers, never to be seen again.

“Ah,” she says with understanding. “‘Tis true, I am but a mortal woman, same as you. I
cannot bring the dead back to you. But perhaps there might be those that yet live who are
missing from this place?”

The woman’s eyes widen in surprise. “Indeed. Over the years, many men have been
conscripted into the Imperial army, and we have never seen them again. While it is
understandable that the fires of war would have claimed some of them, our people cannot
help but hold out hope that some might yet live. If some of them could be returned to us, it
would be a joy beyond imagining for the people of Isari.”

“There are a fair number of Domans scattered among the Legions,” the soldier standing
behind her says, his tone more helpful than the Warrior has been expecting. She looks over
her shoulder at the man. “We do keep quite thorough records of such things--conscripts,
prisoners, executions and so on. It might take some time and searching, but I do not think it
impossible to discover the fates of men taken from this village.”



“You’re suddenly very helpful,” she murmurs to the soldier. He puffs his chest out a bit.

“I served honorably in the Records and Bookkeeping unit of the army for nearly a decade,”
the soldier says. “I know we do our job right.”

“Fair enough.” The Warrior turns to look again at the villagers. They have not moved, and the
woman is still fixing them with an apprehensive stare. “If you can provide us with a list of
men conscripted to the army, and a rough estimate of the timeframe for each, then I pledge
my available resources to discern their fates. Should the men still be alive and wish to return
home, I will have them discharged.”

“Truly?” the woman asks in a whisper. The Warrior nods.

“Perhaps I should add ‘shepherd of wayward fishermen’ to my list of duties,” she says in a
wry tone. The woman claps her hands and turns to the other villagers, who are already
murmuring names and dates to each other. The Warrior looks at the soldier. “Flavius, isn’t it?
Do we have anything to write on? I want everything logged properly before we depart.”

The soldier salutes. “It will be done, my Lady.”

“Can I trust you to see that the names of this village’s lost are properly located in the
records?”

“O-of course!” The soldier starts to salute again, but checks himself. “It would be an honor to
be of assistance, and I’m sure certain the R and B will feel the same.”

“Not many chances for glory in the records room,” the centurion murmurs.

The Warrior smiles. “Now now, Caspian, we all serve Garlemald in our own ways.”

 

She spends several bells listening to the stories of the people of Isari. Some tell her stories of
the Empire, of the horrible things that have been done to them. A few of the elders offer her
water and tell her of things from their younger years, opting to avoid the more unpleasant
topic of the time of occupation. Upon realizing that she was, in fact, from Eorzea and not a
native of the Empire, many of the villagers warm up to her and choose to ask her questions
about that foreign land.

Meanwhile, Flavius of the Records department speaks with every villager who approaches
him. He dutifully jots down names and dates, promising on his good name as a bookkeeper to
find out the fate of every person that is sought. The centurion stands unmoving ten yalms
from the Warrior, silent unless she calls for them. Now and then she hears a snatch of
conversation from the little boat, but otherwise the soldier and pilot waiting there keep to
themselves and cause no trouble.

It is mid-afternoon when the Warrior finally boards the little boat to return to Kugane. She
sits heavily on the bench, next to the centurion with their head tucked against the minor
rocking caused by the gentle afternoon waves.



“Since I have naught else on my schedule for today, aside from writing a report...I think I
might like to do a bit of exploring in Kugane.”

The centurion grunts faintly in response.

“That was always part of the fun of adventuring for me, you know? Getting to meet n ew
people, explore new cultures and the like…”

“I wouldn’t know.”

No, she supposes they wouldn’t. Adventuring is a particularly unique sort of line of work.
“Well, I think it will still be fun to go and check things out. Take a peek at the markets, at the
least. Perhaps I can find a gift for the Emperor.”

The taller soldier snorts. “What kind of gift could you possibly find in a place like the
Kogane Dori for our great Emperor Varis?”

She does not answer. In truth, she has no idea what sort of hidden treasure might be waiting
in the markets that would be fitting for a man who can have whatever he wants. Perhaps
nothing at all--Varis has never struck her as the sort of man who bothers much with little
trinkets. Still, she rather likes the idea of looking for a gift for the man.

 

The Warrior spends half a bell in her room quickly scrawling out a report on her trip to Isari.
She finds it a touch tedious and frustrating, as she is not the most eloquent of people when it
comes to the written word. Telling a story out loud she can keep a whole room of people
captivated, but on paper it is a different matter entirely. She settles for writing out the events
as though she were dictating them for herself, and hopes that Varis is satisfied with the
results.

Varis. She wonders what he is doing, and if he is thinking about her. The Warrior smiles, for
she has a sneaking suspicion that even if the Emperor were in a very important meeting, he
would still be letting his thoughts wander to her. She looks at the linkpearl. She could call
him--most certainly Varis is carrying his matching device wherever his day’s business takes
him.

She gets to her feet and shakes her head. “No, no, we are adults. We can have restraint. We
can talk later.”

Still, she throws another look to the linkpearl while freshening up and pulling her coat on.

“Later,” she says in promise after pulling on her boots.

The Warrior goes to the door and throws it open. “We're going to the markets.” The centurion
is standing outside, as expected, and they jolt slightly in surprise.

“You are?”



“We are, yes.” The Warrior waves down the hall. “The Kogane Dori are famed for their wide
variety of wares, and I would be foolish to pass up such an opportunity.”

The centurion follows at her right. “Opportunity for what, my Lady?”

She shrugs. “I still think I’d like to buy a present for the Emperor. He told me that if I wish to
make any purchases, that I can just charge them to the Consulate’s open account.”

“That is very generous of him.”

“It is.” She glances back at them. “I just need you to keep an eye on me, in case there are any
slimy merchants around this afternoon.”

“That is my purpose of being here, yes.”

“Good. Make sure I don’t clock the wrong guy.”

They sputter: “Violence is strictly prohibited!”

“Alright, then make sure I don’t punch any guy.”

The centurion sighs as they follow her down the stairs. “I do not need ‘Tried to restrain the
Warrior of Light’ on my memorial plaque.”

 

The Kogane Dori are a fascinating rainbow of market stalls standing open to the cool
afternoon air. Many of the products available are locally sourced from nearby Yanxia, but
here and there she spots goods from other nations, and even a stall manned by the East
Aldenard Trading company. The Warrior finds herself shying away from that particular stall,
instead choosing to cross to the other side of the lane and inspect the colorful jars of spices on
display.

“Is something wrong?” She hears the centurion’s voice drift down to her from her right.

“No, I just--” The Warrior stops and smiles at the shopkeeper before moving on. “I can’t help
but feel like I’m doing something wrong somehow, being here for the Empire. But, only
because someone from Eorzea might see me.” She sighs. “That probably doesn’t make any
sense.”

“Perhaps something like crossing paths with an old lover while out on the town with a new
one?”

“Ah--” She laughs at their suggestion. “I guess it’s a similar feeling. Although, I don’t
necessarily feel that I have turned my back on Eorzea. I mean…” She glances back at the
Aldenard stall, and then to the centurion. They are the only things within sight that are
familiar to her. “It is complicated.”

“You still wish to serve both Eorzea and Garlemald.”



“I’m the Warrior of Light,” she says. “It is my duty to serve the whole damned star.”

“Do you wish it were not?”

“No.” Perhaps her reply is too hasty, she isn't sure. “I would not wish this blessing upon
anyone else.” The Warrior clears her throat. “But, I am happy. I would likely not have had
any cause to ever meet the Emperor were I not in this particular position.”

“Indeed.”

“I just… I guess I just wish there was an easy answer. A way to make peace between
Garlemald and Eorzea. There isn’t, of course. That doesn’t stop me from wishing for one.”

The centurion hums thoughtfully, but says nothing.

“Yes, the great Warrior wishes not to fight,” she says with a scoffing laugh. “I know, the
paradox is not lost on me.”

The centurion’s voice is smiling through the filter. “It is a noble wish, even if it would put
you out of business.” 

“Business or not, how can we ever hope to stand against the greater threats that the star faces
if we are so divided?”

“You wish for Eorzea and Garlemald to fight together?”

“I do, yes.” She nods. “The Ascians would flee before us, if we stood united.”

They laugh softly. “Has anyone ever told you that your goals are too lofty?”

The Warrior smiles. “Now and then, when I actually voice them.”

 

She makes several purchases in the markets, charging everything to the Consulate and having
her purchases sent ahead. It is a strange feeling for the Warrior--buying something on
someone else’s credit--but she decides that it is probably safer than toting around a bag of gil
to buy souvenirs. After making a final purchase at a gemstone vendor, the Warrior decides to
find something to eat for dinner in the city, rather than going back and eating at the
Consulate. The vendor recommends a place to eat on the northern side of the city.

With the centurion’s aid--Caspian seems far better at retaining and following traveling
instructions than the wandering Warrior--they reach the recommended eatery.

The woman who greets them bows politely, but the Warrior does not miss the look that she
casts on the centurion’s armor. If she has any doubts about Garlemald, the woman thankfully
holds her tongue.

“Ah, yes, we have heard of the beautiful Ijin woman visiting the Garlean Consulate.” The
woman bows again. “It is an honor to meet you in person.”



The Warrior smiles at the simple flattery. “Thank you. We were told to come here if we
wanted to try out the best sushi in Kugane.”

“‘We’?” the woman echoes, confusion flickering across her face. The Warrior waves at the
centurion.

“My guard and I. Two diners.”

“Oh, I see. Of course.”

“If you’re breaking any rules doing this, the Emperor will forgive you,” the Warrior says to
her guard as they follow the woman to a table. The centurion gives a soft, slightly nervous
laugh, and nods.

They sit on colorful cushions at the low table. After glancing around at the other tables,
which at this early hour are mostly empty, the centurion bows their head and presses at the
back of their helmet. It comes off with a soft hiss from the guard as they tug the helmet off
over their long ears. The Warrior stares, curious, at the face of the centurion. She is surprised
by their dark gray skin more than any other feature.

“A Duskwight,” she says without thinking. “Wasn’t expecting that.”

“Something wrong with it?” The centurion frowns as they set their helmet down on the
cushions to their left. The Warrior shakes her head.

“No, of course not. It’s just uncommon to see one of your type outside of Gridania or the
Shroud. I certainly wouldn’t expect to find any running native in Garlemald.”

“No, you wouldn’t,” they murmur. “And I am not of Garlemald, of course. But, that is not a
conversation for the dinner table.”

“You’re right.” She smiles and claps a hand on the lacquered tabletop. “You drink?”

“I shouldn’t while I’m on duty, my Lady.”

“One drink, then. Don’t let me get too messy.”

“Of--of course not, my Lady.” The guard’s pale eyes flick to her face, and then back to the
table. They swallow. “Thank you for inviting me to share your meal.”

The Warrior of Light laughs. “I told you, Caspian. I am a proper lady, not a cruel woman.”

 

They eat a full set of courses from the sushi house, downing a nearly endless arrangement of
rice and fish and vinegar and sauces. The Warrior hasn’t eaten so much fish since her travels
to Limsa Lominsa, and it is a refreshing change from what she usually eats at the palace.
When she compliments the lovely texture and flavor of the rice, the server informs her that it
is grown not terribly far away, in a small farming village in Yanxia. 



She convinces the centurion to drink one glass of the wine served with the meal, though after
that they staunchly refuse to drink anything other than water. The Warrior is rather impressed
by their dedication to duty, but does not refrain from further drinking herself.

“So did he interview you?” She leans on an elbow and attempts, with little success, to pick up
a small piece of pickled fish with her chopsticks. 

“Hm?”

“Varis, my dear Emperor. When he picked you to be my guard. What was that like?”

“Oh.” Caspian takes a sip of their water. “He grilled me like a trout.”

She titters in amusement, giving up on the chopsticks and using her fingertips to corral a
piece of sushi. “Like a trout.”

“Indeed. He was greatly concerned with your well being.” Her guard is doing a valiant job of
keeping a straight face while watching her.

“Well, he picked you to watch over me. I’m from Eorzea, you know.”

“I know.”

“I suppose that is why Varis chose you to be my guard,” she says. “Being of Eorzea and all.”

“Perhaps so,” says the centurion. “I would certainly have a kinder opinion of you than some
of the guards at the palace.”

“Is that so?” She is not surprised.

“Aye. You are spoken quite well of among most of the palace guard, but there are yet a few
who hold you in unkind regard.”

She nods, knowing that sort of thing is to be expected. “I’m the Warrior of Light, after all.”

“Yes, exactly. You were a declared enemy of the nation for years. Then one day the Emperor
said that you weren’t, and so you weren’t. Just like that.”

The Warrior admittedly hadn’t thought much of how her pardon might have affected those
around her. She squints at the centurion. “And, what did you think?”

They shrug. “You had your reasons for doing what you did. Just as you have your reasons for
doing what you do now, for the Empire.”

“Yes. Yes, I do.”

 

The Warrior has switched to water with lime by the time she has cleared the last plate of its
contents. She is still feeling quite buzzed. Her words with the centurion have turned into a



mostly one sided conversation in which she spent a quarter of a bell detailing the order in
which the Emperor prefers to put his armor on. Her guard just listens, smiling a small private
smile while practicing picking up stray pieces of rice with their chopsticks.

After a few minutes, they break their silence.

"Is it true, then?" the centurion says.

"Hm? Is what?"

"That you and Emperor Varis are to be wed."

The Warrior blinks, startled by their candor. "Where did you hear that?"

"Rumors around the palace."

“Oh.” She thinks of her previous conversations with Varis on the subject. “It isn’t really
public, yet.”

“So, it is true?”

She blushes and reaches for her nearly empty glass. “A-aye. ‘Tis true.”

“Some would say that’s an unusual match.”

“Is it really?” She frowns before taking a sip. “Powerful, lonely people gravitate together
sometimes.”

“True, but you two were what people might consider to be mortal enemies.”

“We got better,” she murmurs, and drains her glass. The centurion smiles.

“Well, from what I’ve seen, His Radiance does seem improved for your presence at the
palace.”

“You think so?”

“I do. I mean, I’ve been on the palace guard a few years now, since a bit before Emperor
Solus passed on. I would say the atmosphere has improved greatly over the last few moons.
I’m sure you had something to do with it.”

“Maybe.” She shakes her head. “I didn’t do anything special. Just...just...fell in love, I guess.”

“You are an honorable woman, Lux,” the centurion says after knocking back the last of their
water. “What the hells are you doing in Garlemald?”

She smiles at them. “That's my own business.”

 



She manages to stay on her own two feet while making her way through the streets of
Kugane. The centurion, helmet back in place, is close at her elbow. They are carrying a
warmed bottle of sake--a gift from the Warrior for the soldiers at the consulate. Together the
pair make it safely upstairs to the door of the Warrior’s room.

“I’m good now,” she says, watching as the centurion opens the door and gives the room a
quick safety check. “You can go off duty, Caspian.”

“Are you certain, my Lady? I would never hear the end of it if you took a tumble and hurt
yourself.”

“I’m not that drunk.” She shakes her head and points down the hall. “Go. Bed. I can manage
to get myself to bed without injuring myself, I promise. I’m not a delicate little maiden.”

“Certainly you are not, Lady Lux.” They shake their head. “Very well. I will see you in the
morning.”

She smiles. “Hopefully you won’t get airsick, eh?”

“I’ll be fine!”

The Warrior closes her door behind her and teeters over to the dressing table. She pushes the
linkpearl into her ear and activates it. Two rings, and then Varis’ rumbling voice meets her
ear.

“Late night?”

“Got sushi,” she says with a laugh.

As in the evening before, the Warrior undresses while telling Varis of her day’s activities. She
tells him of their early morning run in with the pirates on the Ruby Sea, and of the business in
Isari. 

“That was a bit of a high order you put in,” Varis says when she finishes telling him about the
return of Isari’s conscripted.

“It can’t be that many men.” She tosses her top haphazardly toward the laundry bin. “And
they were so sad, Varis. So very sad and frightened. I couldn’t stand it.”

“You may be too good a woman to be my envoy, my love.”

“No, no. I am strong. I can be strong. I didn’t cry in front of them.”

“Did you cry?”

“A little bit,” she admits in a whisper. “Just a little, on the boat trip back. No one saw. I just
couldn’t help myself, Varis. I couldn’t come and go and leave them with nothing. Their
people are more valuable to them than anything, and we took that away from them.”

“Garlemald did, you mean.”



“I’m part of Garlemald now, aren’t I?”

“Of course.” His voice is gentle over the line. “But, you were not responsible for their
suffering. If anything, I was.”

“Well, then, I gave them hope, on your behalf.”

He hums softly. “Thank you.”

Varis is quiet, eating, as she tells him about trying not to spend too many coin in the Kogane
Dori, and then about all the fish she ate at dinner. She strips out of every last piece of
clothing, even her smallclothes, and flops onto the bed.

A thought occurs to her, and it makes her burst into giggles.

“What is it?” Varis asks.

“I’m laying here in bed,” the Warrior says. She hums for a moment. “Do you want to listen
while I touch myself?”

His response is a loud choking cough on his coffee.

After a minute of silence, the Emperor whispers: “Yes.”



Chapter 33

The Warrior rises early the next morning--at the least, it seems to be early for the rest of the
world. Her guard is still fast asleep in their room down the hall as she slips downstairs to the
dining room. The lights are still low, but she can hear chattering coming through the doors
that connect with the kitchen. A flurry of activity and apology from a servant provides the
Warrior with the beginnings of breakfast and a cup of coffee.

She sits alone at the big dining table. When she calls him on the linkpearl, the Emperor is still
groggy and muffled by the bedcovers. The Warrior doesn’t mind--she is simply glad her
partner was able to get rest. They chat briefly before he returns to sleep, and she nurses her
coffee through the remainder of the meal.

The centurion is still snoring softly when she checks a bell later, and so the Warrior sets about
freshening up for the day ahead. Her itinerary is simple on paper, but she knows that it will
likely take her the whole day--if not longer--to get through the short list of things to check in
Yanxia. She bathes and stands staring at her gear before brushing her hair and working it into
a braid that hugs the back of her head.

She has dressed in her armor and is adjusting the fittings on her right boot when there is a
rapid knocking at her bedroom door. Opening it reveals her bodyguard, armor immaculate as
ever, hunched slightly against the doorframe.

“I am so sorry, Lady Lux!” they gasp for breath. “I’m not--I don’t usually--”

“It’s alright, Caspian. I’m not cross.”

“Thank the Tw--” They cut themself off and shake their head. “Thank you, my Lady. I
promise, I don’t usually miss the time. At the palace there's an alarm that goes off and wakes
us all up in the mornings. Without it I just kept sleeping and… overslept.”

“There is no need to apologize. I can knock on your door tomorrow.”

“Ah--” The centurion shifts their weight to attention. “You don’t have to do that.”

“I can if I want to.” 

“I suppose you can, yes.”

“Did you eat breakfast, at least? We have a long day ahead of us.”

They shake their head. “No, ma’am, I had not the time. Just enough for my hair and
dressing.”

“Well, go get something to eat.”

“No, it’s quite alright, I shouldn’t have--”



“I don’t care what your commanding officers at the palace would say, or if you would have
been forced to stand hungry all morning.” The Warrior cuts them off and points down the
hall. “Go and eat something. The transport is only here for me; they will wait for me.” She
points again at the beginning of another little stutter of protest. “That’s an order.”

“Y-yes, my Lady.”

 

The centurion is gone less than a quarter bell before they return, knocking hurriedly on her
door once more. The Warrior has spent the time putting on her helmet. It is still a touch
claustrophobic, but she tells herself that it will be worth it for not having to school her face
around people today. Trying not to lose her composure around the people of Isari yesterday
had been challenge enough. Today will see her facing far tougher ventures, and the neutral
face of the helmet is a small bolstering force for her.

After a moment, she realizes that the centurion is staring down at her, head tilted to the side. 

“Oh, you haven’t seen me in my armor before,” she says.

“No, my Lady, I haven’t. I was not aware that you were made to wear armor.”

“I’m not made to, I’m choosing to. It was a gift from the Emperor.”

“Well, you look, um, resplendent, Lady Lux. Certainly befitting a legatus. Or perhaps even a
future empress. You could perhaps use a skirt, though. Most legati I have seen have added
some kind of skirt on their armor. I’m not sure why.” They let out a faint nervous laugh and
then gesture at the hilt of her gunblade, visible over her shoulder. “Was that a gift from His
Radiance as well?”

“It was, yes.”

They clear their throat. “He must certainly fancy you, then.”

She chuckles. “I believe he does, yes.”

The Warrior shoulders her pack and strides down the hall, enjoying the loud clack of her boot
heels on the hardwood. The sound alone seems to be enough to cause the still sleepy guards
and soldiers to snap into an attentive salute as she passes.

The centurion maintains their silence until they have boarded the small transport craft that
will fly them to Yanxia. Today they immediately take a seat across from the Warrior, hands
resting on their knees.

“You seem different in the armor,” the centurion notes. “More confident, I would say. You
walk like you’re headed to stomp on all who would stand in Garlemald’s way.”

“Oh. Too much for meeting the people of Doma, you think?”

They shrug. “If you take the helmet off, perhaps they won’t be as afraid of you.”



She nearly laughs. “Afraid?”

“If I was one of those villagers, I’d probably piss myself if I saw you in that armor headed
my way. I would be certain I was about to either be tortured or killed.”

“Hm. Maybe the helmet off when dealing with the Domans, then.”

“A wise choice, my Lady.”

 

A little over an hour passes before the body of the transport craft creaks with its deceleration
in approach to Castrum Fluminis. The morning wind snaps cold and crisp as the Warrior
disembarks, but she finds herself quite comfortable in her armor. Still, the wind whistles
against the edges of her helmet, and looking out past the transport vessel she realizes that
they are quite high up.

She is told to wait while someone goes to fetch the officer on duty, and so the Warrior goes
over to one of the railings that encircle the airship docks.

The main base of Castrum Fluminis sits perched atop a rocky crag on the southern banks of a
river--the One River, per the pilot and her map. Its design reminds her of Castrum Marinum,
half a world away in Thanalan. Most of the castrum’s hangars are empty, but for a few
juggernauts that hover placidly, waiting for their next transport duty. The southern side of the
river is marked by the boundaries of rolling fields that stretch off to the distant horizon. The
surface of the fields is brown and daubed with decay, but the Warrior reminds herself that it is
winter here in Yanxia, too, and the fallow fields are more likely simply subject to the whims
of the seasons and not the Garleans. To the north is the bulk of Doma proper--the wintering
landscape dominated by a mountainous wall of red and white stone. The pinnacles of the
walls are so high that they are not visible in the morning cloud cover.

“I wonder how many toiled to build that,” murmurs the centurion from their perch behind
her.

“It’s not all that much,” one of the soldiers says. “Mostly built on the naturally occurring rock
walls centuries ago.”

The Warrior nods in acknowledgement. She still thinks the structure impressive, and quite
intimidating even at this distance. How bold the Garleans must have been some twenty-five
years ago, to arrive in this foreign land, see the massive wall, and go, ‘Oh, yes, we can handle
these savages’. Men not unlike Caspian, backed only with their machina and the massive,
indomitable will of their emperor.

Staring at the wall, and thinking of what the Garleans did, it is no small wonder to the
Warrior why Emperor Solus was and is still regarded as being likened to a god by his people.

She scans the area nearby on the northern banks of the river, and is quickly able to make out
the buildings of the remainder of Castrum Fluminis. From their height she can only make out
a scattering of soldiers on the Castrum grounds.



“Lady van Umbrus?” A male voice cuts through her survey, and the Warrior turns away from
the railing to face a soldier--an officer, she thinks, noting the purple trim and high collar of
their uniform. Their soft Garlean accent reminds her of Varis, and she smiles behind her
faceplate. 

“I am she, yes.” Remembering what Varis has told her of decorum and blending in, she
salutes the officer. They quickly return the gesture.

“I must say, what an honor it is to have you here,” the officer says. They gesture toward a
rampway and begin walking. The Warrior follows, her guard in tow. “We haven’t had anyone
of your standing here since the last time Prince Zenos departed for Gyr Abania. Just the
tribunus that he left behind to make sure that the Domans didn’t cause too many problems.”

The Warrior nods as she follows. “His Highness hasn’t returned to Doma recently?”

“Since the Emperor announced the voluntary liberation of Doma, Prince Zenos has had no
real reason to return.” She can tell by the man’s tone that he is being careful with his words.
“We were given a set of concerted works to be completed here in Doma before our
deployment formally ends, and we are sent to join the greater force of our legion in Gyr
Abania.”

“Of course.” Those work efforts are, after all, what she is here to inspect. “And, what do you
make of the progress on these works, pilus?”

“Oh, well.” The officer clears his throat. “In the past three months we have made significant
strides towards working with the Doman people to aid in rebuilding some of the structures
that were damaged during their conquest and subsequent occupation.”

More practiced words, she thinks. “I suppose that I will be the judge of that progress.”

“Indeed, my lady.” He looks back at her while walking. “I do think you will be sufficiently
impressed. Ah, enough to get a good word back to His Radiance. Many of those who were
left stationed here in Doma were the legion’s engineers. Mostly the siege engineers and
machina maintenance crews, but they're also quite skilled in structural engineering.”

She does not miss the hopeful note in the man’s voice. “We shall see.”

 

After a bit more scraping from the castrum personnel, the Warrior boards a smaller transport
vessel and is carried down to the ground base of Castrum Fluminis. Despite being familiar
with teleportation using aether, she is rather glad she does not have to utilize the peculiar
device that the Garleans have in place to teleport their troops. Something about it makes her
uneasy, though she cannot quite pinpoint what.

The officer from above accompanies the Warrior on her tour of the grounds. She wonders
why the tribunus that was mentioned does not greet her, but does not broach the subject.
Instead she surveys the buildings of the castrum, their forms familiar to her from previous



ventures into such structures with less admirable intentions in mind. It is just a matter of
perspective, she tells herself as she follows the officer.

The base is presently occupied by twenty or so Garlean soldiers. Though the ones on duty all
salute her and greet her properly, she can still hear the murmurs of other soldiers who are
lounging about in their little groups in the barracks.

In passing a group, she can hear a few of the soldiers talking to each other in Garlean--low
Garlean, their common tongue. Her Echo tells her this is so, even though as they speak she
hears their words overlaid with the Eorzean common simultaneously.

“Wonder who she fucked to get that job.”

“Hm, who?”

“The savage broad the capital sent to check on us.”

The Warrior sees the centurion’s head jerk slightly in the direction of the gossiping soldiers,
but they do not move otherwise. She bristles and reflexively starts to turn in the direction of
the men. Her guard grabs lightly at her elbow.

“You shouldn't start anything with them,” they say in a near whisper. The Warrior tugs her
arm free.

“I am not starting anything,” she says. “I’m finishing something.”

They hiss at her: “What will His Radiance think if you lash out like this against some stupid
conscripts and cause a scene? You are here on His behalf!”

She grits her teeth. “You think I don’t know that? In truth, I am no better than any of them.”

The centurion shakes their head and reaches for her arm again. “No, Lady Lux, you are so
much better than them. You are the Warrior of Light; you don’t have to stoop to their level.”

“There is a difference between having to and wanting to, Cas.” She pulls her hand free and
considers her next action.

The Warrior of Light turns to face the group of soldiers and draws her gunblade. She points it
at the easiest target--the tallest one, likely a female Roegadyn by her stature. The soldiers
freeze, and she hears a faint, panicked 'Lady Lux!' from the centurion.

“Tell me,” she says. “Who is it that you serve?”

“I--I--” The Roegadyn looks at her fellows and then back to the Warrior. “L-Lord Galvus,
ma’am!”

“Not the exact answer I was looking for.” She moves her thumb to the safety. “Now, tell me:
who is it you serve above all others?”

“E-Emperor Varis zos Galvus!” whimpers the woman.



The Warrior stares at her for a moment, just enough to make the soldiers in her periphery
shift away in unease.

Finally, she shoulders her weapon. “Thank you.” As she turns away, the Warrior adds: “I will
be sure never to sound that pathetic when I am crying out the Emperor’s name in bed.”

With that said, she returns the gunblade to its holster and moves to catch up with the officer. 

 

Nothing is said of the interaction with the soldiers--at least, not to her face. The officer says
nothing as they cheerily lead the way through the remainder of the base. In time they reach
the front gates. The single guard snaps to attention at their approach, but relaxes once the
officer waves a hand at them.

“Transport will be ready soon to take you to the first of the construction sites,” he says. “It’s
really quite impressive, I must say.”

Yes, she thinks, I’m sure your tribunus said you must say that. “Where it is?”

The officer considers the dirt road leading north from the castrum gates. “About a malm off
to the northeast. Why?”

“I’d like to walk there,” she says. The officer sputters in protest.

“Walk? Why do that, when we have perfectly suitable transport available?”

“I want to stretch my legs. A malm isn’t that far.” She turns her head to look at the centurion,
who nods sharply in agreement.

“Not that far at all,” they echo.

“There are all sorts of wild beasts roaming around the countryside,” protests the officer.
“They’ve grown quite bold since most of our forces retreated from the area. We might be
attacked.”

“I’m walking,” the Warrior announces, and starts down the path. The centurion follows
without any hint of complaint. The officer trails behind, accompanied by his assistant and
muttering urgently into a linkpearl.

Cheerfully, the centurion says: “‘Tis a lovely morning for a walk, isn’t it, Lady van Umbrus?”

“It is indeed.”

 

Their first stop is a moderately impressive footbridge that spans a completely unimpressive
river inlet. The officer natters on about how the bridge, one of two in the area, was badly
damaged years ago during the original invasion, and then more recently suffered subsequent
damage during the failed rebellion a year or so previous.



“Lord Zenos noticed that rebels were using the damaged bridge to cache supplies, and so he
ordered one of his assault craft to use it for target practice.”

Looking up at the bridge, which is now a solid mass of brick and mortar, she can still see
where the old damage existed. The brickwork supporting the span is fairly new, and the
newer red and yellow paint stands out in sharp contrast to older parts that were not sporting a
new coat of paint. The sides of the bridge are covered in arching patterns of scales, like that
of a massive serpent, and it is evident to her where new slabs of carved stone have been
worked into place.

“It looks solid enough,” she says, and kicks her heel against one of the large stone blocks.

“Barring any further cannonfire, the bridge should last for centuries,” says the officer.
“Repairs are still being completed on the second bridge, if you were interested in viewing
that site.”

“Perhaps later.” She scales the bridge to the top of its arch and looks around. “I don’t see any
people around here. Who uses the bridges?”

“The locals have started making use of them again. Farmers, traders, and the like. The river
runs a bit low during the winter, but can be quite the torrent during the spring thaws arrive
from up in the mountains.”

The Warrior strains her ears--there is the sound of hammering far off to the west, but aside
from that she can make out no signs of civilization in the immediate area. “I imagine this was
a livelier place thirty years ago.”

She gets no response from the officer.

Following the line of the inlet as it runs to the north, her gaze meets the wall. At the river
there is a massive opening in the wall, one of several along its span, shaped almost like a
gigantic keyhole. Its opening at the top is easily large enough to fly a warship through, she
thinks. There are black metal protuberances lancing out from the red and gray stone, into the
opening. She wonders at their purpose, and makes a mental note to inquire about them later
in her tour.

The Warrior stares through the keyhole, and thinks she sees the fog shrouded walls of a large
building in the distance.

 

Despite her expressed lack of interest, the officer leads them west along the road until they
reach the other bridge. It looks much the same as the first, though not complete in its repairs.
The Warrior is both surprised and quietly pleased to see several Imperial soldiers and Doman
craftsman working side by side on the day’s task of spreading mortar and laying large stone
bricks. She can hear chattering and laughter between the workers.

Looking over the river inlet, which is running even lower than the eastern branch, the Warrior
notes the steep red and black roofs of a large building.



“What’s that over there?” She gestures across the river. “That building?”

“Oh, that is the Yuzuka manor,” the officer says. “We, um-- it is not on the tour.”

“No?” The Warrior squints. “From what I can see, it seems to be in better shape than some of
the other buildings around here.”

“It is, yes, but it was abandoned after the failed rebellion and new inhabitants have moved in.
Members of a beast tribe. The Namazu--” The officer grunts with irritation. “Untrustworthy
fish, the whole lot of them. You are far better off not even starting communications with
them.”

“Fish men?” The Warrior thinks of the Sahagin, back in La Noscea.

“Awful swindling catfish,” the officer says.

She is admittedly intrigued by the thought of meeting walking, talking catfish, but decides
that such ventures will have to wait for another time.

 

They walk back to Castrum Fluminis. The officer insists that they stop and have some water
and a light lunch before continuing on with the day’s tour. The Warrior agrees to this, as she
is a bit hungry, but has her suspicions that the officer is trying to hide something. For the time
being, she decides not to fret over any possible duplicity--it could be nothing more than her
not keeping to the schedule that the tribunus had ordered. She doesn’t overly care and passes
the time looking into other matters.

The Warrior has another purpose in visiting Doma. It is not one listed on the papers given to
her by the Emperor, but rather one of her own devising. She knows, from briefings, that the
majority of the Imperial soldiers still working in Doma are from the Twelfth legion. Men and
women who serve under the same legatus that is currently lording over Gyr Abania--Prince
Zenos. The nervous replies of the soldiers still stationed at Castrum Fluminis are proof
enough of that. She can sense that some of the soldiers are not looking forward to their duty
in Yanxia being completed. Could the man truly be as bad as they make him out to be, or are
they exaggerating? What of Varis? The memory of her first meeting with the prince, with him
grabbing for her throat at the first hint of insubordination lingers in her mind as she scans the
soldiers milling about the food hall.

She notices a small cluster of soldiers--from the looks of it two standard issue and two
centurions--standing together with their helmeted heads pointing vaguely in her direction. No
doubt she has been the subject of murmured conversations all morning. Fully aware that she
is still in full armor with her gunblade on her back, the Warrior strides over to the little
gathering. When they realize that she is in fact approaching them, the two soldiers quickly
step back and salute. The officers follow suit a few steps later.

“At ease,” she says, hoping she doesn’t sound as amused as she feels. A quick glance behind
them and she sees Caspian, watching her even as they finish their lunch. She ignores the
slight shake of their head and turns her attention back to the soldiers.



“Lady van Umbrus,” one of the officers says. “We do hope that your tour has been agreeable
so far. Is there anything we can assist you with?”

“There is, thank you.” She makes a show of looking between each of them. “Though, it is not
entirely a question related to the tour.”

“Ask away,” says the other officer.

The Warrior exaggeratedly brings her hand to her chin in thought before lowering it and
looking at one of the officers.

“You’re all of the Twelfth, yes? You serve under Prince Zenos.”

The men nod stiffly in agreement.

“What would you say of the man?”

The soldiers shift on their feet, and she sees the two officers exchange a look. “You’re here
on behalf of His Radiance, aren’t you, ma’am? We cannot truly speak freely, seeing as how
you will just report back to him.”

The Warrior smiles thinly at them. “Emperor Varis already has his own thoughts on the
matter of his son. I would like the opinions of the men who have served with the prince.”

The soldiers are still visibly uncomfortable at the query.

“I have not heard much of any good said of the prince,” she says. “I would assume you will
only echo the same sentiments--that he is not a good man?”

“It is being generous to say that we have served with Lord Zenos,” one of the soldiers pipes
up. “We’re just cannon fodder to him, miss.” The soldier flinches away from the officer’s
glare.

“His Lordship is not a man like you or I,” the other officer says. He fidgets with sash that
crosses his midsection. “He is more a force of nature than anything mortal. You can’t call a
blizzard good or bad--it just is.”

A fearful observation, the Warrior thinks. “Ruthless, then?”

“Oh, aye, miss. You’d have better luck trying to fight a sea dragon in the middle of a typhoon
than get him to back down in a fight.”

This stirs an old memory in the Warrior’s mind, and she has to hold back a smile. “I see.
Thank you for your council.”

“You--” The first officer extends a staying hand toward her. “You won’t mention any of this
to our superiors, will you? The tribunus said we weren’t to say anything that might get us in
trouble with Lord Zenos.”

“Is that why they haven’t deigned to speak with me, you think?”



They all just silently shrug at the question.

“Very well. As you were.”

The soldiers all find a sudden pressing need to leave the area, and are shuffling hurriedly
away as her guard returns to her side. The centurion is still adjusting the fittings of their
helmet.

“You’re trying to cause trouble,” they say.

“Don’t be silly. These are preventative measures.”

“You were asking about Lord Zenos.”

“I was.”

“Why?” They look down at her. “Why poke a sleeping dragon?”

“Because, someone has to take care of him.” The Warrior pats them on the shoulder. “Come
along, we have a tour to take.”

 

After reuniting with the officer and his assistant, the Warrior walks back up to the main road.
She goes to the eastern bridge and scans the remaining length of the road. It disappears into a
small gate in the eastern span of the wall. 

“What is beyond the wall there, to the east?”

“The village of Namai,” says the officer. “They mostly grow rice.” He adds, with a touch of
hesitation: “They are not on the scheduled tour, unless your ladyship decides otherwise.”

“Rice?” She recalls the words of the woman at the sushi restaurant. “I see.” The Warrior
considers, and then turns to face the north span of the wall. “We will leave them in peace,
then, to grow their rice.”

The officer doesn’t hide his sigh of relief. “Very good.”

She points to the big keyhole in the wall, to the building barely visible in the hazy distance.
“And there, what is that down the river?”

“North of the wall are the town of Monzen and Doma Castle, the proper seat of the nation of
Doma.”

“Castle,” she echoes. “Do they have a king?” Her debriefings were rather obtuse on the
matters of Doman politics.

“A crown prince, at the moment,” says the officer. “He is only a few moons younger than
Lord Zenos, I believe. Word is that the prince--Lord Hien Rijin--returned recently from exile
after receiving word of Garlemald’s extraction.”



The Warrior muses over the issues that might arise due to having a king so young. If he is
younger than Zenos, the crown prince of Doma might not remember a time when the nation
was free. This newfound freedom would be entirely foreign to him.

“How far is it from here to the palace?”

“I do not know the exact distance,” the officer admits. “Why?”

“I want to walk there.”

“W-walk? Why must you insist upon walking, ma’am? As I told you earlier: we have
perfectly serviceable transport vehicles.”

“What is the trouble with me walking? Are you afraid I will talk to the locals? Make
conclusions for myself?”

The officer just stammers uneasily.

“The Emperor is not afraid that I will think for myself. Why is your tribunus?”

“I am not permitted to speak on the behalf of my superiors,” the officer says. “Lord sas
Brutus is a bit… tetchy about your being here, that is all. He mislikes anything that might
cause Lord Zenos to look upon him unkindly.”

“Then, he can speak to me about the matter directly.” She points at the wall. “I’m walking.”

“You cannot walk directly to Doma Castle.” The officer shakes his head and points off to the
west. “It is separated from the rest of Yanxia by water. It can only be approached by the air or
by boat. And seeing as you so stubbornly refuse to take a transport like a sensible person, we
will have to take a boat.”

The Warrior turns slowly and looks at the officer. He flinches a step away, perhaps realizing
that she did not miss his subtle jab at her. She decides to not torment the man--she doesn’t
want to overdo it and make a name for herself. Not yet, at least.

“Is the castle on that precious schedule of yours for today?”

“Ah, yes, Lady van Umbrus. A visit to Monzen and Doma Castle was in fact on the schedule
for this afternoon.”

“Good. Where are the docks? We can at least walk to the docks.”

“Yes. Of course. We’ll just follow the road back to the west.”

 

Taking the road to the west--over the western bridge and past the mansion with its unseen
catfish people--brings them much closer to the great walls than they have been before. Up
close the walls are even more impressive and looming than they were at a distance. The



Warrior shades her eyes as she tilts her head back and scans up the seemingly impossible
heights. The tops still disappear into the clouds.

“I wonder what they were trying to keep out,” she says, angling her words to her right, where
the centurion is patiently keeping pace.

“What do you mean, my Lady?”

“They weren’t built in reaction to Garlemald. The walls are centuries old, perhaps even older.
So, what is their purpose?”

The centurion makes a thoughtful noise as they tilt their head back and follow the line of her
gaze. “I do not know, my Lady. Perhaps they were just meant to show off--they are a rather
ostentatious sight. I cannot say they did anything to keep invaders out, as they are easily
passed through or over.” They shrug. “Maybe a public works project to keep the people
occupied?”

“Perhaps. They do seem a touch decorative.” 

The docks at the end of the road are just that--docks at the end of the road. There is no
signage, and nothing otherwise denoting that the wooden boards lining the edge of the river
are of any importance. There is a middle-aged man in local attire leaning against a mooring
pole, and two men sitting with their feet in the water as they fish. The river glitters in the
afternoon sunlight. It is an idyllic enough scene, the Warrior thinks, but there is a distinct lack
of any boats present.

“These are the docks,” the officer says, something smug in his tone. She knows why--there is
no sight of a boat anywhere nearby on the river, and little indication that many boats ever
pass this way.

Glad that the officer cannot see as she rolls her eyes at him, the Warrior strides down to the
dock and stops a few yalms from the man leaning against the pole. The man’s dark eyes track
her movement, and do not leave her once she has stopped. The Warrior does her best mimicry
of the bow she has seen the people in Kugane use. Then, ignoring a scandalized noise from
the officer’s assistant, she removes her helmet and tucks it under her right arm.

“Good afternoon, sir. Are you the boatman?”

The man’s eyes search her face before nodding. “Aye.”

“My name is Lady Lux, and I am in need of transportation for myself and my comrades to
Doma Castle. I was told that this was the best place to hire a boat for the trip.”

He stares at her for a moment longer before chuckling. “These days, it’s the only place to hire
a boat to the castle.”

She smiles. “Well, I am glad I was not misled. Is there a boat running today?”

The man hesitates, his gaze briefly going from her, then to her guard, and lastly the other two
soldiers. Then back to her. “Aye, there is. It should be returning from the enclave in a quarter



bell or so.”

“Would we be able to hire their services?”

He shrugs. “If you can pay, aye. Been a slow day.”

“I have gil and denarii.”

The boatman scratches at his chin. “Not much use for foreign coin around here, but we still
accept Garlean coin.”

“Excellent. I will be happy to pay you, good sir.”

 

The payment is made, and they stand and wait for the boat to return. The Warrior surveys the
landscape, which is lovely and peaceful. However, after a few minutes of scanning the
towering mountains and walls, she feels a stirring of something in her breast, a feeling of
longing, of some cold homesickness. She excuses herself and walks a few dozen yalms away
from the docks, well aware of the centurion trailing behind. She retrieves her linkpearl from a
pocket and puts it into her ear.

“Are you busy?” she asks without preamble.

A few seconds pass--beats allowing for the delay of signal transport from Doma to Garlemald
and back--then: “No. I am holding court. Give me a moment.” There is static, and through the
muffling of fingertips she hears the Emperor calling recess. Then: “Are you well, my love?”

“I’m fine. I just…” She gazes up at the impossible heights of the walls. “I miss you.”

“And I you. I have been getting work done, and trying to distract myself.”

She smiles. “I’ve been pulling rank and making your soldiers uncomfortable.”

Varis chuckles. “I would expect nothing less of you, my dear Warrior.”

“I’m touring Doma today. It’s… A lot smaller than I expected, to be honest.”

“I do recall my grandsire saying it was mostly mountains and too easily conquered.” Varis
sighs softly. “Is it worth the trouble of staying with me?”

The Warrior’s smile spreads so wide that it nearly hurts her cheeks. “It is, yes.”

Lowering her sight to the river, she notices the white triangle of a sail slowly becoming
visible through one of the massive gates.

“I miss you,” she says again. Varis grunts softly.

“And I am but a shell of a man without your general proximity.” She thinks the Emperor
sounds like he is smiling, and laughs.



“Well, do not be too much a tyrant in my absence, dear. I do not want to return to a coup.”

“Hm, perhaps a small coup. There are a few senators that seem borderline mutinous over the
amount of funds that are being spent on the efforts to keep Bozja in hand.”

“I suppose I can handle a small coup.” The Warrior sighs at the sound of a whistle from down
at the docks. “I must go, dear, my transport to the castle is nearly here.”

“Try not to spend too much time with the prince. I hear he is young and handsome.”

“It is unfortunate for him that I am not so interested in young and handsome these days.” She
chuckles. “Older and beauteous is plenty good for me.”

Varis just laughs. 

 

Caspian says nothing upon her return to the docks, but the officer is watching her with an
inquisitive cant to his head. The officer’s assistant is barely paying attention, and is busy
scratching patterns into the dry ground with his boot heel.

“Is everything well?” calls the officer. “It would be a pity were you to miss your own boat
ride.”

The Warrior has pocketed her linkpearl and is working her helmet back into proper place.

“My apologies, I had to make a call to the Emperor,” she says. The officer’s posture
immediately snaps to attention.

“The Emperor? Whatever for?”

“I was making a report on how my tour of Doma was proceeding.” It is mostly a lie. The
officer, of course, does not know this, and lets out a nervous chuckle.

“Is that so? All good things, I should trust.”

She looks at him from the corner of her eye before snapping the visor into place. “Perhaps.”

They board the boat and take their seats. The centurion immediately hunches over and ducks
their head toward their knees. The officer mutters something about this, but is otherwise
blessedly silent as the boat glides away from the little dock and out onto the river. She
watches the riverbanks pass, taking in the sights of buildings in various states of destruction
and repair. She spots the fat gray and white form of a small creature, but it hurriedly splashes
away before she can investigate the thing closer. She thinks she hears the jingling of a bell as
it scampers off to the dirt road.

The boat travels north along the river. It passes through one of the giant openings in the wall-
-moon gates, the boat pilot calls them--and the Warrior notes a complex of buildings off to
their left.



“That is the Enclave,” the pilot says. “Been rebuilding a lot in the last few months. Warms
the heart to see things so lively again.”

The Warrior wonders why things cannot be lively while under Imperial control. Those taxes
and tithes again, and other ways of stripping the land of its resources while leaving the
controlled people wanting. She frowns.

“Has the Empire truly been such a burden?” She murmurs this to herself, but the pilot still
hears her.

“Burden enough that their departure was a boon for many,” the pilot carefully replies.

“Burden, pah,” the officer mutters sharply. “What do your people know of suffering? You sit
by the river and fish all day, nary a care in the world. Even in the depths of winter you still
can idle away, and not worry about freezing to death. Your ancestors haven’t spent centuries
living in the frozen wastes, surviving from one bitter harvest to the next. You--”

“Be silent,” the Warrior snaps at the officer. They begin to protest, but stop. She lifts her chin
and looks at them levelly. “There is no contest. One man’s suffering does not invalidate
another’s.”

“You should listen to your superiors,” the pilot says.

The officer lowers their head and says nothing.

“It only takes one bad apple to ruin a batch of cider.” The pilot adjusts the boat’s rudder and
banks it around a massive outcropping of stone. “Most of the folk I’ve dealt with in the last
few moons have been decent enough men and women.” He glances at the now sullen officer.
“Most of them. Some of them let their station go to their heads. Just takes a bad leader to
make his men seem bad, too.”

“That works in the opposite direction, too, wouldn’t you say?” The Warrior cannot help but
think of Ser Aymeric, of how being in the presence of his noble ideals was enough to make
the rest of Ishgard seem a better place.

“Aye, sometimes.”

“I am hoping that the Emperor of Garlemald will be a man like that,” she says. “That people
will think less ill of Garlemald because of him.”

The pilot laughs. “Oh, I don't know if that’s possible. He has a tough job ahead if he thinks to
undo all the damage done by his predecessor.”

She smiles. “True, but he will not be alone in the task.”

“But, for a start… He was good enough to free Doma without any further bloodshed. We had
no need of having that feral dog of his sicced on us again.”

“Yes, well.” The Warrior looks out over the water. “Every journey begins with a single step.”



 

The Warrior is glad to be back on solid ground half a bell later, if only for her guard’s sake.
They stray a bit further behind than previously as their group is led up a ramp to the town of
Monzen. The grounds closest to the ramp are still strewn with debris, large chunks of broken
building that have not yet been cleared away for reconstruction. While waiting, the Warrior
turns and looks up at the gate they have passed through. She notices that a few of the large
metal spikes are absent from this location.

“Those were part of the shield generators,” the officer says. “Produced an aetheric shield of
sorts that prevented vessels from passing through and reaching the castle. But, they were
disabled with the end of occupation, and our engineers have been leading the removal
efforts.”

“Why remove them?” she wonders.

“They are… unsightly,” admits her guide. “And the metal can be repurposed and better used
elsewhere in the Empire.”

“Ah, of course.” She looks to her guard as they catch up. “You good now?”

“Too many boats,” they mumble. “His Radiance did not mention there would be so many
boats.”

“Oh.” She realizes what she has done. “I’m sorry, Cas. I should have taken the transport.”

The centurion waves their hand dismissively. “I will be fine. Thank you for your concern, my
Lady, but I will manage.”

She looks to their guide. “I want to use the transport craft for the remainder of the tour.”

The officer looks toward her guard, who is letting out an embarrassed sputter. “Are you
certain?”

“I am.”

“As you wish. I will have it arranged.”

“You didn’t have to do that,” the centurion says to her as they traverse the ruins. The Warrior
shrugs, and they let out a faint sigh. “Thank you, my Lady.”

“I need you at your best, Caspian.”

“Yes, ma’am!” They salute.

Monzen was likely once a lovely little town, perched at the foot of the bridge that leads to the
gates of Doma Castle. These days, it is partially in ruins, whole buildings leveled in places
while others are cleaved half open like screaming mouths.



“Lord Zenos was very efficient in his methods,” says the officer. The Warrior hums in
acknowledgement as she studies the foundation of a building that was reduced to naught but
ash and rubble.

“And yet he did not have everything destroyed.” She considers the ruins. “Just enough to
break their spirits. Enough to leave a message.”

“Indeed.” He gestures toward the castle. “Doma Castle was left standing, however, and was
more recently used as our primary headquarters instead of Castrum Fluminis.”

“So, you had to move back to the base after the extraction.”

“We did.” The officer shrugs. “But, such is war. We are lucky to have beds to rest on, and to
not have to sleep on the ground at a battlefield in the middle of nowhere.” He leans in
conspiratorially. “The beds in the castle were truthfully not comfortable, and being sent back
to Fluminis was a blessing in disguise.”

She chuckles and surveys the remainder of the town. “Are they rebuilding?”

“There are plans to, yes. Efforts are still in progress to clear the last of the debris, but things
were delayed by efforts to hasten the work being done in the Doman Enclave.”

“I see. This Enclave had better be impressive, then.”

“I should think so--the Domans were insistent on doing most of the work themselves, so one
would hope the sa--the people would want their homes to look pleasing.”

The Warrior glances at the officer. She wants to question their self-correction, but decides
against it. “Then, there is nothing really for me to see here in Monzen.”

“No, Lady van Umbrus, I suppose there is not.” The officer waves off to the north. “Doma
Castle is the next stop.”

 

They make their way to the edge of the half-ruined town, where water flows in a rushing
current underneath a long footbridge. The Warrior stares across the water at the broad,
sweeping arcs of Doma Castle. It is a lovely place, from the outside at least, with tiered lines
of red and green roofs and stone walls that descend into the water that surrounds the
complex. There is a low rumble of water falling from long lines of waterfalls.

“I must admit, the castle has always struck me as particularly lovely in the sunset,” chirps the
officer.

It is beautiful, yes, but something about it leaves her unsettled.

She feels a pain in her forehead and presses her palm to the spot.

“My Lady?” The centurion’s voice is laced with concern. She shakes her head.



“‘Tis nothing.” A lie, but she does not want to worry her guard any further. Still, the
centurion moves closer, ready to grab her in case she stumbles.

It is a curious feeling--sharply similar to the headache that immediately precedes an Echo
vision. But nothing comes forth, no great reveal of some past trial faced here at the bridge
leading to the castle. Just pain, and a horrible sense of foreboding. It feels like a warning,
perhaps from the star herself, that if she goes into Doma Castle, something awful will
happen.

She takes a few steps away from the bridge, and her guide turns to look at her.

“Is aught the matter, Lady van Umbrus?” He waves toward the footbridge and the gates.
“Prince Hien made it known that he was expecting to receive you this evening.”

She shakes her head. “Well, then I will have to decline the invitation.” The headache fades as
she looks away from the castle. “I will not be in attendance.”

“What a pity,” a low voice chimes from behind them. “I was looking forward to meeting a
legatus that did not have a bad reputation preceding her.”

The Warrior turns, aware of her guard making an affronted noise at being caught unawares.
Behind them stands a Hyur of middling height and athletic build, tanned skin marked with
scars and long black hair pulled away from his face in a ragged ponytail. Despite the sword
belted at his left hip, the Warrior’s mind immediately determines that she could take him in a
fight and that he is not a threat to her. The smile that he flashes at her is charming enough, but
the unease in his dark eyes is obvious.

“I’m sorry,” she says in a careful tone. “I do not believe we have been introduced.”

“My apologies,” the man says. He bows. “I am Hien Rijin, Lord of Doma.”

The wayward prince, she thinks. “I see. I am Lady Lux van Umbrus, envoy for His Radiance,
Emperor Varis zos Galvus. Of Garlemald.”

“I suspected as much, given your armor.” The uncomfortable smile remains frozen on his
features. “I apologize for any presumptiveness, but I was hoping that the envoy of Garlemald
would be willing to speak directly with the leader of the nation that Garlemald so recently
generously granted its freedom to.”

Her head feels clear now, with the castle at her back and the disorder of Monzen before her.
“Hardly presumptive, Lord Hien. However, I must decline your invitation to visit the castle.”

“A pity. At the very least, I would be honored if you would accept our hospitality at the
Enclave this evening.” Hien smiles. “My people have been making great strides in its
rebuilding, and surely would be keen to show off the fruits of their efforts.”

“The Enclave. Of course, that would be fine.”

“Most excellent. Perhaps we can meet sometime in the morn tomorrow, and discuss things
over tea?” Hien looks hopeful now, the expression more sincere than his careful smile.



“Tea would be lovely.”

“Good.” Hien bows. “I look forward to it, Lady van Umbrus.”

The Warrior watches as the prince makes his way off over the bridge, doing her best not to
look directly at the castle lest it trigger some unwanted pang from her Echo.

“Are you sure that was wise, my Lady?” The officer shifts on his feet. “It would be poor form
to insult the locals by declining their hospitality.”

“I did not decline it, I simply declined the venue.” She waves a hand. “There is only one
palace I have any interest in entering, and it is not here.” She looks to the officer. “Summon a
transport. I will venture on to the Enclave rather than rooming at the Castrum tonight. You
will return to Castrum Fluminis and have my pack sent to the Enclave.”

For a moment he just stares at her, and then nods. “Yes, Lady van Umbrus. A most wise
course of action.”

As the officer and his assistant hurry off, the Warrior bows her head and removes her helmet.
She rubs a hand over her face and hair.

“Are you feeling well?” the centurion asks.

“I’m fine,” she assures them. “Just a long day.”

“You…” They trail off, looking back to the castle a moment. “Did something about Doma
Castle bother you?”

“What? No, of course not. It’s lovely.” She stares at the silver and brass lines of her helmet.
“Though, perhaps something about it left me feeling a bit out of sorts.”

The centurion’s head tips to the side in thought. “Truly, it’s a bit of a disappointment after
having seen the grandeur of the imperial palace in Garlemald.”

The Warrior smiles. “Yes, perhaps that is it. This little castle is certainly far from home.”
They nod in agreement, and then look off to the south. A moment later she hears it too: the
soft familiar hum of magitek engines as a small craft approaches. “Come along then, Cas.
Our duties are not yet done for the day.”

The centurion salutes. “Lead the way, my Lady.”



Chapter 34

When hearing of the Doman Enclave, the Warrior of Light had admittedly not expected
much. After all, through her day’s travels in Yanxia she has scarcely seen any of the nation’s
people, and has half come to wonder if she freed a nation full of phantoms. She certainly is
not expecting the bustling little township that greets her when she disembarks from the
transport vessel. The centurion is quick at her heels, the Warrior’s helmet tucked under their
left arm. The air is full of the smell of cooking food and the sound of people chatting away in
the cool of the afternoon. There is a busy marketplace, full of patrons surveying the wares of
the food stalls and other shops.

“I smell food,” says the centurion.

“I’m sure we will be able to get something to eat,” the Warrior says with a smile.

They are greeted by a petite Doman woman, who leads them away from the markets and to
the quieter part of the enclave.

“Lord Hien has arranged for a place for you to stay tonight at the Kienkan, Lady van Umbrus.
He insisted that you be shown proper hospitality.”

“That’s very generous of him,” she says. “And, my guard?”

The woman casts a disinterested glance at the centurion. “Oh. I am sure that we can find a
bed for him at the barracks.”

“Their name is Caspian quo Maristella, and beyond being my personal guard, they are a
ranking officer of the Garlean Empire. They are merited a room just as much as I am.”

“I--” The woman looks from the Warrior to her guard and back. “Of course, ma’am. We will
see that a room is arranged for your guard as well.”

“Thank you.”

The centurion remains silent until they are left waiting outside the front doors of the Kienkan.

“That wasn’t necessary, Lady Lux, but thank you.” They laugh softly and drum their
fingertips on the crest of the helmet in their hands. “Truth be told, I only became an officer
because of this mission. The promotion from pyr was, ah, part of the mission.”

“That doesn’t matter,” she says. “You have plainly earned your position, Caspian. As an
outsider, you would have never reached such heights otherwise.” She thinks: most do not
earn their merits by thanks of who has fallen in love with them.

 

They are shown to a pair of rooms that, while plain, are completely functional. The Warrior
stows her helmet away in her room and washes her face before reconvening with her guard



downstairs in the open entryway. There she finds the centurion being harangued by a middle-
aged Doman man. The Elezen is leaning away from the shorter man, hands held up politely
in self-defense.

She hears the centurion squeak out: “I--I’m sorry, sir, I’m just a palace guard, this is my first
time in--”

“Is there a problem?” The Warrior interjects in the most authoritative voice she can muster.
The centurion lowers their hands and shakes their head. 

“N-no, Lady van Umbrus.”

“Just giving this Imperial dog a bit of what for,” the man says.

“Now now, as far as I know my guard has been exceedingly well behaved. If you have
grievances you would like to air, I would be more than happy to hear them on the Emperor’s
behalf, but otherwise I would prefer you did not harass my guard.”

The man frowns at her and says nothing else as he stalks away.

“Apologies, Lady Lux,” says the centurion. “I suppose I must be more careful in enemy
territory.”

“Not enemy, Cas,” she says. “Just not friends.” She thinks of the ruins of Monzen. “These
people have been through a lot at the Empire’s hands, and might lash out any Garlean they
see.”

“The possibility of the people here being hostile doesn’t bother you?”

“Maybe a little. But, I’m plenty used to people being hostile to me for reasons beyond my
control.” She smiles. “Part of being the Warrior of Light sometimes seems to be taking the
blame for others and then fixing their problems.”

“How do you stand it? How do you keep being a good person when everyone just wants to
give you a hard time?”

She quips: “I keep a song in my heart and a knife in my boot.” The centurion looks at her
feet, and she laughs. “A metaphorical knife, in this case.” The Warrior pats their arm and
gestures to the exit. “What I mean is… it is possible to be kind to someone, while still being
firm.”

“So, you’ve made a career out of mothering Eorzea?”

The Warrior smiles. “Yes, something like that.”

 

The streets are still fairly busy when they emerge back out into the late afternoon air. The
Warrior follows her nose back to the marketplace. A quick glance through those gathered



tells her to be on guard against people needing to vent their anti-imperial sentiments, as she
and the centurion are the only ones present in Garlean attire.

Despite her concerns, the vendors at the various food stalls are all smiling and courteous as
she goes from one to the next, covering a wooden platter in a selection of the local cuisine.
She makes certain to grab enough for her guard, and after making sure that everything is paid
for leads the way over to one of the low wooden tables set out for diners. The centurion sets
their helmet next to them on their seat and begins to inspect their half of the food.

“The food here is so different,” Caspian says before stuffing the edge of a steamed bun into
their mouth. “It’s a wonder none of it made its way to Garlemald proper.”

The Warrior imagines Varis trading out his mashed popotoes for a big bowl of fluffy, sticky
rice and chuckles. “Well, it’s not too late to open trade relations.”

“Maybe put in a word with the palace kitchens. I’d love to get some more of these buns once
in a while.”

She smiles. “I’ll see if I can’t introduce the Emperor to the merits of steamed pastries. He is
quite keen on his baked goods.”

They eat in relative quiet. The Warrior is well aware of the curious stares from passerby,
though after some time she comes to realize that the Domans are mostly gawking at Caspian.
Perhaps it is because they are unused to seeing a Garlean soldier without their helmet on. It
seems more likely to her that the Elezen’s long ears and gray skin are what make them a
source of interest to a population that is almost uniformly Hyurs and Roegadyn.

The locals keep their distance until the Warrior and her guard have nearly finished their meal.
Then the first approaches--a tiny little old woman with hair as snowy as the centurion’s.

“You’re with the Empire, aren’t you, miss?” the woman asks in a thin voice. The Warrior sets
her cup down and looks at the woman. She is aware of the crowd shifting its attention to her,
waiting on her response.

The Warrior offers a gentle smile. “Yes, ma’am. My name is Lady Lux, and I am traveling as
an emissary for Emperor Varis.” She gestures across the table, where the centurion looks
slightly anxious without their helmet to mask their expression. “And this is Caspian, my
bodyguard.”

“And, Lady Lux, what brings you to Doma?”

“I was sent here on behalf of the Emperor to survey Doma, and the progress of the imperial
extraction from the area.”

The old woman considers this. “The Empire can leave, but the effects of their occupation and
control of Doma will take generations to fade. And some never will. There are sons and
daughters of Doma, homes and histories that are forever lost.”

The Warrior nods in understanding.



“And yet, we live. Doma will live on, will make new sons and daughters and new histories
for our people. The Empire has hurt us, but has also given us a chance to hope for the future.”

Another woman approaches the table. She tells the Warrior of how her son was conscripted
by the Empire, and returned home to her three years later in a small lacquered box. Another
tells her of how her sister was killed by an Imperial soldier for refusing his advances. One by
one, members of the crowd press forward to speak with her. The Domans, as people are
peculiarly compelled to do to the Warrior of Light, tell her of their woes, and of the ways
they suffered under Imperial rule.

It is a wearying thing, to have a nation’s heartaches piled upon her while she is trying to eat,
but the Warrior listens all the same. She knows that the remainder of her meal is not as
important as the troubles of the people. The last of her food has long turned cold and
unappetizing by the time the final Doman thanks her for listening and disappears into the
shadows of dusk.

The centurion has spent this whole time silent, looking ever uncomfortable, their pale eyes
watching the milling people and keeping an eye out for trouble. They never intervene in the
impromptu procession, and for that the Warrior is grateful.

When they are alone, the centurion just stares at her. They look like they want to speak, but
their dark lips remain pressed in a line.

“Are you okay?” she asks.

“No, not really,” they say.

 

The next morning the Warrior dresses in her traveling clothes. She is surprised when she
opens the door and finds her guard standing outside, dressed and silent.

“Did you sleep?”

“A bit,” they murmur. “The bed was too hard.”

She frowns, as her own bed had been quite soft and comfortable, but does not press the issue
while going to breakfast. Afterwards she takes a stroll while waiting for word from Prince
Hien. The centurion remains silent, to the point of making her uncomfortable. She stops,
leaning against an ornate column, and stares up at the morning sky. It is cloudy, filled with
remnants of an early fog that has been sluggish in its departure. The centurion stands at rest,
arms crossed behind their back. They look at her, but don’t quite let their gaze settle before
moving their head to scan the area.

“Caspian, did what the villagers told me last night really bother you that much?”

Their posture stiffens. “It didn’t bother you, Lady Lux?”

The Warrior recalls the multitudes of sad, sometimes awful stories from the Domans. So
many things the Imperial soldiers had done, so much heartache caused by the Empire.



Families and lives torn asunder, and tales of the swift swath of terror that Prince Zenos had
cut through the countryside while quelling their rebellion. She had spent an hour the night
before on the bedcovers, recounting these tales to the Emperor. Varis had eventually broke his
silent attending to murmur something between a reason and an excuse, that it had been war,
and that war was often ugly.

“I don’t want our people to be like that anymore,” she said. A long silence had followed.

“Neither do I,” he said.

Now the centurion was looking at her, waiting for her answer.

“Of course it bothered me, Cas.”

“I just--” They shake their head. “Why did they all have to dump all their sorrows on you like
so much soiled bathwater?”

“I don’t know, to be honest.” She shrugs. “It’s just a thing people feel compelled to do. Bring
me their sorrows, so that I might witness them, and perhaps alleviate them.”

“Why?”

“I think perhaps it is Hydaelyn herself who compels them. She whispers in their hearts to
seek out Her champion.”

“Do you think She sees you even in Garlemald?”

The Warrior considers this. “I don’t see why not. The darkness rooted in Garlemald is not so
great that the Light cannot find its way there. Otherwise, I would have become lost upon
arriving.”

“I’m sure some in Eorzea would say you lost.”

She shakes her head. “No, they are just lost without me.”

“A bold statement.”

“Perhaps.” She thinks of the Scions. She wonders if they think themselves lost without her.
The Warrior wants them to be strong enough on their own, but is unsure of their feelings.

She shakes her head again and shifts her attention to the passerby, milling about on their
morning trips to the markets. A few of the local Domans pause to nod or smile politely at her,
but still cast an uneasy glance at the centurion. They don’t really recognize Caspian’s
uniform, she thinks, as they are not garbed in the Eastern version of the uniform that the
locals are more accustomed to seeing and dealing with. Still, the quiet Elezen’s presence
makes them ill at ease.

In a low voice, she asks: “Caspian, how many people have you killed?”

The centurion looks up from their inspection of the ground at their feet. “None, my Lady.”



“What, really?”

“I--” They hesitate. “I do not know of any that I have killed. A lot of my earlier work was
similar to my current work--I did a lot of guarding of supply transports. We weren’t supposed
to use deadly force on the locals.”

“That doesn’t seem the Empire’s style.”

They shrug. “Every conquered area required a different approach. The heavy hand used by
Emperor Solus in the earlier years of conquest did not work as well in some places, and so
the legati and related officers had to learn to adapt.” Another shrug. “Without telling His
Radiance, of course. Emperor Solus would have been incensed if he knew we were just
shoving begging peasants aside rather than bayonetting them as instructed.”

She does not hide a grimace at that mental image. “So, what do you think happened in
Doma?” The woes of the Ala Mhigans spring to mind. “Or in Gyr Abania?”

“Different leadership,” says the centurion. “Prior to his death, Lord van Baelsar was in charge
in Gyr Abania. He is known for being somewhat aggressive in his attempts to spearhead the
Eorzean invasion.”

“I am familiar with the man and his work, yes.”

“The Ala Mhigans were notorious for being… difficult charges, so to speak. So a very heavy
hand was used with them.”

“And Doma?”

The centurion hums in thought. “The Domans were equally prideful, but responded better to
shows of force. I believe… I believe that most of the stories we heard last night were from
either the beginning or end of their occupation. For much of the time their former king was
left in place as a figurehead.”

“It doesn’t change what was done, though.”

“No, my Lady. It does not.” They are quiet for a moment, fidgeting the cuff of their gauntlet.
“Do you think you’ll change your mind, about the Empire? About staying?”

“No,” she says. “Do you think you will?”

“No.” The centurion shakes their head. “The Empire has-looking past my beginnings with it-
been good to me. I have seen so much kindness and generosity in the ranks. But, listening to
everyone last night…” They trail off in thought. “I would understand if you thought worse of
us.”

“I say I will not change my mind, because I came to the Empire already being fully aware of
its uglier tendencies. I harbored no illusions about the Garleans. If anything, the last few
months have taught me a great deal and have surprised me at times. That kindness and
generosity you speak of, before I came to Garlemald I would have never believed it
possible.” She thinks of the Emperor, of the big man waiting for her return and sighing



wistfully behind closed doors. “I came to Garlemald knowing the Empire guilty of all sorts of
horrible things. I accepted my relationship with Varis knowing that his past isn’t spotless.
Neither is mine. I have plenty of blood on my hands--” She laughs shortly. “Perhaps the
legatus title is fitting for me after all.”

“You still seem a noble person to me, Lady Lux.”

“Thank you.” She smiles at them. “I think it possible to do bad things, horrible things, and
still have the potential to be a good person. Things… happen.”

“They do.”

“And so, while I don’t think the past should be forgotten, or even forgiven at times, I don’t
think that we should just stew in that old blood. There is no reason to refuse to try and grow
and move forward.”

The centurion tips their head back, staring up at the cloudy sky. “And, you think Garlemald
capable of this?”

“As much as any other nation. The people of Garlemald flock to their leaders, to the strong
men and women who guide them in their lives. They followed Emperor Solus, and were
rewarded with power, but it… had ugly costs.” She looks at the dirt beneath her boots. “Varis
was raised in that environment, bought into it entirely, but… I have seen his heart. I have
seen the love he holds for his country, for his people. I think he can be a great leader without
being a terror.”

“Truly?”

“I don’t think I would have fallen in love with him were there no good in him.” She smiles
again. “I’m the Warrior of Light, after all. The Light in people is drawn to me, for weal or
woe.”

“So, what are you going to do?” They look down at the Warrior. “Save Garlemald from
itself?”

The Warrior grins. “Yeah, why not? I’ve done crazier things.”

 

It is mid-morning when the prince of Doma arrives at the Enclave. He is accompanied by two
darkly dressed men with swords belted on their hips, but dismisses these samurai when he
notices the centurion and Warrior loitering out in the cool morning. The Warrior sees the man
first, watches as he pauses twenty yalms down the street and eyes the dark form of the
centurion, and then looks to her. His brow furrows for a moment, as though he wonders if the
soldier is harassing some bystander. Realization flickers across his face when he sees that the
woman is equally out of place.

“Lady van Umbrus?” Hien says tentatively after approaching. He gives a quick bow when
she nods. “My apologies, I had not been expecting you to be out of uniform.”



“Not a problem,” the Warrior says. 

“If I also may say, I had not expected the envoy of Emperor Varis to be a beautiful young
woman.”

She smiles blandly at him. “Everyone makes mistakes.”

“Yes, yes.” Hien clears his throat. “I trust you slept well? The Kienkan is the only place we
have here available to accept guests, but it should still be sufficiently appointed.”

The Warrior stares at him. “The bed was a bit hard, but I managed.”

“Good.” He looks in the direction of the Kienkan. “Were you still available for tea, Lady
Lux? It would be an honor to share a brew and some words with you.”

The trio return to the Kienkan, and Hien leads the way to a small tea room. The Warrior takes
her place in an indicated seat at the low table, and Hien moves to the opposite side. The
centurion remains standing near the door to the parlor, their head angled to focus on a spot on
the far wall. A Doman woman arrives with a tea set, and fills two cups before departing.
Once she is gone, Hien frowns as he considers the soldier at the door.

“Is this fellow necessary? I was intending this to be a private meeting.”

“This is a private meeting,” the Warrior says. “And they are my personal guard. So, yes, they
are a necessity.”

Hien stares for a moment longer before his frown fades. “Fair enough.” He turns his head
slightly and calls: “Yugiri.”

A figure emerges from the shadows near where the centurion’s gaze is fixated. She
immediately recognizes the little Auri shinobi. Yugiri bows to the prince, but then swiftly
turns her attention to the Warrior.

“Warrior of Light, I was not expecting you to be the envoy of the Emperor. What are you
doing here?”

She gestures across the small table. “Exactly what it looks like. Having tea with Lord Hien.”

“Yes, but--” Yugiri stops and looks at Hien. “My lord, this is the woman I spoke to you of
previously. The Warrior of Light, she who assisted us in finding a home in Eorzea. She
helped save us.” She dips her head respectfully. “She is also the one who asked for the
freedom of Doma.”

“Is that so?” Hien fixes the Warrior with an inquiring gaze. “It seems thanks are in order.”

The Warrior considers her response. When she had asked Varis for the freedom of Doma, it
had not been done with any noble intent. She had simply been trying to gauge the sincerity of
Varis and his motives. She had been trying to make it permissible for her heart to open up to
her enemy.



“You are quite welcome,” she says. “But, I do not require any excessive thanks. I was
merely… doing the right thing.”

“If more people made such grand gestures in the name of ‘doing the right thing’, then this
star would be a much better place.”

She makes a soft noise and lifts her tea cup. The smell wafting from the painted porcelain is
soothing, but the Warrior still feels a bit on edge in the Hyur’s presence. His gaze is focused
on her now, watching as she brings the cup to her lips and takes a sip. It tastes normal
enough. But then, she’s been fooled before. As she swallows, the Warrior is painfully aware
that she left her gunblade with her pack, and that Hien has a katana resting next to him on the
floor. Her only immediate defense is the centurion, and they are more than a blade’s length
away.

She wonders why she cannot place what about the man that is putting her on edge. Can he
tell? The centurion’s gaze has shifted from the wall to keep an eye on Yugiri. The Warrior is
less concerned over Yugiri--the young woman is decent in a fight but is incapable of masking
her thoughts. If she means to attack, either the Warrior or her guard will know long before the
little shinobi even reaches for her daggers.

Hien stares at the Warrior again for a long moment, before clearing his throat and looking
into his cup of tea.

“Tell me, Warrior of Light. Why did you have our nation freed by Garlemald? Was the
impact of our people’s plight so great on your heart? Your assistance to the refugees that
reached Eorzea would have been considered more than enough.”

She looks at the Hyur, and for a moment is faintly reminded of Ser Aymeric back in Ishgard.

“Men are always wont to ask ‘why’ when given a gift,” she murmurs. “It cannot just be
accepted for what it is.”

Hien makes a soft noise of surprise. “What do you mean?”

She closes her eyes and thinks back to the time, nearly half a year ago now, that she had made
the request of Varis. “What if it was not meant as a grand gesture on behalf of the Domans?
What if the Domans played no real part in it at all?”

Another puzzled noise escapes the prince. “I do not… understand, Lady Lux. How could the
freeing of the Domans have had nothing to do with the Domans?”

The Warrior thinks back to Varis’ initial balking at her challenge, her request, and smiles. She
opens her eyes, and finds that the Hyur is staring at her again. “Would you rather keep your
noble fantasy of why you were freed, or would you rather the truth?”

Hien frowns. “I--I trust that even if you think you were acting otherwise, your actions were
guided by the kami to bring Doma to its freedom without further bloodshed.”



She has her doubts that the gods of the Domans have influence in Garlemald, but does not
express this. Instead, she decides to be honest.

“The freeing of Doma was a task set before the Emperor of Garlemald in order to weigh the
worth of the man and his words. Nothing more.”

“I--” Hien looks confused. He rubs at his chin. “And, what sort of man has the great Warrior
of Light found the Emperor of Garlemald to be?”

She smiles. “A man worthy of his word.” 

He studies her. “And more, I should think.” Hien closes his eyes. “I was prepared to fight. To
lead my people into battle against Garlemald for our freedom, should that be their wish. To
die, if need be, as my father did. But, you took that necessity away from me.” He bows his
head, and she barely hears his whisper. “Thank you. On behalf of myself, and all the people
of Doma who you have spared death and worser fates… thank you, Warrior of Light.” 

“Again, you are welcome.”

They drink their tea in silence for a few minutes. The Warrior thinks of the various reports
regarding Doma she has read, and various people related on paper to Prince Zenos. A woman
springs to mind--a Doman woman that the prince had placed as acting viceroy of Doma after
quelling the rebellion and returning to Ala Mhigo. There had been passing notes of her
activities earlier in the year, but nothing more recent, and only a few of the villagers last night
made cursing mentions of her.

“Tell me, Lord Hien. The woman that was in charge of Garlean forces before the withdrawal-
-the viceroy appointed by Lord Zenos. Where is she?”

She notices Yugiri shift on her feet, and a dark look flickers across the prince’s features.

“The viceroy? Oh, you mean the witch.” Hien takes another sip of his tea. “When Garlemald
announced the freeing of Doma, they denounced any connections with Lady Yotsuyu and
appointed a new tribunus to look over imperial forces in the area.”

That wasn’t a great surprise, considering how evasive the Garleans could be regarding their
feelings toward their own prince. “And Lady Yotsuyu…?”

Hien sets his cup down, staring at it for a moment before looking the Warrior in the eye. “As
an unrepentant traitor to her people, she was taken into our custody and executed shortly
thereafter.”

She blinks. “Executed?”

“Indeed. I performed the ceremony myself. A woman such as she could ill be afforded to live
another day.”

“I see.” The Warrior swallows. “I will include that in my reports.”



“If you wish.” Hien’s expression relaxes into a smile. “Would you care for more tea, Lady
van Umbrus?”

“Oh, certainly. It’s quite good.”

Hien picks up a small bell and rings it. The woman returns and pours them both more tea
before departing again. The prince does not touch his fresh brew, instead watching as the
Warrior takes a sip of hers. It tastes the same as before.

“Tell me,” she says. “Lady Yotsuyu, did she not receive any sort of trial before her
execution?”

He snorts softly. “Her case did not warrant any sort of trial, Lady van Umbrus. She
voluntarily betrayed her people and joined forces with the Empire. She tortured and executed
her own people. When she was brought before me, she spat at my feet and declared that she
would gladly do it all again. She happily declared her own guilt. And so, she died.”

The Warrior wonders why Zenos would have appointed such a woman to act in his stead in
Doma. What did that say about him? Was it an act of malice? She had no way of knowing
without speaking to Prince Zenos directly.

“I’m sure that Lady Yotsuyu’s death brought great peace to your hearts,” she says, and takes
another sip of tea. Hien smiles at her.

“It did, yes. Perhaps in a fashion the witch’s death acted as a symbol to the people of Doma.
That the taint of the last twenty-five years can be excised from us, and we can move on.”

The Warrior looks into her cup. “You, Lord Hien, have known naught but Imperial rule. You
have drunk deeply of that tainted water. It will never leave you.” She glances up in time to
see his jaw muscles clench.

“Aye, but there is hope for the future. And we are not voluntarily feeding on the darkness, as
you have chosen to, Warrior of Light.”

She sets her cup on its little painted saucer. “There is yet hope for the Empire. I will see the
Light cast upon its bones.”

Sharply, Hien bites out: “The Empire does not deserve hope.”

She stares at him. “That is not for you to decide. And, neither is the fate of the Empire your
concern. You have been cast free from it.”

The prince’s fingers turn his cup several times. “Indeed.” Hien casts a thoughtful gaze over
her shoulder, and the Warrior knows he is looking at her guard. From their silence and the
hush of their armor, she knows that the centurion has not moved from the door.

“Perhaps you could help other nations be freed, with so little effort.”

The Warrior hesitates. “I do not believe I could convince such generosity out of Emperor
Varis a second time.”



“You say he is a man of reason.” Hien gestures at the guard. “Surely, he would see the
reasoning were I to have your guard shot and you held in exchange for the freedom of some
other territory.”

She manages not to frown. “I would not permit that.” The centurion is in her care as much as
she is in theirs.

“What if we were to prevent you from stopping us?” Hien gestures at her half empty teacup.
“A paralytic poison, for example.”

Now the Warrior does allow herself to frown. She flexes the fingers of her left hand as it rests
in her lap, and finding that they move without issue knows that the prince is indeed speaking
in the hypothetical. Still, she does not like it, does not like the mild threat to his tone.

“Were that to be the case, I would almost feel bad for the people of Doma. Almost.” She
meets the prince’s gaze. “Were you to take such actions, I am quite certain that what Prince
Zenos did to Yanxia would pale in comparison to what Emperor Varis would do were you to
even infer that you were going to harm me.”

They hold a stare for a minute, then two, before Hien lets out a nervous laugh and looks
away.

“I was not speaking seriously, of course. I was simply considering a possibility.”

The Warrior flashes a thin smile. “I was speaking seriously.”

“And, why is it that the great Emperor of Garlemald would react so extremely to any harm
befalling the Warrior of Light?”

She just stares at the younger man, until he finally jerks with realization.

“Is that so?” Hien scratches at the black stubble lining his jaw. “The Emperor is indeed a man
of good fortunes.”

“Perhaps he is,” she murmurs. “Or perhaps he has worked far harder for his fortunes than you
could ever understand.”

Hien picks up his cup and mutters into it. “I doubt that. What would a spoiled Garlean
princeling know about strife?”

The Warrior thinks of the man she has come to know and love in the last few months. She
knows the weight of the suffering and duty that Varis has carried for Garlemald for decades,
since a time before the prince sitting before her was ever born and Doma ever captured. She
knows that the Emperor’s struggles will weigh as nothing to the man sitting before her,
because they are the strife of his enemy. She wants to bite back at his words, to tell him how
he knows utterly nothing of the Emperor’s life.

She says: “I think I’ve had my fill of tea for today.”



Hien’s demeanor immediately softens, the vaguely aggressive edge leaving his face and being
replaced by a soft smile. “Are you sure? I was hoping to hear of your dealings and aiding of
the Domans in Eorzea.”

The Warrior shifts her weight to stand. “I’m sure that Yugiri will be able to fill you in with
those details.”

“No, I apologize if I offended--” Hien stands as well, but the hand he extends meets the back
of the centurion’s gauntlet. The Warrior blinks in surprise at the swiftness and silence of their
movement.

“If her ladyship says she has had enough tea, then she has had enough tea,” her guard says in
an unerringly calm tone. The prince flinches and withdraws his hand.

“Yes, of course.” He offers a quick bow. “Thank you, Lady van Umbrus, for deigning to
drink with me.”

She does not return the motion. “Thank you for your hospitality.”

 

Once out in the hallway, the Warrior takes a few deep breaths before continuing toward the
exit of the Kienkan. The centurion remains close behind. She does not stop her flight until
she feels a gentle pressure against her elbow.

“Are you alright, my Lady?”

She blinks against the unexpected brightness of the late morning. “I’m fine. The clouds have
gone away, that’s all.”

“I meant about what happened over tea.”

“Fine,” she says again. “I just needed some fresh air.” She rubs her hands over her face.
“Truth be told, I expected the prince of the Domans to be… I don’t know, nicer?”

“His people say he is a good, kind man,” the centurion says. “Perhaps that only extends to his
allies.”

“Maybe.” She rubs her arms. “It is probably for the best that he does not know I am the
future empress of Garlemald, then.”

The centurion lets out an uneasy chuckle. “Yes, my Lady, it is probably good that he was
unaware of that.”

The Warrior huffs. “I mean, who threatens to hold a woman ransom in exchange for a
country’s freedom? Were I still in Eorzea, that is the sort of horrible thing they would accuse
the Empire of.”

“Indeed. Even if he were merely speaking speculatively, as he claimed, that is not the sort of
suggestion you should broach with the woman who freed your whole nation…” They trail



off, head canting toward the building they had just departed. “You are being followed.”

The Warrior scarcely had time to tense in anticipation before hearing Yugiri’s voice call for
her.

“Warrior!” The woman stops a few yalms short of her when she notices the centurion’s
attention. “I am most sorry, Warrior. Lord Hien did not mean the wicked things he said. He
has been under a great deal of strain these last few moons. I fear that it might be taking a toll
on him, making him see enemies where they are not.”

She nods at her guard, who relaxes and moves to stand behind her. “I suppose he might see
an enemy in his savior, if she were acting in the stead of his enemies.”

“I did not anticipate that you would be the envoy from Garlemald,” says Yugiri. “Otherwise, I
would have advised Lord Hien of the situation.”

“And, I suppose that he cannot come out here and say anything himself?”

She hesitates. “No, Warrior. I believe you may have cowed him with threat of annihilation.”

Fair enough, the Warrior thinks. “He needs to keep those thoughts to himself when around
Imperials. It would not be difficult for the Empire to conquer Doma again, should it have a
change of heart.”

“Of course. I will warn him.” Yugiri takes a moment to compose herself. “If I may speak just
to you with him not present… I do not understand.  You are here in Doma, surveying the
area… on behalf of the Empire?”

“That is right.”

“But, last we met, you had expressed your intent was to return to Eorzea.”

“It was, and I did.” The Warrior thinks back to that time and smiles. “But, my heart led me
back to Garlemald.”

“Your heart…” The shinobi does nothing to mask her concern. “You weren’t forced?”

“Of course not. I chose to return to Garlemald.”

“And, do you intend on staying in Garlemald?”

She nods. “I do.”

“Forgive me, but I had been operating under the assumption that you had been taken to
Garlemald against your will. As a prisoner. Is that not so?”

“Any step I have ever taken into Garlemald was one of my own choosing.”

Yugiri mulls over her words. “And, what of the Scions? I speak with them now and then, but
they have made little mention of your absence. Just reports from the field.”



“I have faith that the Scions will be able to take care of themselves. And for my own part, I
am doing my best to keep Emperor Varis advised so that things… hopefully can avoid getting
too ugly when possible.”

“You are leaving them to face Prince Zenos alone?”

The Warrior frowns. “I am doing what I can to prevent them having to face him at all.”

Yugiri sighs. “I worry for their safety, doubly so without you.”

“I worry for them as well. Believe me, Yugiri. I am doing what I can.” She looks away. “And
if they think me a traitor for returning to Garlemald, then they are keeping it to themselves.”

 

The shinobi excuses herself after a few more minutes of awkward conversation, and the
Warrior takes her guard to the markets for lunch. The villagers are somewhat friendlier today,
with none of them casting any obviously negative looks in the direction of the centurion.
After eating, they meander back to the Kienkan.

“What else do you have to do in Doma, Lady Lux?”

The Warrior considers her list. “Not much. There’s a little outpost on the far southern end of
the fields that I’m supposed to go look at and confirm that it has been properly
decommissioned. And a few other similar sites His Radiance wanted me to check out.”

“And then it’s back home?”

“Well, there’s someone back in Kugane that I’m supposed to--” The Warrior stops as a small
form collides with her legs and nearly knocks her over. The centurion grabs her elbow to
keep her upright.

She nods her thanks and considers the strange creature that has stumbled into her legs. It
looks like a fat gray and white catfish, with a large bell adorning its neck area and a red apron
covering its belly. There is a weighty woven basket on the ground next to the fish. The
creature doesn’t look particularly intelligent, but she would readily admit that there is
something charmingly adorable about the creature and the way its body squeaks as it staggers
back to its hind fins.

“I say, mind where you’re walking, you--” The strange fish looks up at the centurion and
squeaks in alarm, their little limbs and barbels flitting about in a panic.

“Imperials!” The fish squeaks at the Warrior. “I am most sorry! By my mother’s whiskers, I
swear I did not know they were fakes!” They flail anew. “I assure you, though my flesh is
most generous and plump, I am awful for eating!”

“Fakes?” She thinks of the officer cursing the local beastmen the day before. “Are you a
Namazu?”



“I--” They hesitate, looking uneasily at the centurion before looking again to the Warrior. “I
am a Namazu, yes, yes.”

“What are you doing here at the Enclave? I thought your kind lived on the other side of the
river.”

“I am here to trade my wares!” the catfish says with refreshed vigor. They pat a gray fin on
the woven basket.

The Warrior is honestly curious to what the walking catfish is toting in its pack. “Might I
see?”

The Namazu carefully opens the top of the basket. Inside are a multitude of dark round rocks,
each half a fulm or so in length. She doesn’t see anything particularly remarkable about the
stones, but the fish is plainly proud of the haul.

“River rocks?”

“Yes, yes!” The Namazu picks up a stone and lifts it skyward. “Each is perfectly smooth and
perfectly round on one side and flat on the other! Collected by fin from the One River by my
mate and I!” They set the rock back into the basket. “Well, I do most of the collecting, but he
has delicate fins and can’t do much heavy lifting. However, his whiskers are the most
sensitive around, and he is an expert at determining if a stone is smooth enough!” The
catfish’s whiskers tremble with excitement. The Warrior hears her guard muffle a laugh.

“You bring stones to trade?”

“Oh, yes, yes! They are very popular here for their sand gardens! I don’t really understand
the practice myself, but the locals happily trade produce for the stones!”

“I see.” She considers the stones again. “Might I trade for one?”

“Of course! What do you have to offer?” Their tail wiggles in anticipation.

The Warrior thinks for a moment. “Tell you what. Trade a stone with me, and I will settle all
your debts with the local Imperials. If they come for you again, you just tell them that the
legatus from the Imperial palace has paid your debts.”

If it is possible, the Namazu’s eyes widen further. “A clean slate with the Imperials for one of
my lovely stones? For a trade that generous, I will even let you pick the stone yourself!”
They watch as the Warrior looks through the stones at the top of the basket. “If I may ask
you, though… What is a palace?”

“A palace is like that castle up the river, but much much bigger,” the centurion says. “It is
where the Emperor of Garlemald lives.”

“The Emperor must be very large, to need so big a place to live,” observes the catfish.

The Warrior smiles. “He is indeed.” She selects one of the stones--a drab dark gray specimen
speckled with a bit of yellow and green on the side. “I like this one.”



“A fine choice, yes, yes! Thank you for your custom, legatus of the palace! No refunds! Have
a good day!”

She watches the Namazu heft the basket of stones onto its back with a squeak of effort, and
then begin to shuffle off toward the markets. The Warrior rises to her feet and turns the stone
over in her hands. It is indeed impressively rounded and smooth, and the surface glimmers
slightly in the sun.

“It’s just a river rock,” says her guard.

“Yes, but the little fish was cute. And, it’s a nice enough rock. I’m sure His Radiance will like
it as a paper weight.”

Caspian just laughs and shakes their head. “Aye, my Lady. I’m sure he will.”



Chapter 35

After taking lunch in the markets, the Warrior returns to her little room in the Kienkan to wait
for a transport to arrive. She changes into her armor and organizes her pack. The Warrior sits
on the edge of the bed and turns the river rock in her hands, thinking about the remaining
duties she has to fulfill in the afternoon before returning to Castrum Fluminis for the night.

There is a knock on the door, followed by the centurion’s now familiar voice: “Lady Lux, I
hate to disturb you, but Lady Yugiri is here, and she wishes to speak with you. She says it is
urgent.”

The Warrior frowns, wondering if Lord Hien has sent the woman with some form of apology.

She calls: “Let her in.”

The door creaks open, and Yugiri steps into the room. The centurion remains in the open
doorway, focused on the young woman. Yugiri is holding something in the careful cage of her
right hand. She looks back at the centurion, who does not budge.

“Must he…?” Yugiri’s voice trails off and she looks to the Warrior.

“Come now, Yugiri,” says the Warrior, hoping to keep any hostility out of her voice, “it was
only this morning that your lord proposed killing my guard and holding me as ransom. They
must.”

“I--” The Au Ra makes an unhappy noise, and shakes her head as she looks at her hand. “I
am not here in regards to Lord Hien, Warrior.” She holds out her right hand and uncurls her
fingers, exposing the familiar shape of a linkpearl resting in her palm. “Please, it is the
Scions. They begged of me to speak to you--you do not have your old linkpearl with you, and
they cannot reach you.”

The Warrior blinks. “The Scions?” She searches the shinobi’s pleading eyes and finds
nothing amiss there. “Of course I’ll talk to them.” 

Yugiri smiles in relief. “Oh, thank you. The line is holding for you.”

She takes the linkpearl and presses it into her ear before activating the line. “This is the
Warrior of Light speaking.”

There are the usual seconds of signal delay, followed by a brief burst of static before the
sound of a voice fills her ear.

“Warrior!” It is Alphinaud, which pleasantly surprises the Warrior. Last she had heard from
the Scions, he was still recovering from wounds sustained at Rhalgr’s Reach.

“Alphinaud, you sound well,” the Warrior says with a smile. “Have your wounds healed?”



“Well enough that I may return to duty,” the young Elezen says. “Worry not: Alisaie assures
me that women will find the scars quite fetching when we are older.”

“Scars? Oh no.”

She hears Alisaie’s voice: “Is that the Warrior? Don’t listen to him, it’s just a few little marks
on his forehead, no one will even see them!”

“Alisaie, please,” her brother’s voice follows. “This call isn’t about me.”

A pause filled with a bit of grumbling.

“And, what of Y’shtola?”

“She is still recuperating, but will hopefully be on her feet again in a week or two.”

“Good to hear. Now, what is this call for?” asks the Warrior. “Yugiri said you were trying to
reach me with some urgency.”

“Only the urgency that comes with a pending disaster,” says Alphinaud.

“What’s happened now?”

The young Elezen muffles a dismayed laugh. “You make it sound as though we only call with
bad news.”

“You do.”

“Ah, well. More bad news, then, I’m afraid.” Alphinaud sighs. “You have missed out on a
great deal of excitement here, Warrior. I am somewhat surprised that you did not receive any
word of it from the Emperor.”

“It is possible the Emperor is not yet aware of any ‘excitement’, as you put it, since the man
in control of the forces in Gyr Abania did not report to him about the assault on Rhalgr’s
Reach.”

“I see. It is a bit of cause for additional concern, then, if Zenos is not directly following
orders from the capital.” She can almost hear the youth thinking in the pause that follows.
“Assuming that the Emperor is being honest with you.”

“Let’s just go with the assumption that he is being truthful in his reports regarding his son,”
she says. She believes he is.

“Of course. As you wish.”

“What was this excitement, then? Quit being dramatic about it, Alphinaud.”

“Ah--” A bit of static at a burst of laughter from Alisaie, and a chiding murmur from a voice
that sounds like Thancred. “A few days ago, that cocoon of light with the primal inside. It…



hatched. Fortunately, Cid and the Ironworks had been nosing about and awoke some ancient
Allagan device that managed to subdue the beast, but we lost track of it after that.”

“Lost track…?”

“We lost track of it,” Alphinaud says slowly, “but the Empire did not. The thing that hatched
from it--a great horrible wyrm like you might expect from the Eyes’ influence--the locals
started to call it ‘Shinryu’, after one of the Doman gods. And this morning we received
reports from our spies further into Gyr Abania that the primal had been spotted in
containment on the roof of the Ala Mhigan palace.”

The Warrior can feel the blood draining from her face. “The Empire captured the primal?”

“It certainly seems so. We don’t know how they managed to contain it, or why, or how long
that containment will last. It seems only a matter of when, not if, the containment will fail
and that nightmare will be released upon all of Eorzea.”

“And Papalymo will have died for nothing,” she murmurs. Alphinaud makes an uneasy noise
of agreement. “Do you think the Empire captured it with that intent?”

Lyse’s voice comes over the line: “What other possibility is there? Of course they captured
the thing in order to use it against us.”

The Warrior frowns. “It is certainly a viable possibility, and the most obvious one.”

“Don’t let your attachment to the Emperor cloud your judgement,” Lyse says.

“However, your time in Garlemald may have given you a bit of a different insight into the
Empire’s thoughts.” Thancred now, carefully gentle. “What do you think, Warrior?”

She considers the possibilities, of what Varis or his son might have ordered done in the
interest of the Empire’s greater good. “Think of it from their perspective. Gyr Abania is
Garlean land. They wouldn’t want a primal to destroy their territories any more than the
locals would want to be destroyed. Certainly, they might capture this Shinryu with the intent
of figuring out how to point it more directly at other Eorzean states, but it might have also
just been a desperate grab to keep the thing from going on an unchecked rampage and killing
their own people.”

“A fair enough point,” Alphinaud says. “However, it is one that we have no way of
confirming from our end.” The Warrior catches his implications.

“But, it’s one I could attempt to verify from my side of things.” She scratches her chin,
looking to the doorway where the centurion is still staring at Yugiri. Their head is canted
slightly to the side--they are listening to her half of the conversation. “I would have to talk to
the commanding officer who ordered the capture of the primal.”

Thancred says: “You mean Zenos.”

“I do. He would be the most likely one to put in such a high order. Although, I wouldn’t be
surprised if it was some variety of an order that he received directly from Varis.”



She hears Lyse start to speak again, but Alphinaud cuts her off. “Will you speak with him,
then? On our behalf? With Emperor Varis, if not Zenos himself.”

“Of course.” She smiles. “You know, I’m glad that you all still think me part of the team.”

“You will always be part of the Scions, even if you are on the other side of the world and
behind enemy lines,” Thancred says. “Always.”

“Why would you think otherwise?” asks Alphinaud.

“I just… Being in Doma for a few days has just made me think a bit, that’s all.” She glances
at Yugiri. “That perhaps you thought me a traitor.”

There is quiet for a moment. Then Alphinaud speaks again. “While we all wish you were
here with us, we also know that you must live your own life as well. You deserve your
happiness, and we know you are still thinking and caring for us, even in Garlemald. We know
that you worry for our safety and our futures.”

Her eyes water at his words. “I do, yes. Please do not ever think that I have ceased to care for
you all, even during the times when I fall out of touch.”

“Good. I know that will give us all strength in the days to come.”

“Good.” She rubs at her eyes. “Um, so what plans do you have?”

“Currently? Nothing set in stone. The primal is going to have to be destroyed, but we have to
find the means to do so, in addition to figuring out how to gain access to the beast itself.”
There is still something suggestive to the Elezen’s tone.

“So, the logical next step is for me to speak with Emperor Varis regarding whatever the hells
is going on in Gyr Abania.”

“In so many words, yes.” Alphinaud’s voice is calm over the line. “I know I do not need to
remind you, Warrior, but should the opportunity present itself, you need to eliminate Zenos.
You would be remiss not to.”

The Warrior manages not to audibly sigh at the formidable task. “I am aware.”

“You sound reluctant.”

“I’m not! I’m not. I will do what needs to be done.”

The young Elezen sounds relieved. “You always do.”

She picks at one of the seams of her armor. “Alright. I have a bit of business to finish here,
but I will return to Garlemald and speak with the Emperor as soon as possible. I will contact
you as soon as I gain any useful information.”

“We appreciate your understanding of the need for haste, Warrior.”



“Of course I do. The matter of any primal is an urgent business, and one such as this will be
exponentially pressing.”

She can hear Alphinaud’s smile. “I couldn’t have phrased it better myself, Warrior.”

 

Yugiri is quick to excuse herself once the Warrior’s call to the Scions has ended and her
linkpearl has been returned. The Warrior remains seated at the edge of her bed, her thumb
worrying at a spot of tension between her eyebrows. Her guard stands their patient vigil in
the doorway.

After a few minutes of quiet, the centurion clears their throat. “Are you alright, Lady Lux?”

She shakes her head. “Fine. Just a lot to think on.”

“I will leave you be then, until the transport arrives.” They move to step out into the hall.

“No--” She drops her hand from her face. “I need you to do something for me, Cas.”

“Of course.”

“I will finish the tour I needed to do this afternoon,” she says. “But, I need to have transport
arranged back to Garlemald first thing tomorrow morning.”

“Something has come up?”

“It has, yes.” She thinks of the weight hanging over the Scions in Gyr Abania. “A big fucking
something.”

They are quiet again, thinking, for a moment. “Pardon my eavesdropping, but it is somewhat
a part of my duty. The people you were speaking to on your linkpearl call, they were your…
friends?”

“Aye. Closest thing to family I suppose I have anymore: the Scions of the Seventh Dawn.
They’ve been working in Gyr Abania for some time now, trying to support the efforts of the
Ala Mhigan rebellion and waylay the Empire.”

“The Empire that you are now part of.”

“Yes. I am aware that it is a complicated situation. Emperor Varis knows that I retain my
loyalty to the Scions and Eorzea, even while I… begin to put down roots in Garlemald.” She
shrugs. “I have never been a neutral party, and have never pretended to be one.”

“I see.” The centurion taps a finger on their armored chin. “And so some of your friends were
hurt?”

“By an Imperial attack led by Prince Zenos in Gyr Abania, not that long ago. They are
recovering, fortunately.” She shrugs. “It was not the first time they’ve tussled with the
Garleans. Probably won’t be the last.”



“So, you really weren’t kidding when you said you knew about Garlemald’s sins when you
first arrived.”

“Indeed.”

“How do you balance both sides?”

The Warrior considers this question briefly before shrugging a second time. “I just do. I’m
really a fairly simple person, I guess. If I love someone, I will protect them. But, I will also
see to it that they are guided through their mistakes. That’s just another part of protecting
someone.” She gets to her feet. “After all, you can love your mother and your husband, and
they might fight horribly. Doesn’t mean you have to give up on loving either of them.”

“How do you reconcile such a large difference?”

“I don’t know if I can, yet. Check in on me in a year or two and ask me again.”

 

The sites she visits in the afternoon are fairly unremarkable, and for that the Warrior is glad.
One of two small depots in south Yanxia had been re-appropriated by the Domans after its
decommissioning, while the other had been stripped so thoroughly of Imperial technology
and signage that all that remained was the empty shell of the brick building. Easy enough to
write up in a quick report while riding the transport back to Kugane. Back at the consulate,
the officer on duty is upset because Lady Lux will not be staying long enough for her
appointed meeting with the Thavnarian envoy. She is privately glad to be able to hand wave
that complaint away, as she has quite had her fill of politics this week. The Warrior has been
in the area only a few days, but feels relief at the prospect of returning to Garlemald.

The sky is still cloaked in stars the next morning as the Warrior boards the transport vessel.
Her guard stumbles sleepily in first, sits across from her, and promptly dozes off with their
helmet hugged to their chest. The Warrior herself keeps quiet as she flicks through the reports
she has scribbled while traveling in Doma. When she is satisfied that her handwriting is
legible enough for the court scribe to understand, she allows herself a few minutes of shut
eye.

There is cold sunlight streaming through the small cabin windows when she rouses. The
centurion is awake now, helmet in place and head angled to stare at the far wall.

“Sorry to drag you out of bed so early,” she says. “I know it’s a long flight, and didn’t want to
get back to Garlemald too late in the day.”

Their head moves to focus on her. “No need to apologize, my Lady.”

“How long have we been in the air?”

“About four hours, I believe.”

“Ah, good.” She opens her pack and retrieves a few napkin-wrapped pastries that she
smuggled out of the previous evening’s meal, and holds one out to her guard. They take it



without protest, instead murmuring a soft ‘My thanks’ before removing their helmet.

“So, Caspian, what do you do with your free time? You know, for fun?”

They hum thoughtfully while chewing on their slightly stale pastry. “I do not have that much
free time. But… I suppose I train. Go running. Read sometimes… Now and then we’ll go out
into the city to have a few drinks, but that’s usually just on holidays.”

“Life of a soldier, hm?”

They nod. “I, um, like to fish as well. It’s relaxing, but not exactly something that’s readily
done in the capital. But when I was younger sometimes I would fish, and sometimes I got a
chance when on guard duty with the supply caravans.”

“What, you’ve never tried ice fishing?”

The centurion covers their mouth as they laugh. “I am afraid that Garlemald is too cold even
for the stoutest of cold water fish.”

“Ah, a pity. Perhaps I can see about having the royal library replaced with an indoor pond.”

They smile. “One of the palace glasshouses had a sizable pond in it, but that area fell into
disrepair after Emperor Solus’ death. Those rooms don’t really get used anymore.”

“Were palace staff permitted to make use of them before?”

“If none of the royal family were in occupancy,” they say. “I never tried fishing in the pond,
of course. But they were somewhat pleasant places to relax with a book during open hours.”

“I will have to look into that,” she says.

“You don’t have to do that for me, my Lady.”

The Warrior chuckles. “Who’s to say it’s for you? Perhaps the empress would like a nice
place to relax that isn’t just four stone walls.”

“Ah, well. If it is for you, then it is different.” They brush the crumbs from their breastplate.
“If the pond is ever stocked, it would be my honor to show you how to fish.”

Now she bursts out laughing. “Bold of you to think that the Warrior of Light doesn’t know
how to fish!”

 

As the transport rumbles its way to the northwest, the Warrior reclines in one of the
uncomfortable seats and dwells on the conversation she had the previous afternoon. Her
thoughts gloss over the matters of the primal to one of Alphinaud’s later statements.

Zenos has to be eliminated.



She turns her face away from where the centurion is seemingly dozing again in their seat so
that she might frown in peace. It is such an easy, logical thing for Alphinaud to demand--
eliminate Zenos--and yet she is not certain that it is something she can do. Varis acts as
though he would be relieved if Zenos were removed from the various equations of his life,
but she knows well enough that such things are never that simple. Zenos is still his son, and
she has seen hesitation flicker across Varis’ face before when confronted with his feelings
regarding the man.

Getting the Scions and the Emperor to get along seems like a far easier task than figuring out
what to do with Zenos. So many seem ready to call for the man’s death, but thinking about
being asked--nearly ordered--to kill the prince of Garlemald makes the Warrior ill at ease.
What are his crimes--is being ruthless and peerless in warfare a crime? What has he done to
truly deserve an unquestioning death? The man may be a terror, yes, but she herself is also
considered a terror by many. Wouldn't she be deserving of the same fate?

She is still pondering this problem when the pilot’s voice calls into the cabin to announce
their approach to the capital. The centurion snorts softly and opens their pale eyes, glancing
at her before hurriedly putting their helmet back on. The Warrior gets up and peers out of one
of the small windows. The afternoon sun gleams on the usual blanket of clouds, but here and
there in the breaks she can see the dark green crowns of evergreen trees. The red and black
spire of a radio tower flickers past, its ivory banner snapping in the vessel’s wake, and then
the window’s view is obscured by the silvery white bulk of the clouds.

The Warrior’s breath catches for a moment as they dip below the cloud cover. The city
glimmers in the muted blue afternoon light, the sun dancing over the brilliant snow and
gleaming along the dark lines of the carefully plotted rows of buildings. She has never seen
the city like this before, and she cannot help but be captivated by its precise beauty.

“Lady Lux?”

She turns from the window to look at her guard. The centurion is standing now, arms crossed
behind their back. “Yes, what is it, Cas?”

For a moment they hesitate, before clearing their throat and shifting on their feet. “I just, uh,
wanted to say that it has been a pleasure to serve as your guard this week. And an honor, of
course, but really… you were fun to travel with. And, should you venture beyond Garlemald
again, I hope that His Radiance assigns me to be your guard.”

The Warrior smiles. “I will be honest. When Varis insisted that I have a guard, I was a bit put
off. I’m the Warrior of Light and all. But, I am glad you were there, acting as a second set of
eyes for me. I’m not really used to traveling alone anymore, and having you with me did
make me feel safer in such foreign lands.”

“I’m glad to hear. I worried that I would be naught but a burden for one such as you.”

“Well, I’ll put in a good word for you with the Emperor.”

“You don’t have to do that, my Lady.” They shake their head. “The adventure was enough for
me.”



She laughs. “Everyone wants to be an adventurer, until they have to do it to survive.”

“Still, it was quite a thrill. To travel with you to a strange and vaguely hostile territory, and
see you just… win them over with kindness.”

The Warrior turns to look out the window again. The grand heights of the palace and its
associated buildings have begun to loom into view. “I was just doing the right thing. It just so
happened that this time, the right thing was an act of kindness.”

“All the same. You didn’t have to do anything at all. And I… respect your choice to do
anything beyond the Emperor’s orders.”

She just chuckles. “Thank you, Caspian.” The Warrior is aware of them shifting to salute her.

“Don’t forget your coat, Lady Lux.”

 

Before long, the transport has come to rest in the palace airship docks. The centurion
disembarks first, their boots clanging loudly on the metal walkway. There is the sharp call of
“Presenting!” followed by a returning call that is distorted by the wind that winds its way
through the docks. Upon stepping out of the transport craft, the Warrior is hit by a blast of
familiarly frigid air. Her eyes quickly adjust to the gentle blue glow of the winter sun, and
once her eyes can focus on the dark shape of the centurion she looks out to the line of
soldiers standing at attention.

Her eyes quickly catch on the tall form of the Emperor, standing at attention in front of the
soldiers. He is in his uniform, hair as neatly kept as the breeze will allow, a faint flush of
color on his cheeks. Varis’ expression is serious, on proper display for his soldiers, but his
bright eyes are already focused on the Warrior as she makes her way down the gangplank.

She is not expecting the rush of warmth in her chest at the sight of the man. It strikes her all
the same, and she smiles broadly and hurries to where he stands. There is something slightly
off about the Emperor’s appearance, but the Warrior does not have the time to pinpoint
exactly what before he steps away from the line and stoops to embrace her. Varis hugs her
tightly, and rises enough to lift her feet off the cold metalwork. He lowers her only enough to
kiss her.

Through her happy daze, the Warrior only faintly hears one of the soldiers cry out a
scandalized “Y-Your Radiance!” before being shushed by one of the guards.

“Don’t you want your Emperor and Empress to actually like each other?” Annia hisses at the
soldier. 

The Emperor lifts his head long enough to bark a quick “As you were” to the soldiers before
kissing the Warrior again. She tangles her fingers in his soft hair and grabs at a fistful of it,
nearly overwhelmed by how glad she is to feel the man’s embrace. To think she chided him
for pining, when only a few days apart is enough to set her into longing for him!



She can think of nothing clever to say to him once she is settled back on her feet, and just
smiles up at the big man. The Emperor smiles back, then returns his expression to a more
impassive state as he looks around. 

Varis spots the centurion, who remains standing at attention a few yalms away. He nods.

“Quo Maristella, you have successfully completed your given mission. Thank you for your
service.”

The centurion salutes. “It was an honor, Your Radiance.”

“You may have the remainder of the day to yourself, and report to your commanding officer
in the morning.”

“Thank you, Your Radiance.”

The Warrior hooks her hand in the bend of the Emperor’s right arm. “They served quite
admirably in Doma. I could have asked for no finer son or daughter of Garlemald to watch
my back.”

“I am pleased to hear it,” Varis says.

They salute again. “If--if I might say, Your Radiance, Lady Lux was truly an inspiration to
behold during our travels in Yanxia. You could have chosen no finer person to send in your
stead, to show what a beacon of light and hope that Garlemald can be for the whole star.”

“Is that so?” The pale line of a brow arches as he looks down at the Warrior.

“It is, my lord.”

“They exaggerate a bit, Your Radiance.” She smiles. “I simply acted as you asked me to.”

“Good then. I look forward to hearing your reports.”

Julia takes the Warrior’s pack from one of the crewmen. She lets out a faint grunt.

“What do you have in here, rocks?”

The Warrior laughs.

 

He holds her hand until they are alone together on the lift, and then he pulls her into his arms
once more. It is in his powerful yet tender embrace that the Warrior realizes what is different
about the Emperor. The difference is subtle until she gets closer than she should safely be
able to. Her eyes trace over the familiar lines of his armor. Near the top of his breastplate,
there is only a smooth space of metal where once the hateful spike dwelled.

“The spike is gone,” she notes, tracing her finger over the filigree that has taken its place.



“I wanted to surprise you,” he says.

She chuckles. “Kissing me in front of your staff was good enough for that.” The Emperor
gives a flustered cough, a rosy hue returning to his cheeks.

“Yes, well. I had to make up for your absence.”

The Warrior grins up at him. “Why not take me back to our quarters and do some more
catching up in private?”

The flush on his cheeks darkens. “I thought you returned from Doma to discuss some urgent
news with me.”

“I did,” she agrees slowly. “But, it can wait another bell.”



Chapter 36

In her younger years, the Warrior of Light would have never imagined herself content to sit
watch a grown man devour a plate of mashed popotoes, but a few hours after her return from
Doma that is exactly what she is happily doing. They have not yet spoken about what led to
her sudden return from Doma, as it was time for the evening meal by the time they had
finished refamiliarizing themselves with each other’s bodies. She has spent the meal regaling
him with further details of her time in Doma, filling in some of the gaps from stories she told
him over the linkpearl on previous evenings.

“They sound about as pleasantly arrogant as reports have made them out to be,” says the
Emperor while sipping his coffee. She smiles and nods slowly.

“I suppose that’s a good description. They seem a good enough people, but a bit proud. You
know: set in their ways, fond of their traditions.” Varis grunts out a soft noise of amusement
at her words. The Warrior shrugs and reaches to pluck another small sugary cookie from the
tea tray.  His eyes track the movement, lingering on her lips as she takes a bite.

“Mm. I am glad that you did not run into any trouble.”

She sips her tea. “There were plenty of opportunities for trouble. I just chose not to take most
of them.”

“‘Most’?” is the amused echo. “Am I to expect a disgruntled report from the officer in charge
of the Twelfth in Yanxia?”

“Maybe. I never had the chance to meet him.” The Warrior shoves the remainder of the
cookie into her mouth and stares pensively into her teacup. “I asked some of the men there
about Zenos. They seemed to be afraid of him, and not respectfully so.”

“Of course they are afraid of him.” A familiar frown perches on his lips. “Why aren’t you?”

She shrugs. “I don’t know if I am or not yet. Nervous, certainly, but I understand the need to
be cautious around him. He did attack me, after all. But, I haven’t made it a practice to be
afraid of every man or monster that attacks me. That would make my duties nearly
impossible.”

Varis grunts and shakes his head. “I do not want to talk about Zenos right now.”

“You never do.”

He doesn’t reply, and is silent until he’s drained his cup of coffee and set it heavily on the
tray. “So then. Different subject. What is this business that urgently brought you back to
Garlemald?”

She cannot help but let out a soft laugh. “It’s, ah, something that Zenos has done.”



Varis heaves a sigh and pinches the top of his nose. “Of course it is.”

The Warrior takes his hand between her own. “In fairness, it might have been an act of good
faith on his part, but it’s still an urgent matter.” His skin is warm between her palms, and he
curls his fingers against hers.

“Go on, then. I am listening.”

She tells him of her conversation with the Scions the afternoon previous, and their reports on
the eikon. Varis’ eyes widen at the mention that the forces stationed in Gyr Abania have
captured the eikon.

“He did what--” Varis rattles out an irritated groan and squeezes his eyes shut. “I gave no
such order. I told Zenos that the Twelfth was to keep an eye on the situation, not--not---put a
giant dragon into a cage!”

She makes a soothing noise and squeezes his hand. “Now, now. We don’t know yet whether
he was intending to take control of or advantage of a disastrous situation.”

He shakes his head again. “Your good nature and naivete is going to get you killed, my love.
I have told you: Zenos does not think like normal people do. He is always calculating, always
scheming, always--”

“Varis,” she says firmly. “Why don’t you send word to Ala Mhigo and ask for a report? Or, I
don’t know, just talk to Zenos and ask him directly what happened?”

The Emperor looks away, and she feels his fingers twitch. “You say that as though it were the
easiest thing in the world to do.”

“You’re the emperor of the greatest nation on the star,” she says. “It should be the easiest
thing for you to get done.” At Varis’ responding silence, she rests his hand on his knee and
lets it go. “If you don’t want to talk to Zenos, have someone else do it. But, we need the
information.”

“I--” His head whips around to refocus on her face. He grits his teeth.

“Or, if you won’t do it… Then let me talk to Zenos.”

“Absolutely not.” He shakes his head roughly. “You are not to talk to him.”

“Why not? I’m not afraid of talking to him, Varis.”

“I fear that you are going to get yourself killed.”

“And I think that if Zenos truly wanted to kill me, he would have made a greater effort into it
by now. He’s had months, and knows exactly where I am.”

Varis is silent again, his fingers tight on the cloth covering his knee. The Warrior looks up at
him and takes in his quietly strained expression. Something tense and nearly angry dwells
there, though it is not directed at her. Another possibility dawns on her.



“You are afraid, but not just that he will hurt me,” she says. “You’re afraid that… I won’t hate
Zenos. Everything would be so much easier if I just hated Zenos as you do.”

He blinks, and the vitriol evaporates and is replaced by shock. “I don’t ha--” Varis closes his
mouth and looks away. “Aye, I suppose you have the right of it.”

She thinks of his past misgivings. “And, you’re worried that since he is closer in age to me
than you are, I will... come to prefer him over you.”

Varis’ silent frown tells her more than his words can. The Warrior sighs.

“I have no intent of looking at your son like that, Varis. I just need to find out what is going
on in Gyr Abania, and Zenos is the most qualified to speak on the situation, considering that
he is in charge of whatever led to the eikon being captured.”

He remains silent. The Warrior looks away, holding in another sigh as she moves to refill her
teacup. As she did several times while flying back to Garlemald, she thinks of the eikon. It is
a problem that must be dealt with, and swiftly. The forces in Gyr Abania having put the eikon
into containment is a boon, if only temporarily, because it buys her a bit of time to figure out
what to do about the enormous problem. When the eikon breaks loose, people will die.
Garlean or Eorzean, it will not matter. There will be a slaughter. She has to prevent this. She
could not prevent the thing’s summoning or Papalymo’s death, but she can stop the situation
from getting worse. She has to.

The Warrior reaches the same conclusion she did while sitting on the transport: she is going
to have to fight the eikon and destroy it. The task might get her killed, but she is the Warrior
of Light and the only one truly capable of facing the eikon. Sending in members of the
Resistance or Garlean troops is just throwing bodies onto a pyre, and she cannot permit this
to happen. Of course, this raises the issue of going to Gyr Abania to fight the eikon.

Varis has kept his word--Doma is free. She knows she must keep her own part of the deal, but
doing so might lead to disaster.

“I am sorry,” Varis says. “I did not mean to upset you.”

She blinks, looking down at the empty cup and the teapot in her hands. “I’m not angry with
you, Varis. I was just thinking about the eikon.”

“Oh.”

The teapot rattles softly as she returns it unused to the tray. She leans back into the cushions
and closes her eyes. After a few minutes of silence, she feels the press of Varis’ hand on her
shoulder.

She says: “I need to speak with Zenos directly.”

“No.”

The Warrior looks at him. “Contact your forces in Gyr Abania and tell them that I need to
speak with Zenos. Tomorrow, if possible. The sooner the better. Have him come here.”



“What? You cannot order me to do such a thing,” Varis says with a renewed frown.

“Do it.”

He gives an irritated bark of her name. “Why must you persist in this folly?”

“Because, as you would eagerly point out, over a communications link he might lie or
attempt to mislead us. If he is aught like his sire, it will be easier to tell in person if he is
lying.”

The Emperor’s eyes widen, and for a moment she cannot tell if he is embarrassed or insulted.
His expression settles into a close-eyed grimace, and he leans back into his armchair.

“You are lucky that I love you, my dear.”

“On the contrary. It would be much easier to get you to call your son here if you misliked
me.”

He sighs.

“Trust me, Varis. Please.”

His eyes open enough to focus on her. “I do. I do. This has nothing to do with my feelings
toward you.” The corners of his lips pinch. “And, you know that.”

“I just need you to… keep trusting me. To know that I am not doing anything with the intent
of getting myself hurt.” She chooses not to worry him further with her thoughts on facing the
eikon. One step at a time, she thinks. First Zenos must be dealt with, and then the eikon.

Varis sets down his coffee cup. “I would trust you with a blade to my throat.” With a heavy
exhale the Emperor pushes to his feet. He makes a halfhearted attempt to adjust the collar of
his shirt--concealing a few small marks left by the Warrior--and smooths his hands over his
hair. The Warrior tilts her head back to watch him.

“What are you doing?”

“Going to the communications center to put in an order,” he says. “‘Tis late, but the sun will
still be shining in Ala Mhigo. The boy will make it here by midday tomorrow, if he knows
what is good for him.”

She offers him a conciliatory smile. “And, if he doesn’t know what’s good for him?”

Varis snorts softly. “He will still show.”

 

The Warrior looks through her pack while Varis is gone. More than half a bell passes before
the Emperor returns to his quarters--nearly long enough that she would have started to worry
had he been speaking with his son in person. Varis is pinching his nose again when he enters
his bedroom.



Seated on the edge of the big bed, the Warrior swings her legs and smiles at his arrival. She
looks down at his bare feet and chuckles.

“Did you walk all the way to the other end of the palace barefoot?”

He grumps: “I am the emperor. I can walk barefoot through my palace if I wish to.”

“Of course, of course.” She grins. “I suppose Your Radiance could walk nude through the
halls, and no one would be able to say anything in protest.”

“I would not make that a practice, and neither do you have permission to try it.” He clears his
throat. “Besides, after a few issues with my grandsire in his later years there was a court law
passed that decreed that any member of the palace guard has the right to enforce covering on
the emperor’s person should he be found… lacking of it.”

She arches a brow. “Emperor Solus walked the halls naked?”

“His doctors blamed some mental failing due to his age, but the rest of us harbored doubts as
to whether or not he was doing it just because he could.” Varis huffs. “That man’s mind was
sharp as a sword up to the day he died, even if he could not speak.”

“So, no naked midnight forays through the halls. Duly noted.”

The Emperor’s cheeks pink for a moment. “‘Tis for the best.” He clears his throat. “Anyroad.
I got into contact with Ala Mhigo. Spoke with the legatus. He is still an obstinate brat.
Conceded to the order to come to Garlemald, but said he would arrive tomorrow ‘at his
leisure’.”

“At least he’s obeying?”

“He always obeys, even if he sometimes takes creative liberties with how he does so.” Varis
casts his gaze to the items strewn about on the bedcovers next to her pack. “What’s all this?”

“Oh, um--” The Warrior scrambles to grab one of the small linen wrapped bundles. “Just
some things I bought at the markets in Kugane. Well, that I charged onto the consulate’s
account. A few gifts, that’s all.”

The Emperor’s eyes settle on a gray lump near her hip. He points at it. “You bought a rock at
the markets?”

She laughs and picks up the river rock. “Oh, no, this is from Yanxia. I traded for it with one
of the locals. She was a lovely little fish.” The Warrior holds out the rock, which he gingerly
accepts.

“And what did you trade for this?”

“Um, I cleared her debts with the local Imperials.” She coughs softly. “I may have done it to
spite one of the local officers who got on my nerves.”



“A fishman, you say? I believe I recall mention of such beastmen in one of Zenos’ reports.
The Namazu--he said some of his soldiers attempted to eat one but did not find it agreeable.”

“Y-yes, that would be them.”

“Hm.” The stone is small in the Emperor’s big hands, but he still holds it with care and turns
it over. An appreciative noise rumbles in his throat.

“'Tis very smooth,” he says. “I am impressed. I do not think we could produce something of
such sleekness with machina.” Varis tests its weight with a gentle toss between his fingertips.
“It will make a fine paperweight.”

The Warrior beams up at him. “I thought you might think so.”

Varis sets the rock on the nightstand. “What else do you have?”

“Well, these aren’t all for you…” She hurriedly tucks a few of the items back into her pack.
“I mean, you haven’t really struck me as the sort who needs some kind of touristy trinket
upon their lover’s return.”

He smiles. “Your safe return was more than enough for me, along with the news of a job well
done.”

“All for the glory and betterment of Garlemald,” she says, hoping that it doesn’t come off as
too cheeky. Varis chuckles. “I do have one other gift for you, that I did buy at the markets.
It’s, um, something we can share, if you like.” She moves her pack and pats the covers next
to her. “Here, sit.”

“Should I undress again?” Varis wonders as he seats himself next to her. The Warrior blushes.

“Wh--no, it isn’t that sort of present!” She holds out a silk-wrapped bundle and places it into
his palm. “We haven’t been together long enough to need that sort of thing, I hope.”

“Hm.” Varis opens the package. Inside are two small combs carved from pale green stone.
“Combs?”

The Warrior picks up one. “They’re carved from jade. The color made me think of you--I
mean, I thought you’d like the color.”

“They are lovely.”

She runs a fingertip over the rounded tips of the comb’s wide teeth. “The merchant that I
bought them from said that in their part of the world they like to use them for scalp massages.
It’s supposed to help reduce stress and fatigue and whatnot…”

He runs his thumb over the carved surface of the other comb. “And so of course, when you
heard stressed and tired, you thought of me.”

“Well really I picked them because they were pretty and made me think of you but, yes, that
was a selling point as well.” She leans against his side. A quick glance up shows that he is



smiling.

Varis murmurs her name. “Thank you. They are indeed lovely, and I look forward to trying
them out with you.” He taps the comb in his hand lightly against hers. “I get the feeling I will
need these tomorrow.”

 

The next morning Varis dresses and goes off to a meeting. While he is out, the Warrior takes
a bath. She washes her hair and scrubs herself clean, not wanting the later-arriving prince to
think of her as some dirty savage. She knows subconsciously that her efforts will be in vain.
Zenos will look down at her--both literally and figuratively--regardless of her appearance.
Still, she primps far more than is her normal. When Varis returns at midday, he gives her a
long, thoughtful look before reaching out and gently touching the line of a braid that crowns
the back of her head.

“Your form is getting better,” he says. She smiles up at him.

“Yes, well, I had a very talented teacher to help me.”

Varis chuckles and gestures toward the sitting room. “I passed the domestics on my way here,
so I should expect them to be arriving with lunch any moment.”

True to the Emperor’s word, lunch arrives a short while later. They eat in a silence that is
comfortable, but still slightly off. Varis stares at a spot on the far wall, brow furrowed a touch
more than it normally would be. The Warrior does not question him. She knows that his son’s
pending arrival from Gyr Abania is weighing heavy on his mind, as is her safety during the
visit.

The Warrior has been thinking about all of this as well--she is no fool, she knows that there
were good reasons for Varis wanting to keep her away from his son. She has thought over her
previous encounters with the man--two now, though one was at a distance. He had stood,
aloof, silently watching her as she exited the transport craft and was escorted to where Varis
waited for the awful truth of Regula’s death to be confirmed. She had barely been aware of
him at the time, the prince only registering in her mind in the way a distant hawk might be
noticed from the corner of one’s eye. Looking back, she wondered what he had been thinking
of while watching her. He was a curious hunter, unknowable like that distant hawk.

The second encounter had, of course, been much more up close and personal.

Looking at Varis in profile, the Warrior muses that she doesn’t even really know what the
prince looks like. There are no paintings of him in the palace--those are admittedly scant in
availability of any royal personage aside from Emperor Solus--and he has always been in full
armor when she has seen the man. She knows him only by his massive stature and golden
hair. She looks at the Emperor and tries to imagine him younger and aurum-haired, but her
mind prefers what she sees and refuses to come up with an image. She will have to wait until
her meeting with the prince.

 



The opportunity to find out arrives about a bell after they have finished eating. Varis has
spent the last hour restlessly drinking coffee, while the Warrior sits and dwells on the
questions she needs to ask the prince. Julia knocks on the suite door with the announcement
that Prince Zenos’ vessel has arrived in the docks, and that the prince is already making his
way to the requested meeting room.

Varis insists on accompanying her to the meeting, not that she would have expected any other
action from the man.

He mutters “Let’s get this over with” as they leave their quarters and begin the trek across the
palace. She doesn’t say anything.

They are nearly to the corridor with its stock of meeting rooms when Varis is stopped by one
of the guards bearing some message from the docks. The Warrior continues on, counting the
doors once they appear, and trying to remember in which one Varis said the meeting was to
take place.

There is a man standing outside the designated door. He is very tall, probably only a few ilms
shorter than the Emperor. She feels as though she has seen the dark violet armor and its mess
of a red skirt before, but cannot immediately place it. It takes her a moment to realize who the
big man in the violet armor is. She has not seen him without his helmet on before, but she
recognizes the golden hair that drapes inelegantly over his chest. His face is youthful and
attractive and etched into a bored expression. A quick glance to his hip tells her that he is
thankfully not armed at present, though that likely counts for little. The man is staring at her
with eyes that are like shards of ice instead of Varis’ warm amber.

“The Warrior of Light,” he says at her approach. 

“Zenos yae Galvus,” she observes in turn. Zenos nods his head, gaze never ceasing its
assessment of her.

“You are younger than I had expected,” he says. “What, does my father intend to fatten you
up with my replacement?” A derisive snort escapes the prince’s long nose. “Ridiculous.”

“And you are yet younger than me, I believe.”

His armor rattles with a shrug. “Perhaps.” Zenos’ eyes squint slightly, as though he is
amused. “You have not the look of the monster that the reports claim.” 

“Monsters come in all shapes and sizes.”

“Indeed.” Zenos’ attention finally shifts at the sound of Varis’ footsteps approaching down
the hall. He mutters: “Speaking of.”

“Zenos.” The word is as cracking as a gunshot from the Emperor. “I hope you were not
troubling Lady van Umbrus.”

The prince looks up at his father, unruffled. “We were merely exchanging greetings. This is
the first time we have met face-to-face.”



“He means without our respective helmets on,” the Warrior adds gently. She touches the
Emperor’s arm and tries not to react to the tension in the muscles there. She squeezes softly
at the carbonweave, and in a pacifying tone adds: “Varis? Isn’t it good of Zenos to have come
here at your behest in such a timely fashion?”

The Emperor’s jaw clenches further before releasing. “It is, yes.”

She smiles up at him before looking to the other man. “Thank you, Zenos. I appreciate your
cooperation.”

“Of course,” the prince says blandly. “It is for the good of the empire.” His eyes dart at the
sound of a snort from the Emperor. “However… Before I am willing to speak with you,
Warrior of Light, I have a stipulation.”

She tries to ignore the shifting muscles in Varis’ arm as his hand clenches into a fist. “And,
what is that?”

“Fight me,” says Zenos.

“Absolutely not.” Varis strains against the Warrior’s hand. “How dare you even suggest such
a thing.”

Disdain flickers across the prince’s features as he looks at the Emperor. “This has nothing to
do with you, Father. It is a requirement I ask of Lady van Umbrus, not you.” Zenos’
expression calms as he looks to the Warrior. She swallows.

“You do understand how irregular a demand you are making, Zenos, don’t you?”

“I do.” The prince’s expression is unerringly calm now, but for a spark of excitement in his
eyes. “You wish to speak with me. And I wish to fight you. I believe that to be a fair enough
exchange--your sword for my words.”

The Warrior considers his demand, even as Varis begins to protest. Many have the times been
that Varis has told her that Zenos only understands violence. Perhaps fighting him is indeed a
way to communicate with the prince. It is a dangerous venture, certainly, but the prince is just
a man, not a god given flesh.

“You do not have to listen to his childish--”

“I’ll do it,” she says. “I will fight you, Zenos yae Galvus. And then, we will talk.”



Chapter 37

For once, and possibly for the first time, the Emperor of Garlemald is angry with the Warrior.
She is well aware of this as he keeps pace at her side on the way back to their quarters. He is
silent, jaw clenched, staring straight ahead and paying no heed to the guards as they pass.
Julia and Annia trail their usual distance behind. Varis remains silent the whole way back, a
brewing storm with a red cloak trailing in his wake.

He follows her into the royal suite, down the hall and into the bedroom.

“You cannot do this,” he finally says, his massive frame filling the doorway.

The Warrior stops in front of her armor stand. “Zenos is just a man, Varis. I can handle
fighting a man.”

Varis growls her name and takes a heavy step into the room. “I have tried so very hard to
protect you from him, and now you are just throwing yourself upon his sword! I cannot allow
you to get yourself killed like this.”

“Why?”

He says nothing, jaw clenching again. She starts to remove her top, but the motion is halted
when Varis strides closer and hooks a heavy arm around her middle. She overcomes her
initial instinct to break free and remains still. His breath huffs hotly against the back of her
right ear.

He whispers, each word punctuated and urgent: “Because I need you. How do you keep
forgetting that?”

She rests her hands on his arm, the fingers of her left hand curling into the dark cloth of his
sleeve. “I do not forget it, Varis. I know you need me. And I need you. But I also need you to
let me do my work.”

“I do not have to,” he says into her hair. “I could just lock you up in this room and never let
you leave.”

“Then, do it.”

For a moment: nothing, and then she feels a shudder work through the body pressed to hers.

“Please, please be careful, my love.”

“I will be, Varis.” She strokes her hand lightly over his gauntlet. “I have faced and defeated
far greater threats, and will likely face worse in the future. Zenos isn’t even on fire or in
control of the weather or anything like that.”

“He harbors an eikon’s strength.”



“That remains to be seen.”

Varis is still again, but she feels his hold on her loosen slightly. “Please.”

“I will be careful, my dear Emperor. I always am.” The Warrior tilts her head back slightly.
“Well, not always. I ended up here, after all.”

“Ah.” He grunts out something that is not quite a laugh. “I suppose that is true.” His arm
lowers, and she settles onto her heels.

“I promise you, Varis. I will not let the fight continue with Zenos if I feel I am in over my
head.” She turns to look up at him and smiles. “I’ll have you know, I was very good at
running away from fights when I was younger.”

The Emperor sighs. “I will worry until the battle ends.”

She shakes her head. “I think you will always worry.”

“Would you rather that I did not?” He takes a step back to the door as she resumes
undressing. “Just let you run around getting yourself into trouble as you please?”

The Warrior tosses her top onto the bedcovers. “It is admittedly what I am more used to
doing. An adventurer doesn’t really answer to any authority other than the law, and that still
held in place when I was working with the Scions. I did what they asked me to because I was
in agreement with their causes. Not because I was particularly following anyone’s orders.”

The Emperor crosses his arms. His fingers tuck into his sleeves, and she gets the impression
that he is attempting to fight the urge to touch her. “And, as you are keen to point out, I
cannot order you around like one of my soldiers.”

“That’s right.” She smiles while adjusting her smallclothes. “At best, you can offer a lover’s
passionate entreaty. But, I can deny that as well.”

Varis huffs: “Indeed.” He licks his lips while watching her tug on the carbonweave under
armor. “I still do not like this.”

“You don’t have to watch.” She adjusts her breasts after closing the clasps up to her throat.
He clears his throat.

“I--I meant the fight with Zenos.”

“I know.” The Warrior picks up one of her boots. “Just relax, my dear. This will all be over
before supper.”

He frowns. “I do not know how you can be so calm about this.”

“I am because I have to be.”

The Warrior doesn’t tell him that she is nervous, of course. She doesn’t need to give him any
further reason to stress over the situation. Of course she is a touch apprehensive--Zenos is a



reportedly powerful and dangerous opponent, and she has never seen him in a fight before.
Varis she knows--she has sparred with him enough to be able to mentally extrapolate how he
might move in more serious combat. Despite his towering size, Varis is just another Garlean
soldier under all his armor. He would fight with standard moves, wielding his machina-
enhanced sword and shield, with a bit of magitek flair for added combat effect. She had seen
the extent of magitek’s capabilities while fighting against Gaius van Baelsar years before.
Impressive, but certainly not invincible.

She has heard that Zenos is a terror on the battlefield, and can only wonder what might make
him different from his elders.

Feeling cautious in the face of such uncertainty, the Warrior does something she hasn’t had
thought of or cause to do in months: she retrieves one of the job stones that still call a pouch
in her wardrobe home. 

The edges of the dark red stone prick into her palm, and as her aether mingles with that of the
stone her mind is again flooded with memories. Some are her own, some are not, in the
moment the difference is intangible and inconsequential. --a little girl being hurt by the
clergy--a fight in the snow--Ascians--driving a black blade into the heart of a man who
deserved a worse death--a tall man with an unceasingly gentle smile telling her not to fret,
even as the sky fell on them--Ascians--the knight smiling so peacefully as he died--standing to
protect the little Elezen as the imperial soldiers advanced on them--Ascians--

A heavy hand on her shoulder brings her back to the world of the current moment. The
Warrior lets out an involuntary gasp as she opens her eyes. Varis is staring down at her,
concern knit into his features. He moves his hand to touch her chin and rumbles out her
name.

“Are you alright?”

“I’m fine, it’s just--just an aether thing,” the Warrior says. “I haven’t used one of these in a
few months. It caught me off guard, that’s all.”

“Does that always happen?” His hand slides up and strokes over her hair. “You are
trembling.”

“I--” She swallows and wills calm back into her body. “It’s just a side effect of the crystal. It
retains little bits and pieces of memory, in order to pass on knowledge and skills and the like.
Sometimes memories come with it.” The Warrior looks at the stone for a moment before
tucking it away into her armor. “And sometimes, such as with a stone like that, it sparks some
of my own memories.”

“Through aether,” Varis says. At her nod, he adds: “I will stick to textbook and mentor.”

The Warrior chuckles softly. “Well, facing Zenos, I need all the additional help I can get.”

 



A short while later and the pair are heading down one of the palace corridors that the Warrior
is less familiar with. Julia and Annia trail at a fairly close distance, as though they are
worried Zenos might pop out of a doorway and go on the attack. 

“I cannot believe that he insisted on this venue for your fight,” the Emperor grumbles. He
paces just a step behind the Warrior.

“Well, it should have plenty of room,” she says. “When was the last time you even used it?”

“The main ballroom? Likely not since before my grandsire passed. I’ve had no cause to
throw any parties in the interim.”

“Then it shouldn’t matter if we cause some damage.”

“You are sounding as bad as him!” Varis cries, voice pitching upwards in exasperation. He
clamps his mouth shut as they pass a guard. “Honestly, the boy does not need encouragement
into deviancy.”

“Then just view it as a healthy outlet of his youthful energies.”

The Emperor sighs. “Should you emerge from this unscathed, I will consider your
suggestion.”

She makes a mental note of the ballroom’s location upon their arrival. One of the heavy
double doors is already cracked open, leaving a line of cold light painted on the hallway
floor. The room beyond the doors is just as unwelcoming in appearance--white marble floors
and columns trimmed in gold, black walls of carved wood reaching up to the vaulted ceiling--
also black and gold. The floor to ceiling windows of the ballroom are covered in heavy
crimson drapery--some of them are pulled open to let in the cold blue winter sunlight.

Perhaps they should give the room a proper trashing, the Warrior thinks. The room is sorely
in need of redecorating.

Zenos is standing in the middle of the garish splendor, looking bored. He is yet in his armor
and still without his helmet. He is idly fidgeting his weapon as she approaches. To her
surprise, in his right hand is a gunblade. It looks fairly standard issue, except that the blade is
about half a fulm longer than usual and cast in a ceruleum-blue sheen.

“I left my armaments in my vessel,” the prince says, noting her attention. “So I had a guard
fetch something from my quarters.”

The Warrior nearly asks why the prince would have quarters at the palace, but of course he
would, even if he were stationed elsewhere. She nods. Zenos stares at her for a moment
longer before shifting his gaze to Varis.

“Father, unless you are intending to participate in this bout, I would suggest that you move
out of the way,” the prince says languidly. “Or leave the room entirely.”

The Warrior half thinks she can hear Varis grind his teeth. She turns to look up at him, but it
is Julia who speaks first.



“In the interest of your safety, Your Radiance, we would prefer were you to stand with us
near the entrance.”

Annia adds: “Yes, sir, we must insist.”

The Emperor meets the Warrior’s eye for a moment. He is still plainly concerned and a little
upset, but at her encouraging smile he sighs softly and turns to his guards. “Very will, as you
insist.”

Zenos is motionless before her when she returns her attention to him. Looking up at him,
emotions influenced by her job crystal flicker through her mind--retribution, protection--
before settling back into the darkness.

She asks: “Do you wish to kill me, Zenos?”

The prince stares down at her. “I wish to fight you, Warrior of Light. If that should end in
your death... That is simply a consequence of being a warrior. You know this.”

She considers his words. Despite the hungry look in his eyes and the gunblade gripped in his
right hand, the Warrior does not find the prince to be particularly threatening. He is very tall,
yes, and probably usually gets by with casual menace, but at the moment she does not sense
anything malevolent. Her Echo is silent.

He almost looks happy, she thinks, in a mad sort of way. Like a hunting hound that knows it
is about to be let off the leash.

“Let us not fight to the death, Zenos,” she says. “That is pointless. As this is to be prelude to
a conversation, let us simply fight to the yield.”

He gazes unblinking for a moment, and then nods. “As you wish. But be warned: I have no
intention of yielding to you, Warrior of Light.”

She smiles. “No one ever does.”

The Warrior looks back to where Varis and his guards are standing at the door. The Emperor
has his arms crossed over his chest and his eyes closed, chin tucked down. She sighs and
faces the prince.

“Let’s get this started, then.”

Zenos nods curtly.

The fight starts simply enough--a few lazy yet powerful swings from the prince that are
easily parried. A few of her own strikes in return that are equally rebuffed. Zenos leaps back
several yalms, gunblade held loose at his side. 

A peculiar bubble of red energy--in the moment she cannot tell if it is magic or something
else--erupts across the room, with the prince as its epicenter. The Warrior shields herself at
the last moment and then charges forward. Her attack is parried with no visible effort or



thought, and he shoves her several fulms away. As she steadies herself, she is aware of Zenos
moving his feet to a ready position.

He is waiting for her.

The Warrior looks to his face. His eyes are wide, perhaps a bit too much for sanity. His mouth
is pulled wide, lips too thin, and far too many teeth showing in a contorted approximation of
a delighted grin.

“Entertain me, Warrior of Light!”

She bites back a retort, knowing that she agreed to this, that she brought this upon herself by
insisting that the prince come to Garlemald and speak with her in person. She reminds herself
that with the prince here, he is not in Ala Mhigo planning who knows what kind of
destruction with his recently acquired eikon. The Warrior promised herself that she would
continue to protect the Scions as best she could, even from a distance.

Fight to protect.

She focuses her aether, and it coalesces into black and crimson spikes and tendrils that lash
up from the marble floor. Zenos nimbly dodges each attack, flitting between the spikes with a
light footed grace. Then he is upon her again, and she shields herself to block. The edge of
his blade sparks a bright blue against her aether before he leaps away.

The Warrior charges after him, aether humming along the length of her blade as she swings it
at him. Zenos dodges and counters, but her Echo makes his moves seem rash and
telegraphed. They circuit through several rounds like this, neither quite able to get a blow on
the other. Zenos nimbly bounds several yalms away when she calls her aether to spike again
from the floor.

Fighting Zenos is not like fighting Varis. Despite his best efforts to do otherwise when they
sparred, fighting Varis almost always is like trying to figure out how to counter a battering
ram. Zenos is nimble and shifting in his tactics--she can see his mind working behind his big
blue eyes. His is the cunning of a hawk and the ferocity of a starved hunting hound. His focus
is entirely on her.

It is nearly terrifying.

Nearly.

She finds it a bit difficult to be completely afraid of the man when he looks like he is having
the time of his life. There is something in his enthusiasm that is infectious to her, and she
must admit that it has been ages since she has found anyone willing to really spar with her.
Sparring with Varis was just to keep her from going soft. He doesn’t really keep her on her
toes. But Zenos--

The prince raises his sword, and she immediately shields herself. Zenos flashes a callous
smirk as he swiftly lowers his weapon. A brilliant wave of energy bursts from the gunblade,
racing across the ground. When it strikes her shield, it easily breaks through with enough



force to knock her nearly off her feet. She can hear an alarmed cry from Varis through the
ringing in her ears, but shakes her head and starts to right herself.

Something dark roils in her thoughts, tells her that she should cut the man down, that he
needs to die. Surely he deserves to die for something he has done. The Warrior pushes down
this darkness, and tells herself it is just an effect of her job crystal. 

Zenos raises his sword again, but the Warrior calls for her aether. He is forced to cancel his
attack to move away, but his expression remains bright and focused. Zenos goes from
motionless to crashing forward with scarcely enough time for her Echo to warn her of his
actions. There is a shriek of metal against metal as she blocks his attack with the flat of her
blade. He gnashes his teeth and leans in closer.

“Is this the sum of your hatred, Warrior of Light? Is this all you have to give?”

“What?”

They shove each other and move apart, circling slowly. The Warrior’s right arm tingles from
bracing against his attack, and she gives her weapon a brief shake.

“You are the hero of Eorzea--the champion of the savages. You are the point of the sword
meant to pierce the heart of the Empire.” Zenos fidgets his gunblade for a moment and grins
toothily. “So surely I must be a target of your Light-blessed wrath.”

“No, this isn’t--it’s not like that!” The Warrior shakes her head. Zenos squints down at her
through his thick eyelashes.

“Is it not? I can see the venom in your eyes when you look at me, Warrior of Light.” Zenos
lunges at her again, and she reflexively shields herself. The prince stops just before striking.
“You hate the Empire. It is your duty.” His mouth pulls into another too-wide grin. “You have
come to punish us for our sins!”

She uses her aether to shove him away. “No, that isn’t true at all, that isn’t why I’m here!”

“You lie!” Zenos lifts his weapon, and another burst of red energy explodes from his body. It
breaks against her shielding aether like a wave. The Warrior lunges forward and slams her
armored shoulder into his chest. She briefly reels from the impact, but regains her footing
even as her opponent falls away.

For a moment there is silence--just a faint grunt of surprise from the prince and then the crash
of his armor against the marble floor. The Warrior holds the point of her blade to his throat,
just above the collar of his armor.

She pants. “I do not serve Eorzea. I do not serve Garlemald. I serve this whole damned star.”
She shakes her head. “You would do well to remember that, prince.”

The contorted grin remains frozen on his face. “Then why--”

“Your father. I am here for your father.”



His expression falters, and a familiar furrow appears between his brows. “I do not
understand.”

The Warrior can only smile bitterly down at the man. “No, I don’t suspect that you could.”

She sees the Emperor’s lineage when Zenos frowns. For a moment he does not move, and
then she hears the soft click of metal against stone as he lets the gunblade drop from his hand.

“Finish it, then.” Zenos’ voice is again a low distant rumble of thunder.

“That is up to you, Zenos.” She shakes her head and offers a gentler smile. “This was not to
the death, and I have no need to kill you.”

The prince stares up at her with wide eyes. It seems to take a long time for her words to sink
in. When they do, the mania fades from his face, darkening to disappointment. He tips his
head to the side and closes his eyes. There is a soft scrape of metal as he nudges his gunblade
away with his fingertips.

“I yield.”

The Warrior lifts her weapon and takes a few steps away. “Are you more amenable to
speaking with me now, Zenos?”

He speaks softly, tone resigned. “Aye, as your ladyship wishes.”

“Thank you.” She is aware of Varis’ footsteps approaching even as she holds out a hand. “Do
you need a hand up?”

“He does not need your help,” the Emperor says. Zenos’ eyes open as he flinches at his
father’s words.

“I am not injured.”

“That isn’t what I asked,” she murmurs as she half turns to face the Emperor. She offers him
a wry smile. “I’m sorry we didn’t do more damage, Varis. This place could still use a good
refurb--” Her words are startled into silence as he grabs her arms.

“Are you hurt?”

“A little sore in spots, perhaps, but nothing too--” Again she is silenced, this time as the
Emperor bends to kiss her. Behind her, the Warrior can hear Zenos’ armor clatter as he
returns to his feet. When Varis loosens his grip, she looks to the younger man. He appears
downhearted, she thinks, sad if it were possible.

“Do not look so downcast, Zenos. You fought very well.”

He does not look quite at her. “I am not dissatisfied. Quite the opposite. I have waited a long
time for the coming of one who was worth my while.”

“And what is that supposed to mean?” Varis asks tersely. Zenos doesn’t answer him.



“It is getting too late in the afternoon for a serious conversation,” the Warrior gently
intervenes. “Stay the night in Garlemald and rest. I will speak with you tomorrow, two bells
before mid-day.”

Zenos stares at her, and then inclines his head. “At your word, Lady van Umbrus.”

The prince rattles past them, leaving his gunblade abandoned on the ballroom floor. Varis’
bodyguards move out of his way, and instead turn their attention to the Emperor and the
Warrior as they slowly approach the door.

“That was amazing, my Lady!” gushes Annia.

“You fight just as fiercely as the reports claim,” adds Julia. The sisters nod in agreement.
“We’re certain that His Radiance agrees.”

“Now, girls--” Varis sighs and holds out a hand. His guards snap to attention. “Your
enthusiasm is not necessary.”

“Thank you,” the Warrior says. At a grimace from Varis, she adds: “For keeping an eye on
His Radiance during the battle. It was easier to focus on the task at hand knowing that he was
safe.”

They salute in unison. “We were simply doing our job. No thanks is necessary.”

“All the same.” She removes her gloves and stretches her arms. “I think I’m going to need a
hot soak after that.”

Varis frowns. “I thought you said you were not injured.”

“And I’ve never heard you protest at the prospect of taking a bath with me.”

The Emperor huffs in defeat and follows the Warrior out of the ballroom. 

Julia and Annia are dismissed for the evening upon their return to the royal chambers. Just
inside the door, the Emperor scoops the Warrior off her feet and totes her down to the end of
the hall.

“You don’t think you’re overreacting, just a bit?”

“No,” he says, and gently deposits her on the bedcovers.

The Warrior lays still, watching the big man with interest as he carefully removes each piece
of her armor. He is quite efficient with it, as she has come to expect, but each movement is
tender in its execution. She can tell by the grim set to his features that he is still troubled by
her actions, but he does not appear to have any intent to let his anger out on her.



When she has been extracted from her armored shell, and the red shine of her job crystal has
been discovered and tossed aside, Varis traces his fingers down her arms before grabbing at
the bottom hem of her top.

“Varis, what--” She sputters out a laugh as his fingers tug at the carbonweave. “What are you
doing? You’ve never fret so much over my having injuries when we spar.”

“Yes, but I never intend to injure you while we spar,” Varis says, words barely growling out
of his throat as he carefully runs his fingers down her side. She gasps and squirms as he
passes a ticklish spot.

“Varis!” The Warrior wiggles free of his grasp and pushes at his hands. “Stop! I’m fine!”

The concerned frown remains on his lips. “Are you certain?”

“There are a few spots that will likely be sore later, as blocking against someone who weighs
twice as much as I do is a bit of a strain. But, I promise you that I have no injuries.” She
smiles. “The armor you gave me protected me, just as it should.”

He sighs and reaches for her again. She intercepts his hands with her own, weaving her
fingers between his.

“I just worry. I was just--” He stops and looks away, jaw clenching.

“Terrified. I know.” She squeezes his hands. “My love, do you sincerely believe that your son
would strike me down in front of you?”

“Yes,” Varis says without hesitation. “If not for his own bloodlust, then to spite me.”

“Well, he failed to do so.” She does her best not to wince at a twinge of pain in her shoulder.
“Not for his lack of trying. He hits like a charging aurochs.”

“He will want to fight you again.”

“Perhaps.” The Warrior considers this for a moment, and then shrugs. “If I have to fight him
again, then I will beat him again. Simple as that.”

Varis sighs. “I would say that your confidence is staggering, but I must admit that I have
underestimated your fighting skills. Sparring with you did not give me a full grasp on your
capabilities. You are truly a peerless fighter, and I find myself humbled that you would think
to fight for Garlemald.”

“It is as I said to Zenos. I fight not just for Garlemald or Eorzea. I fight for everyone.”

He draws her left hand in closer and presses a kiss to her knuckles. “Does that make your
duties easier or more difficult?”

“I’m not certain yet, to be honest. Zenos wasn’t wrong, of course. I am still struggling with
some old negative feelings toward the Empire.”



“He sought to use them to his advantage.”

“No, I don't think so.” She smiles softly, thinking back to the melee. “He was just trying to
spur me to fight harder. Not out of malice, he just… wanted a more interesting fight.”

Varis says nothing, but his expression is enough to tell the Warrior that he thinks that she is
still being naïve.

So, carefully, she concedes: “But, you may be right. He may have just been trying to make
me do something stupid.”

“He would have killed you,” Varis murmurs. “If he had not found you worth his time.”

The Warrior tugs him closer by his hands. “Well then, it would seem you and he do actually
have something in common. You both find me worthwhile.”



Chapter 38
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The Warrior wakes with an ache in her shoulder. She carefully wiggles her way out of bed,
mindful not to wake her slumbering partner, and makes her way into the bathing room. She
pulls her nightgown down over the offending shoulder. There are no bruises or other
offending marks present--no swelling, and no feeling of anything out of place when she tests
the area with her fingertips. Just sore, she decides, but still presses a healing spell into the
tender flesh.

“I thought you said he did not hurt you.” Varis’ voice comes from the doorway, and she jolts
slightly in surprise.

“He didn’t injure me,” she says. “But, I should know better than to try that trick on someone
as big as the two of you are.”

Varis hums thoughtfully, blunt fingernails scratching idly at his chest. “You have done that
sort of thing before?”

“Oh, sure, all the time. Well, maybe not all of the time, but it was particularly efficient at
knocking down Elezen heretics in Ishgard.” She fixes the collar of her nightgown. “But,
they’re a lot more slender and lighter than Zenos, and usually less armored. So they would
just fall over like a clothesline in a gale.” The Warrior smiles up at Varis. “It worked,
though.”

He sighs. “It did, yes. I am certain he was not expecting the maneuver from you.” The
Emperor shakes his head. “I only wish I could trust that he will behave himself today.”

“Do you really think he’ll cause trouble?”

“Always,” is his emphatic reply. “That is simply his wont.” Another sigh escapes the
Emperor as he turns away from the door. “I yet wonder if there was anything I could do to
prevent his madness.”

Having only interacted with Zenos a few times, the Warrior isn’t entirely sure that she would
call the prince ‘mad’. A bit touched, perhaps, by a certain nearly desperate enthusiasm for
combat, but she cannot yet tell if that is a sign of insanity in the man. She isn’t sure what she
can call it--loneliness, perhaps, but a kind of thing that had soured far past the simple nature



of a child missing the presence of his parents. Zenos was so very enthusiastic, nearly happy,
while fighting the Warrior, and so plainly dejected when it was over.

She does not know what to make of it. 

“I’m sure he’ll be fine,” she says. “It’s just a few questions. If he isn’t hiding anything, then
he should have no reason to grow wrathful.”

Varis snorts softly. “He does not get mad. He just cuts out whatever is bothering him and
moves on.” The Emperor grunts softly as he sits on the edge of the mattress. “At least, that is
the impression I get from reading his court reports from Ala Mhigo. So many wasted
soldiers, just because his preferred method of discipline is death.”

“I wonder where he learned that from,” she murmurs.

“Likely an idea my grandsire put into his head.” He scowls, though the look lessens in
intensity as the Warrior perches on his left thigh. His arm immediately coils loosely around
her middle. “He was full of all kinds of toxic words. Goodness knows he poured enough of
them into my ears. I suppose I--” He stops and grimaces. “In often being away on duty, I
failed to protect my son from my grandsire’s influence.”

She strokes her fingers through one of his long soft forelocks. “It is possible he still would
have been influenced, even if you were here at the palace more often.”

Varis leans into her touch. “Aye. I was powerless against the old man…” He trails off and
shakes his head. “Let us cease with these unpleasantries before breakfast arrives.”

“A prudent idea.”

 

The Emperor does not attend to any business after breakfast. Instead he retreats into the study
and retrieves an old worn leather journal from the depths of his desk. The Warrior sits on the
couch, watching him flip through the yellowed pages of the book and wondering at the
pinched expression on her beloved’s face.

Finally, she asks: “What is that you’re looking at?”

“A logbook,” Varis rumbles. “From Zenos’ nursemaid. She mostly just made sure he was
eating, attending his lessons, and so on…” His fingers pause on a page. “She would leave
reports if anything relevant to a father’s interest happened while I was out in the field. A
good woman, reliable, but my grandsire loathed her. She quit a bit before Zenos’ fifteenth
nameday.”

The Warrior recalls what minimal details Varis has shared with her about Zenos’ history of
violence. He had only been fourteen when he had made his first kill--one of his tutors. She
does not ask why the nursemaid quit. It stands to reason she grew fearful of her charge.

Instead, she asks: “Why look at that now?”



“I--” He hesitates. He flips to the next page, and his thumb presses down on the paper. “I
never knew what to say to Zenos. He was just this tiny, scrawny little thing. His eyes were so
full of questions. But, I never knew what to say to him, how to answer him. So, I just…”

“Stopped trying?”

Varis nods. “I remember coming back from deployment, and his nursemaid would leave this
logbook on my desk to review.” His thumb moves to the end of an entry, where a small dark
green checkmark is visible. “I never really even talked to the woman to her face.”

“You were a busy man.”

“I was, but--” He stops again and squeezes his eyes shut. He offers no resistance when the
Warrior gently tugs the book from his hands. She considers the entry he stopped at, reading
aloud from the neatly printed handwriting.

“‘Eighth moon, twenty-second day. Zenos had another checkup today. He has grown a half-
ilm since his exam in the summer. His Radiance expressed displeasure at the boy’s ‘small’
stature, though he is nearly six-fulms now. Zenos is completing all the coursework assigned
by his tutors, but remains listless in his attentions. He stated that he would prefer it if he
could ‘go to war with Father’, rather than stay here at the palace. Turned taciturn when
informed that he was still too young to enlist.’” The Warrior considers the words. “There
doesn’t seem anything too alarming in that.”

“Of course not. He was a normal child.”

She closes the logbook and sets it in front of the Emperor’s hand. “I suppose it is difficult to
maintain a sense of normalcy if you’re growing up in a big dark palace.”

He grunts. “I cannot help but wonder if I made Zenos into a monster, or if it was something
beyond my control.” Varis looks down at the book. “She did not note Zenos’ first act of
violence. I was… I was here at the palace when it occurred.” He swallows. “I half feel like I
set the whole thing up, because I personally arranged the tutor for him.”

The Warrior shakes her head. “Garlemald is a nation of warriors. It would be logical to want
your son to be properly trained in combat, as you likely also were as a child.”

“And, our children?”

She smiles. “I don’t think there’s anything wrong with them someday learning how to
properly use a sword. Learning how to fight doesn’t make someone a bad person.” She
strokes her hand over his forehead. “You and I are proof of that.”

The Emperor lets out a shaking breath and presses into her touch. “I want to believe you, my
dear.”

She presses her lips to the warm skin just above his third eye. “I told you, my dear emperor. I
will teach you to understand. It just takes time. You were not driven to such melancholy
overnight, and neither can you be relieved from it so rapidly.”



“And Zenos?”

“Mm, Zenos is up to Zenos. You want to change, to grow, but you cannot force such things
onto your son. He is a man grown now. You had your chance to shape him.”

“A bitter tonic to swallow.”

“I know. You can, at the least, try to set a good example for him, even from a distance.”

Varis frowns. “I thought that was what I was doing, when he was a boy.”

The Warrior moves behind the desk chair and slides her fingers through his long hair. “Yes,
well… children don’t quite understand such concepts. They do better with more hands-on
learning. I know you likely didn’t mean him any harm, but he was too young to understand.”

He sighs, but says nothing more. She does not press him, instead passing the next few
minutes combing her fingers through his hair. The Warrior finds the motion calming, and her
partner seems to as well, and the pinched expression on the Emperor’s face slowly relaxes.

After a few minutes, he says: “I want to be present during your talk with Zenos.”

“Why?” She has been expecting this, but still asks.

“To guard you.”

The Warrior manages not to scoff at his words, as she knows they come from a place of love
and concern and a protective instinct. “Don’t you have guards for that?”

“Zenos will not… misbehave, if I am present.”

“You can’t just keep treating him like a child, Varis.” She twists a length of pale hair between
her fingers. “Though I know at some level he is still a boy in your eyes, he is an adult. You
have put him in charge of an entire legion and governance of two territories. Well, one now.”
She shrugs. “Some would say that shows at least a moderate level of trust.”

“His prowess as a soldier has never been called into question.” His chin dips toward his
chest. “Fine. You make your point. I would still feel safer if I were present during the
meeting.”

“I cannot stop you from attending,” the Warrior says. She thinks of how swift Varis is to
bristle around his son. “But, if you get in the way, I will have to ask you to leave the room.”

The Emperor grunts. “I am certain of my own ability to behave.”

The Warrior does not voice her doubts.

 

Before the agreed upon time, the Warrior freshens herself up and dresses. No armor this time-
-she does not want to give the prince the wrong impression about the nature of their meeting.



She puts on one of her dresses--a simple dark green gown that Varis had previously deemed
‘court appropriate’--and works her hair into a braid. The Emperor dresses in his armor. She
isn’t particularly surprised by this, as she expects the prince to arrive at their meeting in
similar attire. In truth, the Warrior suspects that she could count the number of times she has
seen her lover not in his armor while outside his quarters on one hand. 

“Prince Zenos has already reported at the meeting room,” Julia announces from her place
pacing behind them down the hall.

“Thank you. Tell Annia to wait outside until we arrive.”

The Warrior remembers the corridor they turn down, and the strange shadow that once
pursued her there. She glances down the hall, but the blue lights are gleaming as they should
be. Annia is standing at attention in front of one of the doors. The guard salutes crisply at
their approach.

“Your Radiance.”

“Aught to report?”

Annia slowly shakes her head. “Prince Zenos is unattended and unarmed.”

“Did he give you any trouble?”

“No, sir. The prince did not speak to me upon his arrival. Simply entered the meeting room.”

Varis mulls over this for a moment before nodding. “Very well. I want the two of you to
remain out in the hall.”

“Is that wise, sir?”

He glances at Julia. “My methods do not need questioning.”

“Apologies, sir.”

“Besides, I have one of the few who can best the boy in a fight on my side. I will be fine.” He
smiles down at the Warrior. She nods at the guards.

“We will be fine. Thank you, Julia, Annia.”

“My Lady.” The guards both salute.

Beyond the door is one of the standard, darkly dressed meeting rooms. Its space is dominated
by a long black table and matching chairs. Zenos is indeed present, seated at the first seat on
the far side of the table. He is facing the door, but his eyes are closed when the Warrior steps
into the room. His heavy eyelashes flutter open at the soft rattle of the Emperor’s armor. His
gaze does not settle on Varis before darting to the Warrior.

“Ah, Lady van Umbrus. So good of you to be on time.”



“You as well.”

She and the Emperor sit on the opposite side of the table, their backs to the door. The Warrior
feels calm as she sits facing the prince. Zenos leans on his elbow and stares at her, eyes
lidded as though he might fall asleep at any moment. She glances at Varis--the Emperor sits
with his arms crossed over his chest, motionless, stare piercing the skin just below the other
man’s third eye. Despite his stillness, she suspects he has his arms crossed not for
intimidation, but to keep from fidgeting his hands.

“Thank you for speaking with me, Zenos,” she says. 

“Of course. You earned a few minutes of my time.” He drawls his words slowly, his stare
never breaking. She is nearly inclined to think he is trying to intimidate her--and perhaps he
is, it is nearly working--but she notices a crack in his façade that makes her believe
otherwise. He has positioned himself, as he leans on his elbow, at a very slight angle facing
her. It is just enough that he never has to look directly at his father.

She hears a faint growl from Varis: “Sit up when you’re attending to business. You are a
legatus, not some fresh recruit.”

The prince growls back: “I agreed to speak with Lady van Umbrus, not with you, Your
Radiance.” His pale blue eyes do not shift their focus.

“Mind your--” Varis’ angry retort cuts short as the Warrior presses her hand to the back of his
gauntlet. He looks at her hand. “What?”

“We discussed this, Varis.”

The Emperor does not hide a grimace. “I am not going to leave you alone with him.”

“This is a simple set of questions that is going to take forever if you keep interrupting just to
scold him,” she murmurs. There is a brief flare of pink on the peaks of his cheekbones.

“I did not--” He stops and wets his lips. “It is my prerogative, in the interest of information
and your safety.”

“I’m perfectly safe,” she says. “And I will tell you everything that you need to know
afterwards.”

Varis frowns.

The Warrior looks to Zenos, who is still carefully focused on her. “I will not attack Zenos,
and Zenos in turn will not attack me. This is not a battlefield or a training room. Is that
agreed, Zenos?”

“Yes,” he says.

The frown remains, but the Emperor shifts his weight and rises from the chair. Looking up at
him, she sees the plea in his eyes. She smiles at him.



“Thank you, Varis.”

He chokes out: “Of course. I will be in the hall.”

Neither warrior or prince move until the door has closed behind the retreating form of the
Emperor. The Warrior sighs at the click of the door, looking at the vacated seat for a moment
before shifting her attention to Zenos. The prince has not moved, but his eyes are closed now.

“Is that better?”

Eventually, he murmurs: “It is. That man’s presence is suffocating.”

“I rather enjoy it, myself,” the Warrior says. She smiles. “But, I’m not here to talk about Varis
right now. I want to ask you about what is happening in Ala Mhigo. Okay?”

“If His Radiance believes you should be privy to such information, then I will share it.”

“Thank you. I recently was informed by my colleagues in Ala Mhigo that your forces
stationed in Gyr Abania have come into possession of an eikon, dubbed ‘Shinryu’ by the
locals.”

“We are in possession of the beast, yes. For now.” His eyes crack open, and she sees the
excited glimmer present in his pupils. “A tremendous wyrm full of naught but violence and
destruction. It is of no surprise that a disciple of Rhalgr summoned such a thing.”

“So, you know of its summoning?”

“I am informed, yes.” His eyes close again. “I was not present at Castrum Oriens during the
events of the failed incursion.”

“Failed? The Alliance is in control of Baelsar’s Wall.”

“The Wall is meaningless,” Zenos says. “Just a symbol for men to rally behind. You know
this. No significant advances into Gyr Abania have been made since the attack on the Wall.
The rebels make forays into the woods, pick off scouts, but do nothing of interest or
consequence.”

“You still led an unprovoked attack on Rhalgr’s Reach.”

“‘Twas not unprovoked, Warrior. The Ala Mhigan resistance group has been attacking and
killing Imperial patrol groups for several months, independent of the assault on the Wall.
That is a declaration of aggression, if not war, and so we were only answering in kind.”

She cannot argue with his logic, and chooses to just frown in disapproval. 

Zenos’ lips pull into something just short of a smirk. “But yes, I did lead the assault. A rather
depressing expenditure. Lost a handful of soldiers, but otherwise there was no sport to be
found.” He opens his eyes and looks directly at the Warrior. “You should have been there.
Then it would have at least been worth my time.”



“Your father does not want me to go to Gyr Abania, because you are stationed there. He’s
taken pains to keep us from meeting. He thinks you will kill me, given the chance.”

“He is a paranoid fool.”

“You did move to attack me as soon as we met.”

His shoulder jerks in a shrug. “You were being disrespectful. I cannot abide that.”

The Warrior sighs. “Anyhow. The eikon.”

“Yes, the eikon. We observed its cocoon for the weeks since it was summoned. Monitored its
energy levels from as safe a distance as could be mustered. Then, a few days ago, the energy
levels spiked, and the eikon burst forth from its cocoon.” He looks at the surface of the table.
“We were not prepared for it--that is, we had no contingencies in place for the eikon’s
appearance. Approaches to the cocoon had led to immediate destructive force of our units, so
our only plan was to attempt to annihilate the creature as soon as it appeared.”

“So, what happened? How did you come to capture the eikon instead?”

“By strange coincidence, when the eikon appeared, so too did a machina unit of Allagan
origin, apparently launched from somewhere in Carteneau. The machina and eikon engaged
in combat, but fought to a standstill. Both crashed to points in Gyr Abania. So, I had my
forces claim them.”

“Because they fell into Garlean territory.”

Zenos looks at her. “Exactly.” He snorts softly. “I’m glad that you understand. The rebels
were furious. As though we should apologize for cleaning up their messes.”

“They believe you are going to use Shinryu against them.”

He grunts. “Would that we could.” Zenos rolls his eyes. “Perhaps if my research into the
Echo had proceeded further, I might have been able to devise something to control the beast.”

“The Echo?”

“Indeed. I’ve read the reports about you, Warrior of Light. The eikon-slayer--she who is
immune to eikonic influence and tempering, because of her Echo. It stands to reason that had
you better control over your Echo and a sufficient strength of will that you should be able
control an eikon yourself.”

“I’d never considered that before.”

“Of course you didn’t,” Zenos says. “You’re of the savages. You think only of destroying the
eikons, ignoring that doing so only causes them to be summoned again.”

Her mind cuts past the insult to the rest of his statement. “Playing right into the plans of the
Ascians.”



Zenos’ right brow lifts, and his head cants away slightly from his palm. “I know nothing of
the plans of the Ascians. Just the will of my father, and his grandsire before him.”

“The Ascians want to cause chaos, and trigger further calamities like the one in Carteneau.
The eikons figure into this plan, though I admit my understanding of it is mostly
circumstantial. I remember--” She hesitates, reluctant to talk about what happened long
before she had met Varis. “One of the Ascians, he said it was necessary to revive their god. I
think, um, the summoning of the eikons drains the star somehow, and makes this task easier
for the Ascians. So, they teach men and the beast tribes to summon eikons under the guise of
protecting themselves.”

He stares at her. “Fascinating, but what does that have to do with the eikon we have in our
possession?”

“More of the same, though potentially more destructive than the average eikon. Shinryu was
summoned using the eyes of Nidhogg as a catalyst.” After a thoughtful grunt from the prince,
she continues. “We feared it might be capable of causing another calamity, like Bahamut.”

For a moment Zenos is still and silent, but then he shifts his weight off his elbow and sits up.
His hands rest flat on the tabletop. “We used field generators salvaged from the Allagan
machine--Omega, the diagnostics referred to it as--to contain the eikon and transport it to a
different area for observation.”

“The palace at Ala Mhigo.”

“Indeed. However, this is all temporary, if we cannot develop means to control the beast. At
present, we lack the sufficient energy resources to continue powering the containment device
for more than a few weeks at best. In time, the containment will fail, and the eikon will be
released.”

The Warrior considers his calm tone. “You aren’t worried about that?”

“Worry accomplishes nothing. We are working toward being able to control the eikon, with a
very exacting timetable.”

“That sounds like worrying to me,” she says. He shrugs. The Warrior thinks of her
conversation with the Scions. “Tell me, Zenos. What was your reason for capturing the
eikon? In your own words.”

He barks a laugh. “Are you daft?”

“Humor me, please. My allies have their doubts, and I need to know how to phrase things
with them.”

Zenos scratches at his chin, eyes darting to the doorway. Varis is still standing outside, she
thinks, probably growing more anxious the longer he has to wait. Zenos’ lips twitch into a
frown, before his expression blanks again and he looks at her. “In truth, we captured the
eikon initially as more of an immediate form of damage control. Whenever the beast
recovered its senses from losing its battle with Omega, it would likely go on an unchecked



rampage. We lacked sufficient firepower on hand to hope to bring the eikon down before it
damaged a significant amount of our lands and assets. So, we salvaged parts from Omega and
captured the eikon. It was after we had it contained that my chief scientist suggested trying to
find a way to weaponize it.”

“To use it against Eorzea.”

He nods. “Naturally.”

“If no one can control it, what do you think should be done?”

Zenos is quiet. Then: “I would imagine my father will give the order for us to destroy it.”

“Yes, but what will you want to do?”

He swallows. “The benefits of potentially being able to use it do not outweigh the risks of
attempting to keep it in containment for a protracted period. It may be an eikon, but in mind it
is naught but a wild beast, primed only for violence.”

“I thought you liked violence.”

The prince’s eyes flash. They dart to her throat before flicking away. “There is a time for
violence. I understand that. You understand that. You are like me--you know the beauty and
necessity of combat. But that eikon is naught more than a mindless beast. It hears no faithful
crying out to it, guiding its course. It was summoned in the name of destruction, and that is
all it will seek.”

She arches her brow. “You are well studied on the subject of eikons.”

“As much as a man of Garlemald can be.”

The Warrior laces her fingers together as she considers her options. “And, what will you do if
you find the means to control the eikon?”

Zenos hesitates again. “Use it to conquer Eorzea, I should suppose.”

Realization strikes the Warrior, and she fights to keep her expression neutral. “You don’t
know, do you? That’s why you even bothered coming back to Garlemald. You don’t really
have a plan. You were hoping that Varis would just tell you what to do and take the
responsibility out of your hands.”

The prince grimaces. “No, not at all. Don’t flatter yourself, Warrior of Light.”

“I don’t have to.” She smiles. “It’s okay not to know the answer, Zenos. Sometimes there is
no easy answer.”

“Do not patronize me,” he snaps. “I am not some simpleminded savage that you may talk
down to.”



She waits, watches the man stew for a moment before he regains his composure and returns
to his usual bored expression. “Do you think that attacking Eorzea with Shinryu will be a
worthwhile fight? An interesting addition to your ‘hunt’?”

“Of course not. What joy is there in effortlessly wiping out your enemy? None. It is a waste
of time, of effort, of blood. My soldiers might find passable sport in the Eorzeans, but they
are nothing against the might of a god. Against my might.” He sighs. “I cut them down in
Rhaglr’s Reach, and they fell like wheat in a field. A complete waste.” Zenos looks at her. “I
had been hoping there would be someone there worth my time, but was sorely disappointed.”

“I’m sorry,” she says. Zenos blinks at her. “I mean, you must be disappointed a lot. You are
an amazing fighter, Zenos. I doubt that you run into people worth your time very often.”

His gaze searches her face before he says: “No. I do not. You have been the first in a long
time.”

“Hm.” She watches his eyes track her movement as she leans back in her chair. “Tell me
about the energy readings you have taken on Shinryu. I’m sure you have them memorized.”

“Ah--” Zenos looks away, brows drawing together. “The numbers are meaningless without
understanding their scale. But, to put it into terms you might understand…” He pauses in
thought. “The aetheric energy levels we have recorded on the eikon since it entered
containment are several magnitudes of power greater than those taken by the Fourteenth
when they were observing summonings in Eorzea. They are closer in order to the scant
readings we were able to obtain during the events that occurred in Carteneau.”

“So, calamity-worthy.” She sighs. “Damn Ascians.”

She stares at the table for a few minutes, thinking about her options, until she realizes that the
prince is staring at her again.

“Tell me, Warrior of Light. Had you control of this situation, what would you order done?”

“Well…” She looks across the table. “You will dismiss it as the common reaction of a savage,
but I believe that the eikon needs to be destroyed. It should have never been called into being,
and so it should be… removed from being.”

He grunts softly. “A logical, if not simplistic viewpoint.”

“It needs to be destroyed, for both Garlemald and Eorzea’s sakes.”

Zenos blinks slowly, somehow never breaking his stare. “Tell me. Should I agree to this
course of action, how do you plan on destroying the eikon? You are but one woman, however
gifted. How does one kill a god?”

The Warrior cannot help but smile. “Well, with the smaller variety--Ifrit and the like--you
usually just have to beat the stuffing out of them until they lose cohesion and return to the
aether. There’s a bit of a joke among some of the Scions that if a god needs punching in the



face, I'm their woman. But blades and magic work just as well as fists when applied with
equal force.”

“And for a being like Shinryu?”

She mulls this over. “An eikon like Shinryu is both more and less dangerous to fight because
its summoner is dead. There is no one controlling it, so there is no one to spur it into fiercer
action. But, there is also no one to keep it in check. It will just act on violent instinct.” She
points at the prince. “Like you, some would say.”

“Hmph.” Zenos frowns and closes his eyes for a moment. He resumes his scrutiny of her
when they reopen. “So tell me, Warrior of Light, do you think simple violence would be
sufficient against the eikon?”

“There is an upper limit of how much force I am capable of outputting,” she admits.

“And, what makes you uniquely capable of handling the beast?”

“Well, not uniquely capable, not exactly. The Echo protects me from the tempering influence
of an eikon. There are others out there who have been gifted with the Echo, and in theory any
of them could help to fight an eikon. But, I also have the blessing of the Light, and that gives
me an extra edge against my opponents.”

The corner of his mouth quirks in amusement. “Did your blessing give you an edge against
me, then?”

“No,” she says with a quick shake of her head. “I mean, the Echo certainly helped me out. It
gives me a certain amount of… foresight, to an opponent’s attacks. Makes it easier to know
when to dodge or shield.”

Zenos’ brows draw together, and his gaze flicks away. When a frown is added to the mix, her
Echo briefly flickers to life. In warning, but of what?

The Warrior pauses as she thinks back to their combat. She recalls the strange, precise way in
which the prince dodged and countered her attacks, as though he could sense what she was
about to do before she did it. Strange, and yet familiar to her own experiences. She lowers her
voice. “Zenos, do you have the Echo?”

“Of course not,” he says. “I am a Garlean.”

“I’m not sure the ability to use magic matters in having the Echo,” the Warrior says. “It is a
gift from Hydaelyn, not genetics. Besides, I know a half-Garlean that has the Echo.”

Zenos shakes his head. “You are mistaken. I do not have such a gift. My prowess is my own.”

“Oh.” She leans back in her chair. “I suppose you are right.”

“Of course I am.”



Her thoughts stray back to their fight. “Can I ask you something else? Just between you and
I.” She waves a hand between them. Zenos tilts his head slightly. “I won’t mention the
answer to your father.”

“Ask, then. I will decide if I wish to answer.”

Fair enough, she thinks. “You were almost definitely using aether during our fight. This was a
surprise to me, since you’re a pureblooded Garlean. How did you do it?”

“A good magician never reveals their tricks,” Zenos says wryly. “That is what my great-
grandsire would say, at the least.” For a moment he looks to his hand. “But, I am not too
proud a man to share my techniques with the woman who has surpassed my own skills.”

“You don’t have to feign at flattery, Zenos. I know you still think me a simple savage.”

“Perhaps less than I did yesterday,” he murmurs.

“Will you answer my question, then? Your father needn’t know, as whatever you are doing
doesn’t seem to be causing you ill effects.” She hopes it is nothing she will feel compelled to
tell Varis about.

“Mm.” The prince leans back in his chair and begins to remove the gauntlet from his right
hand. “Many of the weapons I wield are already primed with aether due to being of non-
Garlean make. And, they are readily recharged. I have spent the last decade or so perfecting
the ability to use my will to force the aether in the weapons into action. I have learned
abilities either from old tomes, or from tutors.” He smiles thinly. “Some more willing than
others.”

“That is impressive,” she says. “But, you were just using a gunblade today.”

“One from my quarters,” Zenos says. He holds out his right hand over the table, bare palm
facing upwards. There is a bright pink mark visible there, a bit of discoloration around a
triangular scar. “My personal weaponry from the Empire I have had modified to include an
aetherically charged crystal that I might similarly employ.”

“That’s…” She considers the logistics. “Brilliant, but it must limit you somewhat on how
long of a fight you can sustain.”

“If I was completely reliant on magic, yes. But I am still quite capable with an uncharged
weapon.” He smirks for a moment, but the expression falters back to boredom. “Besides, a
few hard hits from a charged attack are usually enough to deter most combatants. You were
the first person I have faced in combat that has lasted more than a minute or two.” His eyes
spark again. “You did not bore me. I like that.”

The Warrior laughs softly. “I am afraid you would find me boring the rest of the time. I tend
to spend a great deal of my free time lounging in our quarters reading.”

“If you are to one day be the empress of this land, it is wise to try and keep as sharp a mind as
possible.” Zenos’ gaze goes to her left hand for a moment before looking away.



She wants to ask the prince if that prospect bothers him, but can only assume that it does and
chooses not to waste her breath. “Yes, well. On that note, I believe this meeting has gone on
long enough. I should see to the Emperor. He is likely panicking in the corridor.”

Zenos’ lips pull into a thin smile at the notion. “Quite.” His look returns to something more
serious. “Tell me: what do you intend to do with my father?”

The question catches her off guard. “What?”

The prince lifts his chin as he stares down at her, a predatory gleam in his pale eyes. “At first
I thought that you had been dispatched by the ineffectual leaders of the Eorzean Alliance as
an assassin. But... You came to Garlemald in the summer, lingered through the autumn, and
yet remain here in the winter. You have left and returned. A rather long con for an assassin to
play, when it would have been much easier to kill the emperor in Ala Mhigo when you spent
a night alone with him in the palace on the day Lord van Hydrus was slain.”

“You--you’ve been paying attention?”

“Of course I have. You may not be able to find a more piss poor example of a father, but he is
also the emperor and doing a somewhat adequate job thus far into his tenure. As a legatus, it
is in my interest to keep track of how he fares.” Zenos shifts his weight forward. “I see the
ring on your finger, so I know that my father has offered you his neck. And yet you chose the
ring and not his head.”

“I am not an assassin,” the Warrior says.

“Indeed. I am beginning to believe that you have come to Garlemald for some other reason.”
His pale gaze shifts to her left hand, and she curls the fingers of her right hand over the left.
“You came to my father in his despair, and remain long after its passing. But, you have not
taken Regula’s place--you are something else entirely to my father.”

“I--” She wants to tell the prince that it is naught of his business, but Zenos presses on before
she can continue.

“So, I want to know: what is your intent with my father?”

The Warrior swallows back her irritation and embarrassment. “Do you want me to be
honest?”

The prince’s mouth sets in a grim line. “I have no patience for duplicity.”

She looks down to her left hand. “Well, then. My intent with your father is to marry him. And
I will make him happy. Whatever it takes--if I have to save this nation and this whole bloody
star, then so be it. That is my intent with your father, Zenos.”

He is silent for a moment, and then scoffs lowly. “An idyllic dream. I should have expected
no less from the one dubbed the hero of the savages.”

“Say what you like. I will not let anyone stand in my way. Not even you.”



The prince gives a disdainful snort. He starts to push away from the table, but stops. “The
eikon, then?”

The Warrior blinks, drawn back to the original point of their meeting. “I suppose that if
enough Garlean attack ships fired upon the eikon at once, it might cause sufficient damage to
cause it to bleed off enough aether that I might safely get in and finish it off.”

“Sounds dull.”

“Perhaps, but it’s a situation I might get out of alive.”

Zenos fixes her with a doubtful grimace. “You claim to wish to marry my father and make
him happy, but are also suggesting that you go on what may amount to a suicide mission.”

“Does that bother you?”

“I do not care either way. I am simply pointing out the flaws in your logic.”

“I am--” She starts to snap at him but catches herself and stops. “I am aware of the flaws in
my thinking. My comrades are not wont to commend me for being particularly clever. One
does not need their weapon of destruction to be clever. Just obedient.”

“And, does that bother you?” Zenos asks, his sarcasm muted by his flat tone.

“Now and then it does, yes.”

The prince stares at her for a moment, then shrugs and rises to his feet. “Weather reports
indicate that it will not be prudent to cross the Wastes until at least tomorrow. That being the
case, I have one last request of you.”

“What’s that?”

Something sparks in his eyes. “Fight me again.”

The Warrior coughs out a laugh and shakes her head. “Not now. You’ll have to earn another
fight, Zenos.”

“Name your price.”

“I’ll… let you know when I think of it.”

A frown flickers across his features before he shrugs again and turns to the doors. “Very
well.” Zenos glances down at her. “I will be awaiting your answer, Warrior of Light.”

“Wait.”

Zenos does not move, and casts her a slightly suspicious look as the Warrior pushes away
from the table and gets to her feet.

“I should leave first,” she says. “It will just distress Varis if you walk out first.”



The prince considers this, and then scoffs a faint laugh. “Go ahead, Lady van Umbrus. You
do well to humor my father’s inadequacies.”

“There is nothing wrong with supporting someone.”

Zenos’ expression is blank as he gestures to the door. “After you.”

The Warrior smooths her hands over her skirt and nods. “Thank you.”

Varis is already facing the door as it creaks open. He has his back to the guards and is doing
nearly nothing to hide the concern on his face. The Emperor lurches toward her, gathering her
up in his arms and crying out softly in relief.

She murmurs and strokes her fingers over his hair. “Shh, my dear emperor. I’m alright. Just
as I said I would be.”

“Aye, I suppose I should have more faith in you.” The Emperor huffs a soft sigh and presses
his lips to her forehead. “Forgive me?”

“Of course.”

Varis releases her and rights himself. He looks over her shoulder, expression turning somber.
The Warrior turns to find his focus--Zenos is leaving the meeting room. Quietly, with such
care that his armor scarcely rattles with his steps.

Were he not seven and a half fulms tall he might have been more successful in avoiding his
father's attention.

“Zenos.”

The prince stops in mid stride and tenses. He does it in the same fashion as his father--a
stiffening of his neck and shoulders, progressing down to a light clenching of his fingers into
his palms. The Warrior hides a smile as she looks at the Emperor.

“You should stay,” Varis says, words haltingly escaping him. “Come to dinner in the eve.”

She says nothing, but, knowing that the prince has already voiced an intent to linger due to
the weather, glances curiously at Zenos. For a long moment the younger man is silent, but
then he turns his head enough to peer at the Emperor over his shoulder.

“Is that an order, Your Radiance?”

“No.” She catches the minute clench of his jaw.

Zenos looks away. “Perhaps.”

They stand silently together as the prince hurries noisily down the hall. He is nearly out of
sight before the Emperor speaks again.

“He won’t show up,” Varis says. “He never does.”



“Do you want him to?” She does not want to admit her surprise at him making the request.
Perhaps he had to stand out in the hall for too long.

“I asked him to, did I not?” The Emperor shakes his head at his own question. “I do not
know.”

“Oh. Well… Even if he does not join us, it’s been awhile since we’ve dined in the main hall.”

“True.”

The Warrior takes the Emperor’s hand and twines her fingers with his. “Come along. I’ll tell
you what Zenos told me.”

Varis nods, eyes slightly unfocused, as he follows her down the long, dark hall.



Chapter 39

Varis is quiet as they wend their way back to the royal suite. When she looks up at him, the
Warrior finds that he is staring at a point on the floor ahead of them, lost in thought.

“Are you alright? I’m sorry I kept you waiting so long.”

The Emperor grunts faintly, eyelashes fluttering in a blink. He pauses to look at her. “I’m
fine. I just… had time to think, while I was out in the hallway waiting for you.”

“Think?” 

He squeezes her fingers. “Of you. Of your...kindness. Of…” Varis frowns and shakes his
head.

“Are you sure you’re okay?”

“Aye.” He continues walking, and she follows. “I thought of you, and your kindness. And
then I thought of my grandsire. How he treated kindness as a weakness, as something to be
excised from a person or a nation.” Varis gestures at himself with his free hand. “That was the
image I was carved in. I must be strong. I must endure. I must show no weakness.”

“You’re still trying, though,” she says.

“Hm?”

“To be kind.” The Warrior smiles. “You know the difference, at least. And you’re trying. I
know you are. I mean, you asked Zenos to join us at dinner.”

“I asked with the knowledge that he will not join us. He’ll either sit on his ship or in his room
and brood like he always does.”

“Mm. Why did you think of your grandsire?”

“Because…” Varis pauses again and turns his head. When the Warrior looks to follow, she
realizes that he has guided them to the intersection of corridors in front of the enormous
double doors that open into the throne room. “Because I was afraid, afraid for you, and trying
to think of anything to silence that fear.”

“And so you thought of a bigger source of fear than your own son?”

The Emperor gasps softly and continues walking. “Don’t say such things.” He lowers his
voice. “Not where the guards might hear you, at least.”

She frowns. “Varis, Your Radiance, your grandsire is dead. He can’t hear you or hurt you
anymore.”



He murmurs: “That is something I know, but I am still having difficulty convincing myself of
its veracity.”

They stop in front of another set of double doors, heavy things ornately carved into sable-
stained hardwood. Varis reaches for one of the door handles, but hesitates for a moment with
his hand over the polished metal. The door groans with effort when the Emperor pushes it
open. The Warrior’s nose is met with a rush of cold, stale air. She follows Varis.

The room they enter is large, with a vaulted ceiling that reminds her of the throne room. The
far wall is occupied by a series of long windows that collectively stretch from the ceiling to
the tiled floor. The windows are of a curious arrangement--like stained glass panels without
the color. There are no curtains to block the view--a stark open space that overlooks an empty
courtyard and another spired wing of the palace beyond. The daylight, darkened by
thickening cloud cover, casts its weak blue glow on a broad desk of some glossy black stone
and a large leather chair. There are a few other scattered chairs on the other side of the desk,
but otherwise the room is curiously void of decoration. The radiator behind the desk is dark
and inactive, and there are several crates scattered around the floor. Piles of paper litter the
surface of the desk, including a mess of identical pale blue sheets that spill out of a small box.

“This is…” The Warrior scans the room again.

“The Emperor’s office,” says Varis.

“Ah, well, it’s no wonder you don’t like working in here. It’s freezing.” She laughs softly and
waves a bit of her steaming breath away from her face.

The Emperor turns to stare at the desk. “The heating elements have been turned off since the
passing of Emperor Solus. No need to waste resources on a room that is not being used.”

“I suppose so.” She goes over to the desk. Its stony surface is like a slab of ice beneath her
bare fingers. “How long has it been since this room was used?”

“A few days before Emperor Solus’ passing,” Varis says. “His advisors met here to discuss
things. To discuss the wishes of His Radiance, and to wonder who he might name as his
successor.” He gestures at the box and its abundance of pale blue paper. Mindful of the
surface of the desk, the Warrior picks up one of the pieces of paper. Varis turns away, casting
his gaze out the windows. “I was away at the time, busy in the field. Had to come rushing
back when it seemed that his passing would be soon. And yet, he kept us waiting.”

She looks at the paper. There are words scrawled neatly across its surface in Garlean, the ink
heavily applied and yet neat and even in its print.

[You can tell the ambassador where to shove his platitudes. They will provide the weaponry
or we will take it.

They know the rules. They signed the accord.]

She frowns as she scans the paper, full of line after line of vitriol aimed at whatever nation
that Garlemald had been bullying at the time of the Emperor’s death. She idly flicks through



a few sheets until she notices a familiar set of words.

[Do Not Kill Her.

I will know if you disobey me.]

Considering how much trouble she has gone through with the Empire, it seems that this order
had been mostly ignored.

She scans the remainder of the page, and the next, but there is no mention of the Warrior
again until the next page.

[You should take pains to keep your boy away from the Warrior of Light. Nothing good will
come of that.]

“What are you frowning at?”

“Ah--” The Warrior quickly sets down the paper. “I’m sorry. I just started reading these old
scraps, that’s all. I thought I saw my title on one of the papers, but perhaps my Echo is not
quite as good at reading Garlean as I thought…” She pulls her lips into a placating smile.
Varis frowns and picks up a piece of paper. She watches his pale eyes scan the handwriting.

“I see.” He gestures with the paper. “You remember this, don’t you? When we first met.”

She nods. “You were bothered because you didn’t know why he told you that.”

“I still don’t know why,” Varis says. “And, it still bothers me.” He shakes his head. “You said
it yourself: you never met the man, and he never met you. So, why should he care?”

“Perhaps he was just being peculiar.”

The Emperor’s sigh is hot in the frigid room. “Perhaps.”

Cautiously, the Warrior picks up the piece of paper she had returned to the desk. She points at
the line that mentions her. “What does this mean, though? Was he talking about Zenos?”

Varis takes the page and holds it at a certain distance. He squints at the words. “Aye.”
Something pained creeps into his expression. “There was a--” He stops, voice catching in his
throat.

“Varis?” She touches his arm. “You don’t have to talk about him if you don’t want to.”

He swallows. “There was a page after this, but I--I took it and burned it. He said--my
grandsire, he said--said I was a disappointment, that Zenos was another failed project, and
that I should have taken him up on his offer years before.” For a moment he stares miserably
at the paper. “It was a few months after Zenos turned fifteen. My grandsire offered to do
away with Zenos, and arrange a new wife for me so that I might have another attempt at
producing a ‘proper’ heir to the throne.”



The Warrior wonders what kind of man could make such an offer to his own grandson. Varis
squeezes his eyes shut.

“I told him no. I did not want that. Zenos might have become troublesome, but he was still
my son.” His chin droops toward his chest. “Zenos may be a monster now, but he is still my
son.” A sigh shudders its way past his lips. “But, I would be lying were I to pretend that I did
not briefly consider his offer. I knew that Zenos would always be trouble, and His Radiance
was offering me a way out. And it is not as though I never thought about it again, in later
years. But…”

She steps away from the desk and moves to the big windows. “While I will admit that it is an
appalling suggestion that a parent might seek the death of their child, I can… I don’t
condemn you for considering the temptation.”

“You don’t?”

“No.” She shakes her head and looks back at the Emperor. “You chose to let your son live,
even if it might have pained you to do so. Even if others might think it a mistake.”

There is a deep sadness in the Emperor’s eyes when they open to seek hers. “He is still useful
to the empire. That cannot be denied. It is as you said--I trust Zenos well enough with the
duties of a legatus, of a warrior. But, I cannot trust him with the safety of--of--” Varis stops
and huffs a laugh. “The woman who will someday be his noverca.”

She feels a flush on her cheeks. “I hadn’t really thought of myself as his future step-mother
when I spoke with him. I just… talked to him like a regular person.”

The melancholy lingers in Varis' eyes even as his lips pull into a small, crooked smile. “You
might be the only person brave enough to do so.”

“Brave or stupid.” She smiles. “Such is the way of the Warrior of Light.”

“Was he… receptive to speaking with you?”

“You wouldn’t know from looking at him, but the man definitely likes to talk. I would almost
call him enthusiastic.” She chuckles. “He wasn’t too terribly condescending, at least. I’ve had
worse from little rich men in Ul’dah. And dragons.”

Varis snorts softly. “I suppose it is a relief that he can at least mind his manners now and
then.”

The Warrior peers down into the courtyard. It seems barren from above, with a heavy layer of
snow concealing anything that might lie within. Even now it has begun to lightly snow,
adding to the blanket.

“Why did we come in here, Varis?”

“I--” The Emperor starts to speak but stops short. There is a gleam in his golden eyes for a
moment, but then he blinks and shakes his head. “I can’t say for certain. I just… Well, we
were passing by.” He traces a gloved fingertip over the smooth surface of the desk.



“Oh. Well, it’s certainly a dismal enough space. I can’t imagine your predecessor got much
work done in here.”

“Mm. He could more easily be found napping by the fire in his quarters. At least, in his later
years.” Varis looks at the boxes on the desk, and then around the sparse room. “I have an
idea.”

“Hm?” The Warrior rubs at her arms. “Maybe you can share it with me someplace warmer.”

“I want to give you this room,” he says.

“You want--what?”

“I have no desire to use it as an office, and the space is otherwise going unused.” He makes a
sweeping gesture at the sparsely occupied room. “The Empress’ parlor, perhaps. You can do
whatever you like with it--advisor’s office, space for entertaining guests... “ He hums softly
as his idea takes hold in his mind. “And, it is close to the throne room, so I would be able to
easily visit you when you were here.”

“I--” The Warrior swallows, looking up at the vaulted ceiling and the grand windows and the
lonely space that surrounds the big, dark desk. Part of her mind wants to tell him she does not
deserve such an indulgence, but the other part is already wondering where she might be able
to acquire furniture and rugs for the space. “I’m going to need a decorating budget.”

Varis smiles. “Whatever you need.”

There is a soft rapping on the heavy wooden door, and Annia’s head pokes into the room. 

“Yes, Annia?”

“Your Radiance, the kitchens wish to know if you and Lady Lux will be taking your meal in
your quarters or the hall.”

“Ah. I suppose we have lingered that long.” The Emperor clears his throat. “In our quarters.
But, we will be taking dinner in the hall. Have them make accommodations for Prince Zenos,
in case he deigns to join us this evening.”

The guard salutes and disappears back into the hall. The Warrior makes her way to the
Emperor and offers her hand. He takes it, and she tries not to flinch away from the cold that
has transferred to him from the desk.

“Come,” she says. “Let’s go eat, and then I can tell you what I learned from Zenos.”

 

Varis is quiet after the Warrior finishes relaying the major details of her conversation with the
prince. He stares into his coffee mug, expression neutral.

“I had not expected him to be so forthcoming with information,” he says. He lifts the mug to
his lips. “Do you believe he was being truthful?”



The Warrior watches him drink while she considers his question. She wants to believe that
Zenos had been honest with her. Some of the answers to her questions had been less than
flattering on his part, and if he were intending to lie it would have made more sense for him
to stick to a front of bravado rather than being sincere.

“I do, yes.”

He hums in thought. “So, do you think he will be open to destroying the eikon?”

“If you order him to, yes.”

Varis drums his nails on the side of the mug before setting it down. “It would be for the best
to…” He trails off and does not complete the thought.

“Varis?”

“Did he say anything?” he asks, voice soft and rough. “About me? About his father?”

She had done her best to leave out that part of the conversation. “Do you want me to answer
you honestly?”

“Always.”

She wants to believe that Varis can handle the answer, so she says: “He said you were a piss-
poor father, but a passable emperor.”

The Emperor closes his eyes and sighs. “That is honestly better than I would expect from
him.”

“He’s afraid of you.”

“What?” His eyes open with a jerk of his head. “Don’t be ridiculous. The boy has very few
feelings, and I do not think fear is one he is capable of.”

“If not fear, he is at least very uncomfortable around you.” She shifts her weight on her
cushion. “Certainly you must have noticed that?”

His lips pull into a thoughtful line. “It is I who am afraid of him. Not the other way around.
You know that.”

The Warrior looks at her knees. “Perhaps you have both been jumping at shadows.”

“The boy is violent--”

“He raised no hand against me during our talk,” she says. “He tried to intimidate me,
certainly, but that’s pretty standard for men in power.” She tips her chin into her palm.
“Except for Ser Aymeric.”

The Emperor blinks. “Ser Aymeric?”



“You know: the Lord Commander of the Temple Knights in Ishgard,” she says, unable to
suppress a smile at the mention of her friend. “And whatever other lofty positions that he’s let
himself be forced into by now. I haven’t had a chance to speak with him since my return to
Garlemald.”

“Would you want to?” He sounds uncertain. She shrugs.

“I consider him a friend. But, as I said, Ser Aymeric is not a very… intimidating person. He
radiates a peculiar, amenable sort of nobility that I can’t say I’ve found in any other person in
my travels.” Noticing her lover’s subtle pout, she laughs. “Not even you, dear. You’re a very
intimidating person, even when you’re not trying to be.”

“Can’t be helped,” he grumps. “What does Ser Aymeric have to do with Zenos?”

“Nothing, until the Alliance gets fully involved in the fighting in Ala Mhigo.” She reaches
and covers Varis’ warm hand with her own. “You could try being less defensive around
Zenos.”

“I’m not--” He stops and grimaces. “I suppose I am defensive. ‘Tis habit, at this point. I have
simply come to assume that everything Zenos does when he is around me is done to
antagonize me, or belittle me or my station or... ” He shakes his head slowly. “Of course, I
thought the same of my grandsire, though that was usually an accurate assumption.”

She strokes her thumb across his skin. “I need you to do something for me, Varis. I need you
to keep reminding yourself that Zenos is not your grandsire.”

“He reminds me of the old man, sometimes.”

“As much as I am sure you remind Zenos of him sometimes, too.”

The Emperor’s eyes widen, and the corners of his mouth twitch downward. “Do you truly
think it possible?”

“You have taken your grandsire’s mantle and crown. And I’m sure he influenced you and
your behaviors, your mannerisms and the like, more than you might like to realize. I would
be surprised if Zenos does not see him in you.”

For a long moment the Emperor is silent, and she cannot help but wonder if she has upset
him.

Then, he whispers: “I never thought of it that way.” His frown deepens. “My grandsire
wanted nothing more than to make everyone around him miserable. And, I feared him for it.
And Zenos--”

The Emperor presses his palm over his mouth.

The Warrior does not know what to say, and so she remains quiet. She just sits there with her
hand on his, feeling him tremble slightly against her. She offers her support through her
touch, because that is all she feels she can do in the moment. The Warrior of Light does not



know how to help the man she loves as potentially decades of misery flicker through the his
wide, nearly vacant stare.

After a long moment he lets out a faint groan. His eyelids slide shut, and his great form
slumps over until his forehead rests against her hand. She feels the press of his circlet and
third eye into her skin.

Finally, she says: “Varis, I am sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

It takes him a moment to reply. Then: “There is no need to apologize. It needed to be said.
You are the only one who would have ever been brave enough to be honest.”

“It isn’t bravery, my dear. Just me caring.”

His voice remains low. “I do not deserve your love.”

The Warrior moves her free hand to stroke over his hair. She traces her fingers over the line
of a braid. “That isn’t for you to decide.”

His breath shudders, and he whispers: “I don’t know what to do. Tell me what to do.”

“I…” The Warrior shakes her head. “I don’t know quite what you want me to tell you, Varis.
You are the emperor. You know what you are doing.”

“I don’t. I am just doing what my grandsire did before me.”

She continues petting his hair, thinking of how Garlemald was viewed by its enemies. “You
do not have to keep casting your grandsire’s shadow.”

“I am the living embodiment of his foul indoctrinations.”

“Mm. Did you think they were bad when you were growing up?”

“No. I did not know any better.”

“So, why now?”

The Emperor stills. “Because of you.”

“I’m a warrior, a fighter, Varis. Just the same as you.”

His weight shifts back, and he sits up enough to cross his arms along the side of his chair
before resting his chin on the back of a forearm. His pale eyes search her face before the
faintest hint of a smile softens his strained features. “Aye, you are indeed a fierce fighter, my
love. But you have shown me that it is possible to carry a sword and not raise it. That not all
must be done in the name of conquest. That… there is a certain strength in being kind instead
of cruel.”

She traces a fingertip down the furrow between his brows. “And, what would your grandsire
have said of me?”



“That I was naught but a foolish boy. He would have had you executed months ago, like as
not.”

“You likely would have tried to do the same, had you not become smitten with me.”

Varis does not break his gaze. “Perhaps.”

The Warrior trails her finger down the long arc of his nose. “I cannot tell you how to be an
emperor, or how to run your empire. I can only give you an outsider’s view, and advise you
as I have pledged to.”

He tries to focus on her finger but fails. “Fine. That is less pressing in the moment. What am I
to do with my son?”

“Ah. Well.” She taps his nose in thought. “Truth be told, I don’t really have that much
experience in a normal relationship with one’s father. But, um… You could try not snapping
at Zenos when you talk to him.”

He frowns. “Is that all?”

“Of course not. But, it’s a place to start. You can’t just snap your fingers and repair a
collapsed building, just the same as you can’t magically fix what’s messed up between you
and Zenos. That is assuming that you want to fix it.”

“I think I do.” Varis closes his eyes. “It would be nice to not be fearful of his actions. It
would be nice to… to be able to tell him that I am proud of his service to the empire.” His
lashes flutter open, and something lifts slightly in his voice. “Did you know, Zenos is one of
the youngest legati the empire has had? And he earned that position. Despite what my
grandsire might claim, he wasn’t given the position as a nameday gift. I was High Legatus by
that time, and I had to sign the paperwork approving his appointment as legatus of the
Twelfth. And I did it, knowing he was fully qualified.”

She smiles. “You could tell him that.”

“It would--” He grunts softly. “It would be too embarrassing to admit to him. And, he likely
would not believe me. Or mock me for the sentiment.”

“We can see about working up to that. Step one: don’t treat him like he’s stupid. Don’t rise to
any behavior that you might view as intentionally belligerent. In short: don’t snap at him.”

He murmurs: “The first step is a perilous one.”

“Don’t think of him as your son, then. Treat him like a legatus. Give him the same patience
and respect you would give one of them.”

“A legatus would know not to slouch during an important meeting.” She sighs, and he clears
his throat. “But I can... try.”

The Warrior nods. “Did you ever consider why he might be slouching?”



“He is doing it to irritate me.” Varis closes his eyes, brows furrowing again. “My grandsire
used to slouch in private, when no one was around. When he was not being the emperor.
Even when he was the age I am now.”

“Perhaps a slouch can be inherited.”

He snorts faintly. “Perhaps.”

 

In the evening, the palace is eerily quiet as they make their way to the dining hall. A blizzard
is raging outside, snarling against the windows and doors, but the interior of the building
remains nearly serene. The Warrior holds the Emperor’s hand as they traverse the halls,
nodding politely at the evening guard. They walk otherwise alone, as Julia and Annia have
been dismissed for the evening. Varis is fairly casually dressed, wearing a white coat
emblazoned with imperial insignia over his black carbonweave turtleneck and slacks. The
Warrior managed to talk him out of wearing his armor, insisting that if they were going to be
dining alone, she’d rather him be comfortable.

The Emperor, of course, had grumped that he was more comfortable in his armor.

Still, the big man is mostly at ease as he matches the Warrior’s pace. She can feel it in his
hand, in the softness of his grip and the lazy way his thumb traces an arc across her knuckles.

“Have you ever thought about redoing the dining hall? Maybe a less ponderous table.”

“I like eating in my quarters,” the Emperor says. The Warrior laughs.

“Yes, yes, of course.”

“But… One day, possibly. One cannot teach children proper etiquette and table manners
while seated on a sofa.”

She smiles. “Yes, that’s right.”

Varis chuckles. “Though, I am sure you would say there is something to be said for eating
with one's ha--” The Emperor stops in his tracks as they round a corner.

A guard stands next to the doors to the dining hall. And next to the guard, with his arms
crossed over his broad chest, stands Zenos. To the Warrior’s surprise, the crown prince of
Garlemald is not still garbed in his armor. At some point in the day he has changed attire, and
is now dressed in a deep red dress coat that is draped over a black tunic and trousers.

“Zenos.” Varis’ hand clenches tightly around the Warrior’s, and she has to suppress a wince.
“What are you doing here?”

The prince cants his head slightly in the direction of their approach. “You invited me, Father.
Did you not?”

“I--” The Emperor’s mouth works for a moment before he purses his lips and swallows.



The Warrior takes a step forward and smiles politely up at the other man. “I’m so glad you
decided to come out of hiding and join us for dinner, Zenos.” Unwilling to release her hand,
Varis grunts faintly as he steps after her.

Zenos uncrosses his arms, eyes shifting to focus on her. “It would be rude of me to refuse an
invitation from His Radiance.”

“Perhaps, but you could’ve.” She smiles again. “It’s good to see you in less formal attire,
Zenos. I was worried that you were as difficult to convince to wear something other than
armor as your father.”

The prince’s smile is nearly grim. “This is a family meal and not a formal occasion.” His eyes
cut to the Emperor. “Is it not?”

“A family meal,” Varis echoes with a huff. He releases the Warrior’s hand and pushes past
them into the dining hall. “When have we ever had a thing?”

“Not in decades, by my recollection,” says Zenos.

She follows Varis into the hall; Zenos trails behind in her wake. “What a pity. Having supper
with my mother used to be the highlight of my days.”

“You must have had very dull days.” Zenos’ quip earns a soft, amused snort from the
Emperor.

The Warrior laughs and shakes her head. “I’m afraid that being a peasant in Eorzea wasn’t
particularly exciting, no.” She thanks Varis as he holds out her chair and sits. Zenos waits
until his father is seated before taking a seat across the table from the Warrior.

“And, do many bored young peasant girls from Eorzea take up a sword and become a hero of
the realm?” Zenos flicks his hair over his shoulder as he sits.

“If they do, it isn’t with a great frequency. I might be the first in recent times.”

“I should suppose not.” The prince picks up his cloth napkin from the table and unfolds it.

Varis grimaces. “I do not particularly fret over the Warrior’s origins.”

“Well, I find them fascinating.” He shows a few too many teeth when he smiles at his father.
“A pity that you do not think the same.”

“I do--!” The Emperor grits his teeth and gives the Warrior an exasperated ‘I told you so’
look.

“Now now, Zenos,” she says gently. “There’s no need to tease your father.”

“Hm.” His looks calms, and he closes his eyes. “If you insist.”

“Thank you.” She looks at Varis, who is still clenching his teeth, and gives him an
encouraging smile.



“Yes,” Varis says stiffly. “Thank you for joining us tonight.”

Zenos does not reply. In truth, he remains completely still and silent until the servants arrive
with food. Then his eyes crack open enough to stare down at the table. The Warrior tries to
make small talk with Varis, but he is preoccupied and unable to stop casting brief glares at the
younger man. The arrival of the food is a welcome distraction.

They are all served the same dishes, aside from the obvious inclusion of a generous mound of
mashed popotoes on the Emperor’s plate. Varis wordlessly dives into his food. Zenos picks
up a yeasty roll the size of his fist and breaks it open. The Warrior watches, amused, as the
prince shoves a lump of bread into his mouth. He does not touch the contents of his plate,
instead choosing to silently rearrange them with his fork. Recalling Varis’ previous
statements of his son lacking a proper appetite, she mentally shrugs and begins to eat her own
meal.

“So, Zenos,” the Warrior pipes up after a few minutes of silence. “Tell me of Ala Mhigo. I
didn’t see much of it during my first visit.”

For a moment the prince is silent, gaze focused on his plate. He continues to push the food
around with his fork.

Then, not looking up, he says: “It is an arid place. An arid place, full of arid people who
show no appreciation for everything that the empire has given them.”

“And, what has Garlemald given to Ala Mhigo?”

His fork stills in the middle of circling a piece of meat. He quips: “A wall, mostly.” Varis
stops chewing, and the prince quickly continues: “We freed the Ala Mhigans from their mad
king and gave them the stability only the Empire can provide. Not that any of them would
ever think to thank us for it.”

“Should they?”

The prince frowns and looks across the table. “What sort of nonsensical question is that? Of
course they should. But they care not what imperial they see before them, and are only glad
to see us if we are dead. I have been in command over Gyr Abania for scarcely a year, and
from the way those savages yammer among themselves you would think that it was I
personally who conquered them.”

“I see.” She takes a sip of wine and watches as Zenos takes another bite of bread and resumes
rearranging the contents of his plate. The Warrior looks to Varis, who is focusing on his plate
while he eats. The Emperor has already eaten most of his usual pile of popotoes and is quietly
working on a piece of meat. 

Getting an idea, the Warrior beckons for the server. He hurries over from the doorway.

“My Lady?”

“Could you bring some more mashed popotoes?”



“Of course, my Lady!” The server offers a quick half bow before darting off.

“I don’t need more popotoes,” Varis says. The Warrior smiles sweetly at him.

“Of course you don’t, my dear. But, I didn’t get any on my plate when we were served.”

“Ah--” A faint pink colors his cheeks. “Perhaps an oversight on the staff.”

“Perhaps.”

Not long later the servant returns with a bowl of mashed popotoes. It is a sizable bowl--the
kitchen clearly thought His Radiance was requesting seconds--but the Warrior just takes a
small scoop out and adds it to her plate. She nudges the remainder of the bowl toward the
middle of the table and continues her meal. 

A few minutes pass.

There is a faint scrape of stoneware on the table. The Warrior is careful not to look up at the
noise, but she does hear a low grunt of curiosity from the Emperor. With only a slight lift of
her chin she observes as Zenos claims the unfinished bowl and drags it to his plate. He does
not scoop any out, and instead simply grabs a tureen of dark brown gravy and empties the
majority of its contents onto the popotoes.

Then he picks up his fork and begins to eat.

The Warrior glances to Varis. He looks aghast at the desecration of the popotoes, but
maintains his silence.

 

The silence remains until the end of the meal. Feeling rather pleased and amused by her
deductions, the Warrior observes as Zenos consumes the entire sloppy contents of the bowl of
popotoes. There is something quietly charming to his actions, so strangely reminiscent to
those of his father despite a lack of much direct influence. When dessert is served, the prince
takes a cup of tea and a slice of rolanberry tart. Varis takes two slices, which is nearly
concerning to the Warrior, as he is more wont to take three slices of tart.

The prolonged quiet seems to have put the Emperor at ease. She can tell, as he works on his
second piece of dessert, that the big man has begun to relax despite the presence of his son.
Zenos is a bit less tranquil, as while his lazy gaze occasionally crosses the table to look at the
Warrior, the young man is careful never to look directly at his father.

It is a start, she thinks.

When their plates are nearly cleared, the Warrior clears her throat.

“Zenos, there is a matter I wish to speak with you about.” She smiles. “Without fighting.”

“Hm.” He swallows his mouthful. “I suppose I can listen, Lady van Umbrus.”



The Emperor looks between them before settling his questioning gaze on the Warrior.

“It’s about Ala Mhigo.” She meets Varis’ gaze. “We need to--you need to hold, rather, Your
Radiance, a proper council about what we are going to do regarding Shinryu. And I want you
to be present at the meeting, Zenos.”

Varis arches a thin brow. “Have you further thoughts on the matter since we spoke, dear?”

She nods. “I am going to have to fight the eikon.” She looks away from Varis’ frown, across
the table to where Zenos is staring coolly at her. “Zenos, I want to request your help in
fighting the eikon.”

Zenos stares at her. “What makes you think I would agree to fight at your side, Warrior of
Light?”

She smiles thinly at him. “You will never find a greater beast to fight than that eikon. It may
be the greatest hunt Eorzea has to offer.”

“Greater than you?”

“I am no god,” she says. “And, I am not to be hunted.”

“That remains to be seen.” The prince tips his head to the side, eyes nearly closing in
contemplation. He idly taps the tines of his fork on the plate. “I will consider your request.”

“Thank you.” The Warrior reaches with her right hand and presses it to the fingers of Varis’
left hand. They have started to curl into a fist. “We would not fight the eikon alone. That is a
ridiculous suggestion. But, that is also why you would need to convene with your war
council.”

Varis looks at their hands. “Well then. I can hear you out, at the least. What did you have in
mind?”

The Warrior glances at Zenos, who is regarding her now with slightly raised brows. She licks
her lips as she returns her gaze to Varis. “We’re going to need a lot of really big guns.”



Chapter 40

Early the next morning, when the Warrior rouses from a dreamless slumber, she is surprised
to find that her lover is already awake. His free arm is draped along the pillow over his head,
and his pale eyes stare up at the ceiling in the near dark.

“Varis?”

He murmurs her name softly in response.

“Are you alright? Why are you already awake?”

“The wind woke me,” he says. “So, I was waiting to fall asleep again. And thinking.”

She pauses, tilting her head toward the curtained windows. There is only a faint murmur of
wind, as the previous day’s blizzard has already blown itself out. She shifts to regard his
profile. Varis is still staring at the ceiling.

“What are you thinking about, then? Maybe I can put your mind at ease.”

For a long moment he does not move, but then his eyelids droop in a slow blink. “I did not
know that Zenos liked popotoes. How did you know that?”

She smiles. “I didn’t. But, he reminds me of you in some ways. I suppose it was just a lucky
guess.”

Varis’ head tips enough to look at her face. His eyes widen with disbelief, and then the big
man laughs lowly and shakes his head. “You are impossible, my love.”

“And that’s why you love me.”

“It is one of the reasons, certainly.” His head settles back into the pillow, and he quiets. She
eyes the furrow that persists between his brows.

“You’re still thinking about Zenos.”

“I am.” He sighs, and the arm that is coiled around her side tightens. “Tell me, dear. Why did
you suggest that Zenos help you fight the eikon? He could be tempered, and that would be a
greater catastrophe.”

She hums softly and shifts closer to him under the heavy covers, enjoying the warmth of his
skin. “I don’t think he will be.”

“Is strength of will enough to deny an eikon’s call?”

“It might be.” The Warrior tucks her head against his shoulder. She briefly considers telling
Varis the truth about her thoughts regarding Zenos’ abilities. He is already awake and
worrying, she decides. “But, I think that Zenos might have the Echo.”



For several breaths he says nothing. Then, softly, with a peculiar sort of wonder: “Do you
think it possible?”

“From the way he fights, I think it is. He, of course, denied it when I asked him. Said his
strength was his own.”

Varis hums in thought. “Can one receive a blessing from a god they do not believe in?”

“Hydaelyn is the star itself, not a god,” the Warrior says. “And I have met people with the
Echo who have no combat skills, no magic skills, barely anything of note beyond the visions
that the Echo sometimes causes.”

“I don’t have the Echo,” Varis says, nearly petulant. The Warrior huffs a laugh.

“And you are quite well and mighty without it. One does not need the Echo to be great, nor
does it make one great on its own.”

“What will happen if you are wrong, and Zenos falls to the eikon’s will?”

She swallows. “Should that happen, then I will have to take care of Zenos myself. But, I pray
that it will not come to that.”

He exhales a soft sigh and closes his eyes. “Pray on my behalf as well.”

“I will.”

“And, please,” he whispers, “don’t die.”

 

The Emperor spends an unusually long amount of time fussing over his appearance in the
morning. The Warrior watches, somewhat amused, as he brushes his hair out and braids it,
then undoes the braids and makes them up again. She sits in her armor, inspecting a small
scuff on her arm--likely left from her recent clash with Zenos. From where she is seated, she
can see Varis continue to fidget with his circlet.

“Varis, dear, are you alright?”

“Fine, fine,” he mutters.

The Warrior gives up on rubbing out the scuff and stands. “What, are you nervous? What do
you have to be nervous over?”

“I’m not--” He starts to snap at her but stops with a sigh. “I suppose I am a bit anxious about
this meeting. I worry that those in attendance will not be in support of my decision to have
the eikon destroyed.”

“Well, you’re the emperor,” she says. “Your word is law, and all that. Isn’t that right?”



“Yes, but…” He stares at his reflection. “I would prefer that they are in agreement with the
orders being issued.”

She smiles at him and touches his arm. “That’s a lovely wish to have, but you know that it
isn’t always possible.”

The Emperor looks to her gloved hand. “Did you ever… Have to follow through with orders
you disagreed with?”

The Warrior considers everything she has done for the Scions over the past few years. “Not
exactly. I mean, they couldn’t really give me orders, most of the time. It wasn’t a military
situation like with Garlemald.”

“So, you have always agreed with whatever they requested for you to do?”

“Oh, no. Of course not.” She shakes her head. “There were some fights I took part in that….
felt wrong at the time. Still feel wrong now, looking back. But, I still usually did what the
Scions asked of me, because I believed they understood the big picture better than I did. That
what they were asking me to do was the best option available. That by killing one person, I
was helping protect countless others.”

Varis looks away from the mirror to study her face. “I often felt similarly while following
orders given to me by Emperor Solus.” He purses his lips. “It leaves one’s soul feeling
tarnished.”

“It does.” The Warrior rises up on the toes of her boots and presses her lips to his chin. “But,
destroying the eikon is not something that I feel will leave a further stain. It is something that
is necessary to prevent another catastrophe from befalling both Eorzea and Garlemald.”

He kisses the tip of her nose before stepping away from the counter. “You are right, of course.
Though, I do worry about your safety in fighting the beast.”

“That’s why I am just one part of the plan.”

 

There are a few officers already present when the Emperor arrives at the meeting. They all
hurriedly move aside and salute at his arrival, but Varis just nods silently at them and makes
his way down to the far end of the meeting table. Julia and Annia take their usual posts
nearby, and the Warrior stands to the Emperor’s left.

“Zenos never gave me an answer to my request,” she says, noting the prince’s absence.

“Will the plan be affected if he refuses?” the Emperor murmurs. The Warrior considers and
shakes her head.

“The whole venture will be difficult regardless if I face the eikon alone or with assistance.”
She looks at the glove covering her right hand. “I might have to seek the assistance of
combatants with the Echo from Eorzea. If I can find any of them.” She thinks of the old
Company of Heroes, and wonders if any of them had the Echo, or if they had been able to



defeat Titan and Leviathan without tempering through sheer brute force and dumb luck.
Considering the troubles the group caused her, she is somewhat inclined to believe it is the
latter.

“We can hope that he will be in agreement, then.” Varis sighs softly, but masks his expression
as more officers begin to file into the room. The screens above the table flicker to life and
display two legati in full armor. 

“A remote feed,” Varis murmurs when he notices the Warrior cast a curious look up at the
screens. She is admittedly a bit perplexed by them, as the images they display are not static,
instead moving now and then. She has long thought linkpearls to be a marvel of technology,
so the machina behind moving pictures on a screen is nearly intimidating.

“Ninth reporting in,” says the image on the left.

“The Sixth is reporting as well,” says the image on the right, saluting with practiced
precision. The Warrior is surprised to hear a woman’s voice from the image. She has been
under the impression that the current legati were all male. Thinking, she recalls that the Sixth
was the legion led by Regula van Hydrus.

“Thank you all for attending. We will begin shortly.” Varis stares down at a piece of paper,
then removes his reading glasses and places them on the table. 

The meeting room has become fairly crowded, with legati and officers lining the table and
bunching up against the walls. When the doors open again, there is something of a stir among
the collection of officers. Zenos strides into the room, waiting for a moment as the gathered
men quickly scoot out of his way. His armor rattles purposefully as he makes his way down
the right side of the table. He stops at the end and salutes his father. The Warrior nods at him,
trying not to focus on the strangely ghastly appearance of the faceplate on the prince’s helm.

The two legati that had been positioned near the end of the table shuffle away from Zenos.
They move nearly to the opposite end of the long table, displacing the officers who had been
politely standing there.

The Warrior manages to withhold a laugh at their coordinated, awkward movement. Across
the table, Zenos stands at ease, indifferent to the rest of the room. His arms hang at his sides,
fingers loose, as though the man has utterly no use for his limbs when he is not fighting. He
seems to look at the Warrior for a moment--it is difficult to tell with the helmet on-- before
shifting his weight to quarter turn and face the Emperor.

The Warrior notices, once the war council is assembled in the dark meeting room, that the
Emperor is the only person present with their face showing. Prince Zenos is quietly
intimidating in his full armor and helm, and even she is wearing her helmet. The Emperor’s
face may as well be a mask, she thinks, as he keeps a carefully reserved expression while he
watches the officers gather. There are a few more present then at the previous meeting she
attended, notably the addition of two more legati at the table and the two on screen.

Finally, when the room has quieted, the Emperor clears his throat.



“Thank you all for attending this council as requested.” He gives a somber nod. “I will keep
this to the point as possible, as I know all of our time is valuable to the empire.” He taps a
finger on the surface of the table. “Now, as you may recall from our last meeting on the
subject, several weeks ago the Ala Mhigan resistance led an assault on our holdings at
Baelsar’s Wall, which ended in the summoning of an eikon. In the time thence, the forces of
the Twelfth have managed to subdue the eikon and put it into containment.”

There is a perceptible shift of helmed heads in the direction of Zenos. The prince just nods.

“However, Prince Zenos has advised caution regarding the eikon. Its containment is, at best, a
temporary measure to prevent the eikon from causing damage to our holdings in Gyr Abania
and surrounding areas.” The Emperor gestures at Zenos.

“Indeed. At present, we have no means of properly controlling the eikon. Its power levels are
far superior to those of the eikons commonly summoned by the beastmen and savages of
Eorzea. There are sincere concerns that the eikon will be a threat to Garlean territories should
it be allowed to rampage unchecked.” Zenos pauses for what the Warrior can only assume is
dramatic effect. “Thusly, in his eminent wisdom, Emperor Varis has decreed that it is in the
best interests of Garlemald for the eikon to be destroyed, as swiftly as possible.” The prince
looks at his father, and the other officers follow suit. Varis does not break his stern
expression.

“Indeed. While it would be a wondrous thing to have such power at our disposal, that simply
is not the case in this matter. We cannot risk having the events that occurred in Carteneau
repeated on Garlean soil. As such, we have created a strategy to deal with the eikon as
efficiently as possible.”

One of the legati lifts a finger, and speaks when Varis nods at them. “Your Radiance, would it
not be a better use of the eikon’s destructive power to unleash it upon Eorzea?”

Zenos growls: “Were you not listening?”

Varis waits for quiet to return to the room, carefully not shifting his gaze to his son. “Perhaps,
had we the sufficient time and resources available to properly control the beast, but we are
woefully short on both.” He looks down at the map that is spread across the table. “Besides,
we have already unleashed a greater calamity upon Eorzea, and made no headway into their
lands for the trouble. Emperor Solus saw conquering the lands for the folly that it is. We must
needs find another way to stop the eikons that continue to be summoned, but force is clearly
not the best route.”

“Do you mean to permanently call off the Eorzean campaign, Your Radiance?” The voice of
another officer pipes up from the group.

“I have not yet made that decision. My present focus is dealing with the eikon.” The Emperor
casts a steely look across the room, the gaze last settling on the inscrutable faceplate of the
prince’s helm. “Let it be known, though, that I have no intention of handing the lands of Gyr
Abania back over to the Ala Mhigans. In the immediate course, we have to clean up yet
another mess that they have made.”



Some of the gathered officers nod in agreement.

One of the legati speaks up: “Tell us, then, Your Radiance, of the plan to fell this menace to
our lands.”

For a moment the Emperor stares down at the papers in front of him. Then his lips pull into a
thin smile, and he casts his stern gaze into the room. “I am going to throw two of the
strongest weapons we have at it, with a bit of proper firepower for backup. That is, assuming
all parties are in agreement.”

There is a palpable air of confusion from the men.

“Lord yae Galvus and Lady van Umbrus,” Varis says.

“The Warrior of Light and your son?” The legatus from the Ninth does not refrain from
voicing the room’s doubt. “Is that wise?”

“Can you think of anyone better?” The Emperor frowns. “I doubt you can. You should not be
so quick to doubt my choices when you personally are not willing to put yourself on the line
for the empire.”

The legatus sputters in protest. “Y-Your Radiance, I am no craven!”

“Indeed. You would not be in your position were there any doubt of your bravery or loyalty.”
Varis casts a cold look at the screen before looking at the others gathered. “I understand your
concerns. However, the Warrior of Light is a legendary slayer of eikons. There is no one
better to take on such an eikon of such legendary power. And, there is no one better to bolster
her strength than Lord yae Galvus.”

“Not yourself, my lord?”

For a moment his lips quirk into a wry smile. “She did not ask me to fight alongside her. She
requested the assistance of my son.” He looks in the Warrior’s direction, and she politely
nods in silent agreement.

“It is for the honor and glory of Garlemald that I will stand and fight at the side of Lady van
Umbrus,” rumbles the prince. “And in service as the lord of Gyr Abania.”

The Warrior smiles in relief behind her faceplate.

“That simply leaves the matter of additional firepower,” says the Emperor. “In short, our plan
is to unleash a barrage from a multitude of our battleships, with the goal of subduing the
eikon for long enough for the Lord and Lady to dispatch it.”

“A simple enough plan. What if it fails?”

“Then, we are all better off dead,” he drawls. “The Twelfth will be in attendance, and I will
be joining with a cohort from the First. But, I need another Legion to pledge its battleships
and men to the cause, with knowledge that the eikon may retaliate and lead to casualties.”



The room is silent. The Warrior looks out at the men present. The officers are all looking
away, as this is not a call any of them can make. The legati are all still as statues, staring
straight ahead. She wonders at their unwillingness to volunteer.

“We will do it, Your Radiance.” It is the female legatus who speaks. The Emperor turns to
look at the screen. “The Sixth will come to the aid of the Twelfth.”

“You do well by the memory of your predecessor.” The Warrior is surprised when she hears
Zenos speak up. “The Twelfth would be honored to have your aid.”

“Yes, Lady Victoriana. Thank you for volunteering your forces.” The corners of Varis’ mouth
are turned down a bit more than usual. “Prepare your men to deploy to Gyr Abania.”

The legatus salutes.

 

The Warrior finds herself excused from the meeting, along with Zenos. Out in the dim
hallway she removes her helmet and rubs the back of her hair. She hears a dry chuckle from
the prince.

“A pity that he did not wish us to witness him scolding his cabinet.”

“Is that what he’s doing?” She looks to the closed door, but can hear nothing beyond the
heavy hardwood.

“I should imagine so. There is no place for cowards in the military of Garlemald.”

She thinks of the legati’s silence. “Are they not all loyal to the Emperor?”

“As loyal as they must be because of their title. Most of them were appointed by Emperor
Solus. Some of them are loyal to my father, yes. They supported his claim to the throne.
Others… less so.” Zenos’ head shifts a bit in a shake. “They are loyal to the throne, to the
power, and there is no one in Garlemald that could contest my father’s claim to the throne
right now. He removed all potential challengers, except for his cousin.”

“And, if someone were to challenge Varis for the throne?”

The prince snorts. “I would kill them.”

She blinks. "Would you really?"

"With pleasure," he purrs. After a pause, he adds: “I will kill you if you tell him I said that.”

The Warrior smiles and shakes her head. “He wouldn’t believe me if I did.”

“Indeed.” Zenos turns to look down the long hall. She looks as well, but doesn’t see anything
of interest. The Warrior looks again to the closed doors and thinks of the officers inside.

“Hey, Zenos?”



“Hm?” A disinterested rumble comes from the prince.

“I found it curious that no mention of the legion stationed in Eorzea was made during the
meeting. Wouldn’t they be able to aid as well? Whatever happened to the Fourteenth?” She
hears a faint snort come from the prince.

“You did,” Zenos says, tone nearly sarcastic. “You were responsible for the death of Lord van
Baelsar.”

“No-- I mean, I was there, but it wasn’t me. It was the Ascian and the Weapon…” She frowns
and shakes her head again. “I did not deal any killing blow.”

“Still. In the reports, the credit for the legatus’ death went to you, penned under some line
about destruction of imperial property and the like.”

The Warrior sighs. “I suppose there weren’t many survivors from the Praetorium or its
castrum to tell what happened.”

Zenos grunts in agreement.

“But, what happened to the Fourteenth after that? It’s been ages, but I can’t really think of
them doing much since then.”

“The legion was put under the purview of the High Legatus--the Emperor--until such time
that it could be restructured under a new legatus.” The prince rumbles in faint amusement.
“To put it nicely: they were ordered to stay in their castra and behave themselves until given
further orders.”

“Oh. I suppose that’s why they haven’t been causing too much trouble in Eorzea since then.
But, why have they not yet been given a new legatus? It’s been quite a while.”

For a moment the prince is silent, his head inclined in her direction. Then, slowly, he says:
“The Fourteenth does have a new legatus, on paper at least. One Lady Lux van Umbrus.”

“What?” She stares dumbly at the man. “Don’t be silly. I’m not--why would I be their
legatus? I ruined them.”

“Why would the Emperor create a superfluous officium di legatum, when there was already a
legion standing with no one at its head?”

“I didn’t know. I mean, I guess I didn’t think about it. I didn’t ask for the role.”

The prince’s armor rattles as he shrugs. “I would believe that is a matter for you to discuss
with my father. ‘Tis only my business so much as the Fourteenth oversees territories adjacent
to my own in Gyr Abania.”

“Ah. I see. Of course.” The Warrior considers what Zenos has said. “Thank you for telling
me. I wonder why Varis didn’t mention it to me.”



His head tilts to the side. “I would suppose that it did not seem that critical of information for
you to have. Your position is, as I said, mostly on paper. He gave you the title to ease your
passage throughout the empire.”

“He didn’t tell me about any of that, either, at first.” She hears a faint snort from within the
prince’s helmet.

“Not surprising. Father is not tremendously gifted at communication. He is more skilled at
tactics and combat.”

The Warrior lightly taps her knuckles against Zenos’ shoulder plate. “Be nice.”

“I was.” The prince offers a half bow. “I will see you later, Lady van Umbrus. I have other
matters to attend to before I return to my post.”

 

Left alone in the hall, the Warrior decides to return to her quarters. She retrieves her Eorzean
linkpearl and sits on the edge of the bed, still clad in her armor. The Warrior wonders if
sharing the empire’s plans makes her some sort of spy, or if perhaps the Alliance will not
believe her message as relayed through the Scions. She shrugs and puts the linkpearl in place,
activating it and calling out into the aether.

“This is the Warrior of Light, contacting the keeper of the wild roses. Please come in.”

She waits through the long transmission pause, and is finally rewarded by a soft crackle of
static.

“Warrior!” As ever, young Alphinaud sounds delighted to receive her call. “I must admit to
being a touch surprised to be hearing from you again so soon. ‘Tis only been a few days.
How was Doma?”

“Stifling,” she says. “I am back in Garlemald, now.”

The Elezen chuckles quietly. “Yes, I’ve heard they can be quite formal. Why are you calling
today?”

“To speak of matters in Ala Mhigo.” She looks at her helmet. It stares back at her from its
perch on the armor stand. “About Shinryu.”

“Thancred has been conducting near constant observation of the comings and goings at the
palace of Ala Mhigo,” says Alphinaud. “They have the primal kept up on the roof in the
remains of the old queen’s gardens.”

“So I have been informed.”

“You have? By whom?” is the Elezen’s guileless question.

“Prince Zenos, primarily.”



“What--Prince Zenos??” It is Lyse who cuts in. “You’ve been in communication with that
monster?”

“Directly, yes. He’s here at the palace in Garlemald.” She looks down at her armor-clad
limbs. “We’ve been in talks regarding what to do about the ei--the primal.”

“You’ve been talking to that bloody monster?!” Lyse nearly screams through the connection,
and the Warrior winces. “You don’t talk to him, you stab him in the face--” Her audio cuts
out.

“Apologies about that outburst, Warrior.” Alphinaud’s voice trembles. “Lyse has just been
feeling a bit vocal today.” He clears his throat. “Thancred did report the departure of the
prince’s battleship a few days ago, but we were uncertain of the man’s whereabouts.”

“Any thoughts on how we might handle him?” Alisaie’s voice now.

“I don’t know. Maybe a quick kick in the shins?”

“Warrior! This is serious!”

She smiles. “I know. And, that’s why I’ve called you all. I want to warn you of the empire’s
plans regarding Shinryu.”

“The Emperor is just letting you tell us? Why would he do that?”

“Well, not every little detail. Just the broad strokes to go with the warning. We would much
rather you didn’t get in the way. And, I don’t think I could stand losing another one of you.”

“What are the plans, then?”

“We’re going to fight the primal, near to the palace. It is our hope to that enough brute force
will be as effective on an enormous primal as a normal sized one.”

Alisaie chimes in: “Only you would call Titan or Leviathan ‘normal sized’, Warrior.”

“I know. But, that’s the basic plan. Because of the method of attack, we are recommending
moving forces away from the palace to keep the number of casualties to a minimum.”

“What about you?”

“I will be fighting the primal, leading the charge,” she says.

“Of course you will,” Alphinaud says through a sigh.

 

The water in the bathtub has begun to cool by the time Varis returns from speaking with his
council. With the door open, the Warrior hears the main door open down the hall, followed by
a low murmur from the Emperor. The door closes, and the man sighs.



Her name rings down the hallway, low and gentle, followed by the rattling of the Emperor’s
armor.

“In the bath!” she calls.

“You took a bath without me?” Varis’ voice is chiding from the hall. “‘Tis a waste of water,
my love.”

“I know. I just wanted it all to myself.”

His head pokes in the open doorway. “I suppose it is your privilege.” He scratches at the base
of a braid, eyes training on the surface of the water. “Lunch will be in, soon.”

“Of course.”

She closes her eyes, listening to the Emperor change out of his armor and into something
more casual.

“I apologize for throwing you out of the meeting,” he says. “But, I did not really want you
hearing what I needed to say to them.”

“Zenos said you were scolding them.”

“He--” A pause, and then a soft chuckle. Varis appears in the bathing room door, freeing his
hair from the neck of a dark green turtleneck. “Yes, I suppose the boy has the right of it.”

“Hm. Who was the female legatus at the meeting? I didn’t know the empire had female
legati.”

“They are certainly less common.”

She scrubs her fingers through her damp hair. “I’ll admit, I was surprised to hear Zenos be so
polite to her.”

“Well, despite the best efforts of my grandsire, Zenos has always been quite civil to members
of our less-immediate family.”

“Family?”

“Mm. Lady Victoriana van Pruina. A second cousin of mine on my mother’s side.” Varis sits
at the dressing table and picks up a comb. “You might have met her previously--I’m not
certain, though. She was second-in-command under Regula on the Gration. ”

“Oh.” The Warrior considers, but can’t quite remember. “I might have.”

“He was just showing off, though, being nice to her…” Varis trails off, turning the comb in
his fingers before finally applying it to his long hair.

The Warrior thinks about her earlier conversation with Zenos while she watches Varis quietly
comb his hair.



“Gil for you thoughts?” he says after a few minutes, seeming to notice her gaze reflected in
the mirror.

“Hm? Oh, I was just thinking of some words I exchanged earlier with Zenos.”

“Oh?” Varis does nothing to mask a habitual downturn of his lips.

“Yes. After the meeting.” She shifts her weight and looks at her hands. “He told me that Lady
van Umbrus is the legatus of the Fourteenth.”

The Emperor’s hand stills, and he half turns to look at her directly. “What brought up that
subject?”

She shrugs. “I was just wondering whatever happened to the Fourteenth after everything that
happened with the Ultima Weapon. They didn’t have any representation at the meeting,
which struck me as a little odd, considering their proximity to Gyr Abania.”

He rumbles out a soft ‘hrm’ before looking away. His hand lowers the comb to the surface of
the dressing table. “Well, who better to be in charge of the Eorzean campaign, hm? I could
think of no one with greater concern for the lands.”

“When were you going to tell me?”

“Whenever it became relevant.” Varis shakes his head. “I meant no harm in not telling you. It
just... hasn’t seemed all that critical for you to know about, yet.”

The Warrior cannot help but smile at how Varis’ sentiment echoes that of his son. “I forgive
you, dear. You just need to work on telling me things that I might need to know about my
imperial-self, before I make some kind of horrible faux pas.”

“Hm.” He rests an elbow on the surface of the table and rests his chin in his palm.

“Speaking of possible faux pas, I contacted the Scions after the meeting. To tell them about
our plans regarding the eikon.”

For a moment his expression pinches in another frown, but then his face relaxes. “You
wanted to warn them away.”

“I did, yes.” The Warrior sits up and reaches for her towel. “One of my friends became cross
upon hearing that I didn’t stab Zenos in the face when given the change.”

“Yes, well, that’s an understandable reaction from that side,” he drawls, thick fingers
mushing the side of his cheek. “For my last nameday, the Frumentari stationed in Gyr Abania
sent me a bound collection of various negatively worded pieces they had intercepted since
Zenos took control of the area. I think they meant for it to be humorous.”

“Was it?”

“No,” Varis says. “The savages’ spelling was quite atrocious.”



The Warrior laughs. “So, Zenos was correct in his assessment that they don’t care much for
his leadership.”

He grunts. “Considering who their last king was, I am in doubt of their ability to judge
character in a ruler.”

She steps carefully out of the tub. The Emperor makes no attempt to disguise the fact that he
is watching her as she runs the towel down the length of each limb.

“So…” Varis stares dumbly for a moment as she pats off her chest. “What did the Scions say,
regarding our plan?”

“That I was being foolish and reckless and everything else they’ve always encouraged me to
be.” The Warrior discards the towel in a bin and retrieves her dressing gown from its hook.
“Alphinaud warned me that with knowledge of the empire’s plans, the Rebellion will likely
try to press some advantage and take the palace while the area is vacated by imperial troops.
Though, that much would be obvious.”

“And, we have contingencies planned for that.”

“I didn’t tell him that much.” She shakes her head. “I can only hope that the Scions do not
follow the Rebellion into the path of danger.”

“Do you think that they will?”

The Warrior frowns. She thinks of Lyse’s rancor. “A few of them might be tempted. After all,
some of them are Ala Mhigan.”

“The Ala Mhigans are subjects of Garlemald, whether they like it or not.” Varis speaks
slowly. “For that reason, I would hope they had the sense to keep away from the palace. Also,
should this venture be successful, they will have to deal with Zenos afterwards.”

“It will be successful,” she whispers.

Varis stares into the mirror. After a moment, he says: “I wish there was a way to further
reduce the risk of casualties. While we can afford to lose a few battleships, I am loath to risk
the loss of the dozens of pilots and crew required for the attack.”

“Because their lives are valuable, or their training is?”

“Both,” he says.

The Warrior mulls over her limited knowledge of airship technology. “Surely your engineers
must have devised a way to use magitek to make an airship pilot itself. At least temporarily?
Like, in an emergency?”

For a moment the Emperor is still. Then he sits up, pale eyes widening. “Of course!” He
grabs her around the waist and hauls her into his lap, pressing a kiss loudly to her forehead.
“You are a genius, my dear. Do not ever let anyone tell you otherwise.”



“Wh-what did I say?”

“It has been some time since I helmed a battleship myself, but I do not think the piloting
technology has changed in some time. It uses a system using waypoints that guides the vessel
along a given path. Mostly used for docking maneuvers and the like, but… I think it could be
used for this task. A timer could be implemented for the canons. It would be tricky, but
potentially safer for the crew.”

The Warrior quietly delights in the enthusiastic spark in the Emperor’s eyes. “Well then, Your
Radiance, I believe you need to get to work.”



Chapter 41

The world is still dark when the Warrior is drawn from her dreams by the feeling of strong
fingers stroking down the back of her thigh. At first she thinks she might still be dreaming,
but the wisps of the fading dream she has stirred from bear only thoughts of Zenos standing
in the rain in Yanxia with a mad gleam in his eyes. She is not there now, she knows this as the
hand starts another pass back up along her skin. The dream fades, replaced by the here and
now of the gentle touch of her lover’s fingertips.

The next circuit brings his fingers higher, and the next higher still, until finally the big hand
comes to rest lightly cupping the curve of her bottom. She waits, but the hand moves no
further.

“Mm, did you need something?” The Warrior tips her face away from the pillow, but cannot
see in the darkness.

“...No.”

“Oh. Your hand is on my ass.”

Varis mumbles: “It was cold.”

The Warrior smiles and snuggles back into her pillow. She has started to doze off again,
hovering in that strange place between waking and sleeping, when she hears Varis murmur
something.

“Hm?”

“I do not want you to think me weak,” he says. The Warrior lifts her head from the pillow,
trying again to look at him, but it is still too dark.

“What do you mean?”

“You asked Zenos to fight at your side. Not me. Some would say that speaks of a lack of
confidence in my ability to fight.”

She wonders why he doesn’t voice these concerns during normal hours.”Why didn’t you say
something earlier?”

“I…” There is a slight rustle of fabric as he turns his head, and his voice is closer despite
remaining a near whisper. “During the day it is easier to ignore my doubts. In the dark, I
cannot escape them.”

“I understand.” And she does, at least she thinks she does. Even the Warrior of Light has bad
nights. “But, you know that isn’t why I asked Zenos to fight. It wasn’t in your stead.”

“Some of my cabinet thought differently.” He sighs. “They think I am getting too old to be
effective.”



“And yet they listened to your grandfather well into his eighties.”

“Aye, though for some that was with a mixture of fear and derision from the younger
generation. He only held proper respect from the men who had worked with him when he
was my age.”

The Warrior lifts a hand and finds the sharp lines of his cheek. “They will respect you for
different reasons than they did Emperor Solus. Some of them just do not know it yet.”

Another sigh. “I want to be there for you.”

“And, I would be distracted with worry the whole time. I don’t need you losing your mind to
an eikon.”

“I am a liability, then?”

“Around the eikon? Yes, unfortunately. You and every other person who doesn’t have the
Echo,” she says. “The Scions always got a bit ruffled at first, too. They wanted to help fight
Ifrit and Titan and all the eikons that followed. But, they were quick to understand that their
having to stay back was an issue of safety, not their capability.” She pats his cheek. “And so,
it is the same with you, my love.”

Varis is quiet for a minute, but she can feel his jaw shift slightly as he thinks.

"I will be there," he finally whispers. "Though I am unfit to fight at your side… Even though
I may be standing on the bridge of a battleship a safe distance away, I will still be there with
you."

"Varis…" From the start of this venture, she has been ever surprised that her partner has not
tried to talk her out of fighting the eikon. He has only sought the means to ensure her success.
"Thank you."

He takes her hand and presses his lips to her knuckles. "You will be giving your all. It would
be wrong of me not to do the same."

She licks her lips. "I'm sorry, though. That, despite all your efforts, I still broke my promise to
you. I will be going to Ala Mhigo after all."

She feels the soft puff of another sigh against her skin. "Some promises must be broken, for
the greater good." Varis kisses her fingers once more. "You fight for all, and so I forgive
you."

“I was already going to get pulled into Gyr Abania,” the Warrior murmurs. “Whether I
wanted to or not.”

“I would much rather have you there in this fashion, than standing among my enemies.”

The Warrior of Light thinks of her friends in the Scions, and realizes with a twist in her gut
that she would rather be standing at Varis’ side.



Into the darkness, she admits: “Yeah. Me too.”

 

When the Warrior awakes after dawn, the Emperor is gone from bed, and the bedding has
already cooled with his absence. Curious, she pulls on her dressing gown and goes looking
for the man. The bathing room is cold and empty, so she continues down the hallway. There
is light spilling out of the open door to the study. She pushes the door open further and looks
inside.

“Varis?”

There is a faint grunt from the figure hunched over the desk. Varis is wearing naught but his
favored dark green robe. Reading glasses are perched delicately on his nose, and they catch
the lamplight as he pauses in scribbling something on a large sheet of paper. She sees the
light trace the lines of his eyelashes as he blinks several times before setting the inkpen
down. Varis murmurs her name.

“What are you doing up already?”

“Couldn’t stay asleep,” he says. “So I decided to work.” He waves his hand. “I can sleep on
the flight to Gyr Abania.”

“I suppose you can.” She rubs at her eyes. “What are you working on, then?”

“Plans for the battleships.”

“Ah, I see.” The Warrior holds out her hands. “Join me for breakfast?”

He stares at the outstretched hands and gives a sharp nod. “Of course.”

 

During breakfast the Emperor is reserved and a touch distracted. He disappears back into the
study afterwards, bent on finishing his orders for the capital engineers. Having nothing better
to do with her time, the Warrior dresses in her carbonweave and heads to the training center.
She calls into the study on her way out, but she leaves without hearing any answer. The
Warrior shrugs it off, knowing that Varis is buried in his thoughts.

She greetings Julia and Annia, already posted outside, and continues on her way alone. The
halls are quiet, as is expected, though she notices a peculiar stiffness to the stance of the
guards the closer she gets to the other side of the palace. It is as though they are expecting
some kind of inspection and do not want to be caught unawares. The Warrior thinks little
more of it until she reaches the training center.

The guard outside the door looks… uncomfortable.

“Good morning, Lady Lux,” the guard says as they salute her.

“Is everything alright?”



“Oh, yes. Just fine.” The helmeted head tilts to look at the door for a moment. “However, if it
were in my ability to say anything, I would recommend against going into the training center
right now. He is in there.”

The Warrior is quite certain that she left Varis back in their quarters, so she asks: “He who?”

“Prince Zenos,” whispers the guard.

“Oh. I see.” She manages to mask her expression as she opens the door.

Inside, the usual attendant is busy cowering behind his little stand. He is gripping his tablet
with both hands, as though it can shield him from the towering form of the crown prince.
Zenos has one big hand gripping the stand, and is half leaning over both the wood and the
attendant. There is fire in the prince’s bright eyes, and the Warrior is struck with a feeling that
she may have just accidentally prevented the pointless execution of one of the palace staff.

“Zenos, stand down,” she says with as much authority as she can muster. She looks at the
attendant. “What is going on?”

“Ah, Lady Lux, well, you see--” The attendant is still leaning away, even as Zenos shifts his
attention to the Warrior.

“You!” The hand gripping at the stand releases to point at her. “This is your doing.”

The Warrior does her best to keep her expression neutral. She asks: “What have I done now?”

“I wished to use one of the training rooms, but this cretin told me that the only available
space was on hold.” Zenos is nearly growling. “For you.”

“His Radiance put an order in that every morning, during the most common time you make
use of the center, to have a room on hold for you, Lady Lux,” the attendant hurriedly spits out
in a near whisper. Zenos grunts at his words. 

“Oh. Yes, I think he mentioned something like that.” She smiles in the face of Zenos’ glower.
“I’m sorry for causing you an inconvenience, Zenos.”

“You are here now,” he says sharply. “You will share your space with me.”

She blinks. “What?”

“Fight with me.”

The attendant timidly pipes in: “Sir, there’s no fighting--”

“Sparring, he means,” the Warrior says, and flashes the attendant a reassuring smile. She
looks up at Zenos. “Right?”

His nostrils flare. “Yes.”



“So, please write Prince Zenos in as my second this morning.” She takes the tablet from the
attendant and types in her access code. He makes a faint noise of resignation as she hands
back the device.

“Yes, ma’am. You will be in Room C.”

Zenos walks at her side as they proceed down the side hall. He has already ceased his visible
stewing. Like a child content that he has gotten his way, she thinks. The Warrior holds back a
sigh. She had not really intended on having to deal with Zenos again so soon before going to
Ala Mhigo.

“I thought you were leaving for Gyr Abania yesterday,” she says. The prince squints down at
her.

“I was, but weather reports from the Wastes were too inclement to permit safe travel
yesterday. I will be departing later in the morning.”

“Oh. That makes sense. I’m not sure when the Emperor plans on leaving. He was working on
plans for the battleships this morning.” She stops to open the door to the training room. “To
be honest, I’m not really sure what his strong suits were when he was still active in the
military.”

“As High Legatus, he was quite renowned as a field coordinator, among many other things.”
Zenos shrugs as he follows her into the room. “Figuring out an efficient means to coordinate
two legions’ worth of battleships should be a simple task for him.”

The Warrior pushes the door shut. “He seems a bit stressed out over it.”

Zenos makes a thoughtful noise as he goes over to the rack of practice weapons. “Such is his
wont. He is a capable leader of a legion, but the challenges of holding together an entire
empire might yet prove to be beyond his faculties.”

“Do you think you could do better?”

He holds out a dummied longsword. “I have no interest in leading the empire. Politics bore
me.”

“You just wish to fight.” She takes the weapon. Zenos nods and picks up a matching blade.
“And you avoided my question.”

Zenos just flashes her a smirk as he goes to the other side of the room. He pulls off the dark
red knit top he is wearing over his carbonweave and tosses it onto the bench.

“You and I are both the same,” he says. “We are warriors, nothing more.”

The Warrior knows there is no point in arguing with the man. She is doubtful that there is any
way to make him understand how they are different. Instead, she takes a combat stance and
readies the training sword.

“Let’s make this quick,” she says. The smirk lingers on Zenos’ face as he mimics her stance.



“We shall see.”

With no crystals hidden away on his weapon, Zenos has no fancy tricks with which to open
their so-called sparring match. This does not stop the man from throwing himself at her with
the ferocity usually reserved for cleaving one’s enemy in half on the battlefield. She blocks
the attack, and her weapon shrieks with the force absorbed. As she recoils to counter his
attack, the Warrior tries to figure out how to end their match as quickly as possible. She does
not need to be nursing any injuries when going to face Shinryu.

Zenos does not seem to have any time for caution. The man attacks as though he can see his
candle of life burning away with every minute he does not spend in combat. It is pitiable, but
also makes him a frustrating opponent. 

Her Echo flares in warning, and she gets an idea when Zenos begins another attack. As the
prince charges her, the Warrior deftly turns against his attack. She steps out of the way and
swings her weapon low, the flat of the blade striking the big man hard against his shins.

Zenos stumbles and crashes inelegantly into the wall.

The Warrior hears him swear under his breath as she presses the point of the blade to his
back.

"You truly fight like a savage, woman."

She smiles. "Do you yield?"

The prince heaves a sigh. "Aye, aye. I yield." His lips downturn into a pout as she lowers her
weapon and he pushes away from the wall. "Fight me again."

"No. We should save our strength for the upcoming hunt."

Now he scowls, and he squints coldly down at her. "Ridiculous." He leans in, growling:
“Fight me again.”

Firmly, she replies: “No. You lost, again, Zenos.”

The scowl remains fast on his youthful features.

"Besides, I do need to save up my strength. I haven’t the endless reserves of energy that you
seem to have." She grins up at him. “Smaller body and all, so there’s less strength to be
stored up.”

“I do not believe that is how such things work,” Zenos says, his tone doubtful, but a slight
squint to his eyes suggests that he suspects she is joking.

The Warrior returns her training sword to the rack. The look Zenos gives her now is
downright suspicious of her actions, doubly so when she moves to the center of the room and
sits on the floor.

“Why come to the training center if not to train?”



She shrugs. “It’s less busy this time of the morning. Honestly, I just wanted some time out of
the house, so to speak.”

“....I see.” Zenos sets his training sword down on the bench, retrieves his sweater, and moves
to sit facing her on the floor. He crosses his long legs and fixes her with a scrutinizing stare.
The Warrior looks up at him. 

Up close there is something unsettling about Zenos’ face. It is not the cold, nearly empty
stare of his pale blue eyes, nor the way his eyelids droop in a perpetual state of lassitude. His
face is too young, she thinks. Too soft around the edges, in places where the lingering touch
of baby fat has not yet had cause to fade away. She imagines he would have a sweet smile, if
he ever found the connecting emotion in his heart. She knows his father has one.

She isn’t sure Zenos knows anything beyond a cracked grimace of a grin.

Right now his face is set in a subtle echo of a scowl that reminds her of his father. There is a
reddening mark on the man’s right cheek, most likely from where he collided face first with
the rough surface of the wall padding. Without thinking, she reaches out to touch the mark.

A big hand grabs her wrist, stopping her hand before it makes contact. Zenos’ eyes go wide
and wild.

“What are you doing?” he hisses at her. It is strange, the Warrior thinks, but he is barely
applying any pressure to her wrist at all. He is protecting himself--not trying to hurt her.

“I--I’m sorry,” she says. “I wasn’t even thinking. I just wanted to heal that scuff on your
cheek. It might cause a scandal if someone saw you with an injury.”

Zenos frowns, and his free hand moves to touch his cheek. “I am a soldier. I do not need to be
coddled.”

“Sorry. Like I said: it was just instinct.”

The prince releases her hand and pushes it away. He looks down at her and frowns again.
Zenos turns his face away, staring instead at the padded wall. 

The Warrior rests her hands in her lap and tries to think of another subject. Something from
the previous week’s ventures pricks her memory.

“Do you remember a woman you had working for you in Doma? Her name was Yotsuyu.”

Zenos is silent for a moment. “Aye, of course I remember. I placed her as acting viceroy
while I was in Gyr Abania.”

“The Domans executed her after their nation was freed.”

His expression doesn’t change. “I know. I read the report.”

“You don’t care that she died?”



“Not particularly. She did not prove to be as useful as I had hoped.” His eyes fix on her. “Do
you care? You are the reason she died. You are the one who asked for the freedom of the
Domans from my father.”

“I--” The Warrior stops and looks at her knees. “I know I am at fault in that sense.”

“She was bloodthirsty and starved for revenge,” Zenos says. “That is why I picked her. But,
those selfsame traits would have gotten her killed eventually. ‘Twas only a matter of time and
executioner.”

“I didn’t expect you to care.”

He shrugs. “Think of it this way: In death, her soul found the peace of release that she could
never entirely grasp in life. You have done both she and Doma a favor, Warrior of Light.”

The Warrior wants to argue with him, but knows it would be a waste of breath. She just
shakes her head. She considers, and then asks: “Do you think the same thing will happen to
you one day?”

“No,” he says. “But, if it does--if some Ala Mhigan rabble or an assassin sent by my father
manages to cut me down--then, that is simply how my story was meant to play out.”

She frowns. “Varis wouldn’t order your death.”

“Your love for him blinds you to his true nature.”

“He doesn’t hate you, Zenos.”

The prince scoffs softly. “That will not stop him from doing what he thinks is best for the
empire. Why do you think he is permitting me to accompany you on this grand battle against
the eikon? He hopes I will perish in the conflict. And perhaps I shall.”

She just shakes her head again. Zenos sneers at her.

“I don’t know what pretty ideas of a father you have in your head, Warrior, but none of them
apply to Varis zos Galvus. He has never been the sort to carry his child in his arms, or read
him a story before bed, or any of that rot.”

“Perhaps not.” She has already heard these lamentations from Varis himself. “But, you
shouldn’t presume to know what I think in the matters of fatherhood.”

Zenos grunts lowly.

“My father wasn’t really there all that much for me, either.” She thinks. “I can remember the
last time my father picked me up. I was perhaps eight or nine. After that he… kind of
disappears from my memories.”

“Dead?”

“No.” The Warrior shakes her head. “Just swallowed up by Ul’dah.”



Zenos is momentarily quiet, pensive. Then he says: “I do not recall the last time I was picked
up by my father. I suppose I was too small for the memory to stick.”

She chuckles. “I have a difficult time imagining you or Varis ever being small.”

“We were all small once,” Zenos murmurs. “Small and innocent, until… until…” The fingers
of his right hand slowly curl inwards.

“Until the world got its claws in,” she says in suggestion. Zenos jerks his chin in the smallest
of nods.

“The world, yes. Or, perhaps my great-grandsire. He was the world, and I was long past my
formative years before I realized that it might be any different.”

“And now?”

Zenos resumes staring at the wall. “There are times I still think I hear his voice echoing in the
palace halls.”

The Warrior wonders what Emperor Solus did to his own family to elicit such a habitually
negative response from both Varis and Zenos. She is, of course, reluctant to ask, as the man is
dead and the matter isn’t entirely her business. Not yet. Perhaps someday.

Her eyes drift back to the bright red mark on the prince’s cheek. “Will you let me heal you?”

“Why?” Zenos bites at the air before him. “Do you intend to parent me, Warrior of Light?”

She rolls her eyes. “Somebody clearly has to. So--just let me do it.”

He regards her coldly before half-turning his head to present his cheek. The Warrior grabs his
chin with her right hand, holding him still as she presses the fingertips of her left to his cheek.
Zenos’ eyes remain fixed on her, widening slightly as she focuses her aether into a healing
spell.

Through nearly clenched teeth, he asks: “Have you healed my father, then?”

“Not really. He tends to be more careful with his royal personage.” She smiles and moves her
fingers along his cheekbone. “At least, he has the leisure to do so now, if he wishes. I’ve seen
all of his scars.”

“I’m sure you have.”

She finishes healing Zenos and pulls her hand away. The redness fades, leaving behind
naught more than an irritated flush. The Warrior releases his chin with a smile.

“Good as new.”

Zenos grunts softly and rubs at his cheek. “If I get a few scratches fighting the eikon, I will
know who to turn to for succor.”



She laughs and shakes her head. “You can call on a properly trained medicus for that. I just
know some basic healing spells.”

“A useful trick, if you can do it.”

The Warrior smiles. The prince huffs and looks at his fingers.

"You should know… I am aware of what you're playing at. So, I will tell you this: I have no
desire to make amends with my father."

"I don't expect you to," she says. "But, that leaves the question of why you are still being
congenial to me."

Zenos' brows furrow.

"I--"

They both jerk as the door to their training room opens.

“There you are.” The Emperor stands in the doorway, hands coming to rest on his hips. “I
was wondering where you were hiding. Fortunately, the guards saw you go to the training
center.”

“I wasn’t hiding. I told you where I was going.”

Varis looks at Zenos. The prince has already started to get to his feet. The Emperor frowns.
“And with Zenos, no less.” He sighs. “I forget that you are of a like age. I will have to be
more mindful that he does not drag you off on some ill-advised adventure.”

“Ill-advised are my favorite kind,” the Warrior glibly says as she also gets to her feet.

“The Warrior of Light is not to blame,” Zenos says. He crosses his arms. “I imposed upon her
for a brief sparring session.”

“Brief?” Varis echoes doubtfully.

“I tripped him into a wall,” she says. Zenos sighs and shakes his head at an amused snort
from his father.

“The combat style of Lady van Umbrus continues to be more unpredictable than I have
anticipated. I will devise a manner to defeat her with time.”

“Focus on the fight ahead first,” the Warrior says. “There will be time for games later.”

“I’d rather you didn’t encourage him to try to hurt you.” Varis is still frowning at his son. An
irritated noise escapes the prince.

“I will be returning to Gyr Abania this afternoon, and shall alert the palace staff to expect you
on the morrow, so that planning for the attack may commence.”



Father stares at son for a moment before nodding. “Very well.”

Zenos moves to push past the Emperor, but stops and turns to face the Warrior. He offers a
somewhat stiff half-bow. “Thank you for your time, Lady van Umbrus.”

“Same to you, Lord yae Galvus.”

Once the prince has departed, she picks up his abandoned training sword and returns it to the
rack. She can feel Varis’ gaze on her back.

“Are you going to scold me for doing something with Zenos without your permission?”

He grunts. “As much as I would like to, you are both adults. I… trust your judgement, even if
I do not like you being alone with him.”

“I didn’t really want to fight him again,” she admits. She picks up a towel and dabs at her
neck. “So, I ended it as quickly as I could.”

Varis arches a thin brow. “Tripped into a wall, was it?”

The Warrior grins up at him. “Something like that. He was fine, aside from a bit of wounded
pride.”

“It might be good for him.” He stoops at her approach and presses a kiss to her hair.

“Did you finish your work?”

“I did, yes. Worked up a set of instructions for the engineers here. They’ll double-check my
calculations on the battleships at port here before relaying them to the Sixth and the Twelfth.”

She follows him out of the room. “Do you have a lot of experience with this sort of thing?”

“Ah, in a fashion.” The Emperor nods at a few soldiers on their way out of the training
center. “I was fascinated by magitek when I was a lad, especially the things that went into the
big battleships. Studied them from fore to aft--I think at some point I had it in my head I
wanted to be a pilot. But, grandsire told me that no, I could not be a pilot. I was a prince, and
so I had work to become a legatus. That was my duty.”

“Well, it’s good that you did your duty, or otherwise we probably would’ve have ever met,”
she says. “But, you could still become a pilot now, couldn’t you?”

Varis hums thoughtfully. “You are ever quick to offer a kind thought, aren’t you?”

“If there isn’t any harm in it.”

“Hm. Well, as it so happens, I did finish the pilot training program while I was a legatus. Did
it under the guise of adding new battleships to my legion, and so the emperor was none the
wiser.” The corners of his lips quirk upwards. The Warrior laughs softly.

“That’s brilliant.”



“Yes, I thought so, too. I’ve not gotten much use out of it, but I earned it for myself, all the
same.”

“Well, now you can use that knowledge to help protect your realm.”

He nods. “It is a curious feeling. My campaigns under Emperor Solus were all offensive in
nature. Attacking a land, bringing it to heel. Making it part of the empire.”

“You were his hammer.”

“Aye, I suppose I was. My proficiency for it was what earned me the position of High
Legatus.”

“I fight to protect,” the Warrior says. “I always have, even back when I got my first sword.”

The Emperor hems thoughtfully. “There were plenty of times I felt that I was doing the same.
That, by taking the offensive first, I was preventing having to go on the defensive afterwards.
The efforts to eradicate the eikons, for example. They were always framed as a protective
measure for both our nation and the star itself, even if it meant having to attack someone to
accomplish it.”

“And now?”

He shrugs. “I still feel the same. But, I am also now more aware that from the outside, how
brutal and merciless our actions could be perceived as.”

“As long as you’re aware of that,” she says.

Varis nods.

 

Early the next morning, long before dawn begins to spill blue into the sky, the Warrior of
Light boards an imperial battleship. She follows a few steps behind the Emperor, with Julia
and Annia bringing up the rear. The Warrior carries her pack--Varis had mildly protested to
her insistence on carrying the bag herself, when the rest of their luggage had already been
stowed on the vessel. He has moved past that, now quiet and focused as they pass the saluting
rows of soldiers who are doing their best to look attentive despite the early hour.

The halls of the ship are dimly lit, and she is reminded of her first foray on the Gration. That
feels a lifetime ago now, but the Warrior tells herself that it has only been perhaps eight or
nine months. She sighs at the thought, and Varis stops to look down at her.

"Straight to bed," he says, his tone both gentle and commanding. She nods.

"We both need our rest."

"We do."



The Emperor's quarters are well appointed. The room is dressed in imperial crimson and
sable. The silken sheets on the overlong bed are already pulled back, the pillows plumped,
and the air carrying a faint hint of lavender. The Warrior spots her armor and gunblade
waiting near the dressing table.

She sets her pack down and sits on the edge of the mattress. Varis is quiet as he undresses,
but there is a pinch between his brows.

"Clear your thoughts before bed, dear," she says.

"I cannot help but dwell upon the last time you journeyed back west, toward Eorzea." The
Emperor removes his circlet and places it gently on the dressing table. "I know this time is
different, but a little nagging voice in my head tells me that you will change your mind again.
That you will choose to stay with your Scions."

"I won't." She presses her left hand to her throat, taking solace in the press of the band against
her skin. "We will go to Gyr Abania, and we will save the empire, and then we will go back
home. Together."

Varis stares down at her. He swallows and nods.

"Together."



Chapter 42

The soft, low sound of humming is the first thing that meets the Warrior ears when she
awakes. She keeps her eyes closed, carefully differentiating the vaguely familiar notes from
the ongoing rumble of the ship’s engines. She thinks she has heard the tune a few times
before, some sort of anthem played on the Garlean radio station back at the palace. The
humming is accompanied by the quiet scuffing sound of a hairbrush working through long
hair. She cracks her eyes open and peeks out from under the heavy blanket.

The Emperor is seated, completely nude, at the dressing table. As deduced, the big man is
brushing his hair out, eyes closed, brow as smooth as it ever gets. She watches him for a few
minutes, not wanting to disturb his meditations.

Eventually, she murmurs: “Is it morning already?”

“Hour past dawn in Gyr Abania,” Varis says. “We will be landing in another bell or so.”

“Mm. And did you receive your morning report dressed as you are now?”

He barks a low laugh. “If I did, it is their fault for bringing me a report before my first cup of
coffee.” He picks up a mug from the dressing table and takes a sip. “I put on my robe.”

The Warrior sits up, running her fingers through the tangle of her hair. “Did you sleep well?”

“I did. Certainly better than you seemed to.”

“Oh?” She feels well rested enough.

“You woke me with your tossing and turning.” He gazes at her over the lip of his mug.
“You’re usually as still as a chocobo at night… Are you worried about fighting the eikon?”

“Of course I am,” the Warrior says. “I know that I’m experienced fighting the things, eikons
and dragons and all sorts of monsters, but… It doesn’t mean I don’t get nervous about it. I
just try not to think about my doubts.” She rubs her arms and tucks the blanket back around
herself. “Even with Zenos helping, it’s no sure thing. No fight ever is, until it's over.”

“I believe in you,” Varis says. “In you. Not because you are the Warrior of Light, or the hero
of Eorzea, or the Light’s chosen one or any of that.”

The Warrior’s eyes sting, and she forces a smile as she rubs away tears. “Thank you, Varis.
That means more than you know.”

The Emperor stares at her, lips pinching slightly. “I’ll fetch you some tea.”

 

It is already a balmy morning when they disembark in Ala Mhigo. The Warrior wonders if
the nation is unaware that it is supposed to be winter, but doesn’t voice a complaint. From the



moment she steps out into the bright sunlight, she is distinctly aware that this visit is
extremely different from her first time at the palace of Ala Mhigo. The parade grounds below
the airship docks are full of soldiers, divided into their cohorts and arranged in orderly lines.
There is fanfare playing from somewhere out of sight. 

“Wow, darling, you must really be a big deal,” she murmurs coyly. Varis chuckles, but does
not break his careful mask of gravitas as he progresses toward the grounds.

She hesitates, uncertain of how closely she should follow. Julia and Annia are standing
behind her. After a few paces, Varis stops and half turns to look at the Warrior. He holds out a
gloved hand and beckons.

“Come along,” he says.

“Are you sure?”

“Absolutely. You walk at my side.”

“I--” She blushes and moves to his side. “If you insist.”

“If anyone ever tells you that you have no business walking next to me, you have my
permission to punch them in the throat.”

“Varis!” She cannot help but laugh. The Emperor briefly smiles down at her before schooling
his expression.

The gathered soldiers, half a legion strong, all salute at the passage of their Emperor. By the
time they reach the foot of the stairs, the Warrior is feeling a bit flustered. She is not used to
the press of hundreds of eyes on her, and is glad that she is already accustomed to masking
her expression in front of strangers. This is something she will have to get used to, she tells
herself. When she marries Varis, half the star will salute at her arrival.

Zenos is waiting at the top of the stairs. He salutes the Emperor.

“Father,” the prince says in his usual growl. “I am pleased that you and Lady van Umbrus
have crossed the Wastes safely.” He steps aside. “Your quarters have been arranged, as
requested.”

“Very good.”

Zenos follows them inside, and the heat and music fade as a solid door swings shut behind
the guards. The prince removes his helmet once they are out of sight of the soldiers and
scrubs his fingers through his hair.

“Am I to understand that the plans proceed apace?”

“They do,” Varis says. “Your engineers should already be making adjustments to your
vessels, and the Sixth is due to arrive in the area later this afternoon.”

“Good. I am eager to proceed with the hunt.”



The Warrior looks at Zenos. There is something about his expression that puts her ill at ease,
but she cannot place what. “Is something the matter, Zenos?”

The prince blinks, tearing his gaze away from the wall behind the Emperor. “There is, in fact,
a matter, but I did not want to cause an alarm, so I did not send any related communications.”

Now Varis pauses, something close to concern flickering across his features. “An alarm?
What did you do?”

“I did what was necessary to maintain the safety and security of the palace,” Zenos says,
voice tense. Varis frowns.

“It’s alright. Just tell us what happened.” The Warrior keeps her voice as steady and
unthreatening as she can manage, all while worrying over what might make the prince
uneasy.

“When I returned yesterday, I was notified by the officer I left in charge that three of the local
cohort had been detained. They had started to act strangely while I was in Garlemald.” Zenos
keeps his focus on the Warrior. “The men were growling like animals, and when they were
briefly sensible they said it was as though they could hear a beast growling in their heads.
Controlling their thoughts.”

She blinks with realization. “The eikon. It is starting to reach out past its containment field.
It’s waking up.”

Varis shakes his head. “What do you mean?”

“An eikon exerts influence on those who summon it, and any mortal that has the misfortune
of being in its proximity. It binds them to its will.”

“Tempering,” Zenos says. “That is what my scientist called it. Non-reversible.”

“That’s right.” There are hundreds of soldiers in the area. If they were to become tempered,
that would be a devastating loss for the empire… “What happened to the soldiers?”

“They became violent. I had to execute them.”

“Zenos--” Varis starts to snap at the prince, but catches himself and stops. “I understand. You
did what needed to be done.”

“It is only a preventative measure. We are having to keep an eye on everyone for any peculiar
behavior.” Zenos frowns. “If the beast is indeed awakening, then we do not have much time.”

“We will confer with the Sixth upon their arrival. Hopefully, everything will be ready
sometime tomorrow.”

The prince stares at his father for a moment before nodding. “Very well.”

 



They are shown to one of the royal guest chambers. Varis bids the Warrior relax, and departs
to the communications center to attend to some imperial business. She sits in a plush chair for
a bell, reading a book she packed. But, the Warrior was ever a wanderer, and after reading for
that while she closes the book and decides to take a look around the palace. Unlike in
Garlemald, guards in the Ala Mhigan palace are scarce. There are none around to ask her
what she is doing, but neither are there any to give her directions.

She wonders, making her way down another smooth sandstone corridor, if she might be able
to find her way to the lonely office where she comforted Varis on the night of Regula’s death.
She isn’t sure why she would want to, but the thought is enough to bring to mind memories
of that night. She recalls the weight of the Emperor’s grief, the completeness of his trust in
her, and the way he had confided in the Warrior as though she were a close friend. Varis was
already in love with her then, she thinks.

Almost every door she tries is locked, or opens into an empty room. It is frustrating and a bit
boring, and so the Warrior redoubles her efforts until she finds a staircase that leads up into
the unknown. She finds her way to a shadowy hallway, its walls scattered with crates marked
with the emblem of Garlemald. There are also various magitek contraptions, some silent and
others humming with activity. At the end of the hall is a large double doorway, with a single
armed guard standing watch.

“Halt,” the guard says at her approach. “Who are you? What are you doing here, civilian?
Lord Zenos said no one is to pass without his permission.”

“And Zenos must trust you a great deal to task you with watching this door all by yourself.”
The Warrior gestures at herself. “I am Lady Lux van Umbrus, here with Emperor Varis. Do I
have permission to pass?”

The guard’s helmet tilts slightly as he considers her. “You are Lady van Umbrus?”

“I am she, yes.”

He stares at her for a moment before saluting. “May I say, it is an honor to be meeting you in
person. Lord Zenos spoke quite glowingly of you.”

The Warrior masks both her doubt and surprise. “Did he, now?”

“Ah, well--” The soldier clears his throat. “He did not speak ill of you. Which, for Lord
Zenos, is--” He stops and makes a flustered noise. “Please, my Lady, make no mention of
what I said. I have a family.”

She frowns and nods gravely. “Your secret is safe with me, soldier.”

“Thank you, my Lady.” The guard clears his throat and moves to unlock the door. “Just
knock when you are ready to return.”

 



It takes a moment for the Warrior’s eyes to adjust to the brightness of day beyond the door.
Squinting, she realizes that she has found her way to some part of the roof of the palace. It is
a rooftop garden of an elaborate fashion, featuring intricate pathways of white and pink
sandstone trimmed with gleaming white marble. There are several beds of pink and white
flowers set among green grass and wildflowers that seem out of place in Gyr Abania’s arid
climate. 

And, looming above all the flowers and stone, rests the eikon. It hangs in the air, suspended
over a massive reflecting pool in a flickering web of shielding and bits of Allagan
technology. Even from the doorway the Warrior can feel the energy being emitted by the
eikon. She slowly passes through a colonnade, being mindful not to trip as she keeps her gaze
skyward.

The eikon is a tremendous thing of black and gold scales and spines topped off by a crimson
mane. Its long, serpentine body is coiled in tightly, and its massive wings are held before the
beast’s face.

Despite the warmth of the day, the Warrior of Light feels cold as she stares up at the eikon, at
this ‘Shinryu’ called forth by the Ala Mhigans. Her Echo pings painfully in her brow, just for
a moment, and she squeezes her eyes shut. The feeling is like that in Doma--the unshakeable
sense that something is very wrong with the scene she is looking at. The pain fades, and she
dares to look up again. Her Echo is silent.

Staring up at the titanic, seething mass of manifested hate and violence, the Warrior feels
doubt. She feels fear. Perhaps her time staying in Garlemald is making her soft, making her
weak and feeble, unable to face this kind of challenge any longer. She does not have the
focused resolve of the prince, or his raw power.

She sighs.

“It’s an ugly beast, isn’t it?” A familiar voice chimes a few yalms above and behind the
Warrior. She manages not to jump in surprise, but still turns quickly to face the speaker.

“Thancred?!”

“You’d have been dead if I wanted you to be,” the rogue says, quietly jumping down from a
pillar. He grins. “Luckily, you’re the one imperial I like.”

“I’m not--” She huffs and shakes her head. “What are you doing here? Zenos is here at the
palace.”

“Well aware. I watched his return yesterday eve.” The Hyur points up at the eikon. “I’ve been
keeping an eye on any developments regarding our scaly friend.”

“Of course. You’re the best we have for this sort of thing.” She looks up again at the
motionless eikon, but after a moment gets the feeling that Thancred is watching her and not
the beast. “What?”



“You look well,” he says, tone nearly hushed. “They seem to be taking care of you in
Garlemald.”

“I’m taking care of myself,” she says. “In Garlemald.”

“So I’ve heard.” He crosses his arms and jerks his chin toward her left hand. “You’re
certainly working on marrying up, at the least.”

The Warrior frowns. “I’m not doing this for power.”

“Of course you aren’t. The man you’re promised to just happens to be the emperor of the
most powerful nation in the world. I know that you aren’t power hungry, and the Scions
know that the same. Others--our friendly leaders in the Alliance for example--might think
differently.”

“I am well aware.”

“And?”

She shrugs. “I honestly don’t give a fuck right now.” The Warrior points at the eikon. “Right
now, that is my concern. Not whether or not the dainty little sultana disapproves of my
marital choices. The Alliance doesn’t have to like who I am marrying. They won’t be invited
to the wedding, anyway.”

“So, it’s true then?”

“Completely true.” The Warrior focuses on the eikon, studying the strange Allagan machina
holding it tenuously in place over the gardens. When she continues stares at the beast for too
long, a strange feeling of unease--of anger that is not her own--pricks at her mind. What
Zenos said upon their arrival was true, she thinks. They do not have much time.

She hears her name murmured in a foreignly uncertain tone. Blinking, she looks back to
Thancred and feels the rancor flee her mind.

“Will we be invited?” Thancred asks. “The Scions, I mean.”

“I--I’m not sure. We haven’t even begun talking about a wedding. Maybe next year.”

“Oh.” He looks away. “Right, of course. You’ve barely been together half a year.”

“Mm.” She smiles. “You know, I didn’t realize how much I missed seeing your stupid, smug
face, Thancred.”

“What--stupid?” Now he looks back at her, silvery brows drawing together and his face
contorting in exaggerated insult. “You wound me, good lady.”

The Warrior laughs. “As is ever my wont.”

“Indeed!”



“Will you take a message back to the others for me?”

He frowns. “Can you not deliver it in person?”

She sighs. “I should not be leaving the palace. Not right now.”

“Will there ever be a time again?”

“I’ll make the time,” she says. “I do miss you all. You’re the closest thing I have to family.”

"You say that." He leaves the thought unfinished. "What's the message, then?"

"I don't care what the rebels have planned--I don't want the Scions anywhere near this place
when Shinryu is released."

Thancred stares at her, lips pursed. "The rebels do have plans."

"So does the empire. Varis has no intention of giving Ala Mhigo its freedom."

"Never reckoned that he did." He shakes his head. “I suppose that just raises the question:
what side are you going to be on?”

She curls her fingers into her palms. “If fighting breaks out between Ala Mhigo and
Garlemald, I will not be fighting on either side.” The Warrior swallows at a lump in her
throat. “That is where I stand.”

“What about Lyse?” Thancred asks. “I would have thought you would want to support her
and her people.”

“Were it not conflicting with my own personal interests, then, sure, I would probably let
myself get dragged into a war with Garlemald. Twelve knows that’s what I usually do.” She
looks him in the eye. “But, that is not the case this time. This is something I’m doing just for
myself.”

“Marrying an emperor is already a pretty big something,” he concedes.

“I promise you, Thancred, I am not turning my back on our causes. We’re Scions. We protect
Eorzea, and the whole star, and stop primals, and all of that. Right?” The Warrior waves a
hand up at the contained eikon. “Well, that’s what I'm going to do tomorrow.”

“For the empire.”

She corrects: “With the help of the empire. Because the Eorzeans certainly can’t do anything
about that monster on their own.”

“You’re playing a dangerous game,” Thancred says. “Aren’t you the Warrior of Light? What
about that?”

She shrugs. “I still am the Warrior of Light. My blessings remain intact, so I must not have
done anything yet to upset Hydaelyn, or gone against Her plans. Whatever those are.”



Thancred’s expression falls, and the Warrior knows he is thinking of Minfilia.

“Please, Thancred. Just tell them? I don’t want to have to worry about the safety of my
friends while fighting a primal.”

For a moment he looks at the ground, but then nods and shifts his gaze to hers. “Aye. ‘Fight
to protect’, isn’t that what you always say? Well, I want to protect our friends, too. So, don’t
worry. They will get your word.”

“Thank you, Thancred. I will--” The Warrior stops at the sound of the doors she recently
passed through creaking open. They both turn and look at the sound of a heavy footstep and
rattling armor.

“Shit.” It isn’t clear whether she or Thancred utters the word first.

“Well, well, well. What do we have here?” Zenos’ passage through the columns seems a
casually menacing stroll. He is in his armor, still minus his helmet, but now with a strange
sort of scabbard hanging from his hip. The Warrior supposes that if Zenos commonly went
strutting around with three swords, it is no wonder his men are fearful of him.

“I was just on a walk,” she says. The prince stops only a few paces away and squints down at
them.

“As was I.” Zenos stares down at Thancred. The Hyur has his hands resting on the hilts of his
daggers, body tense, teeth half bared in a grimace. “You do not belong here. You have one
minute to remove yourself from my presence before I change my mind about letting you
live.”

“Just go, Thancred,” the Warrior says softly. “Go, and deliver my message.”

The Scion looks between them, before letting out a faint ‘tch’ and sprinting for the edge of
the roof. Zenos immediately loses interest in Thancred and shifts his gaze to the Warrior.

“Conspiring with the empire’s enemies, are you?” His tone is carefully accusatory.

“I didn’t know he was here,” she says.

“Perhaps you didn’t.” Zenos smirks for a moment. “I did. The little rogue has been skulking
around the palace on and off for weeks now.”

This is a puzzling admission. “And you’ve just let him?”

“Mm.” The prince makes a show at feigning disinterest, curling his fists on his hips and
looking up at the pale blue sky. “I was simply following my father’s orders not to interfere
with Scion activity in Gyr Abania if said activity was not doing anything directly aggressive
or counterproductive to the empire’s interests.”

“He’s likely been reporting back to the Ala Mhigan rebels.”

“The rebels are, at best, barely a middling concern.”



The Warrior considers what Zenos has told her. She did not know that Varis had put forth
such an order. “So, you knew that Thancred was spying on things here in the palace? How
did you even know he was here? He’s the best spy the Scions have.”

Zenos scoffs. “Please. He might be good, but he’s no Frumentarius.”

“Alright, alright. It isn’t a competition.” She crosses her arms and smiles up at the prince.
“Tell me then, Zenos. Why did you come up here?”

“I received word from my guards that you had wandered your way up to the Menagerie. So, I
thought I would come and see for myself what the great Warrior of Light’s impression of this
eikon was.” He peers down at her. “What do you feel when you gaze upon this beast?”

“I can feel the power it emanates,” the Warrior says. “So, I’m a little worried. A little afraid.”

“Even though you have slain eikons before?”

“Because I have.”

Zenos hums thoughtfully before turning to face the eikon. He lifts his hands towards the
caged beast. “I suppose I cannot sense this creature’s aether as you can, Warrior of Light. Be
that as it may, I can still sense its rage, its rancor, the raw power that courses through its form.
Even as it sleeps it yearns for destruction, for unsurpassed violence.”

There is a brightness in the prince’s eyes that makes the Warrior nervous. “You said that your
soldiers had begun to succumb to the eikon’s influence, Zenos. What about you? Do you hear
Shinryu growling in your head, too?”

Zenos does not move. For a long moment he remains transfixed on the eikon, arms aloft.

But then, softly, he lets out a melancholic croak: “No.” His hands drop to his sides. “The
beast does not speak to me.”

She exhales with relief. “That is probably for the best, Zenos. If you were to become
tempered by the eikon, I would have to kill you.”

“You could try, my friend.” His lips pull into a thin smile. “But, I would profess to being
fearful of myself were I not in control of my faculties.”

“So, even you are not above fear.”

“I suppose not.”

“Promise me--promise me that you’ll tell me or your father if you start to hear anything
unusual in your thoughts. A voice that isn’t your own.”

Zenos looks at her. “Were I you, I would concern myself more with my father’s mental
security.”

“Don’t worry, I am.”



He hums again faintly. “Do not waste your energy on fear. There is no need for it. Between
your gifts and my might, the eikon does not stand a chance of survival.”

The Warrior smiles ruefully. “Your optimism is enviable.”

“Pah.” Zenos turns away from the eikon, causing the elaborate holster at his hip to nearly
collide with her knee. “I need no gifts to foresee our victory.”

“I can only pray that you are right.” The Warrior points at the holster. “Now, would you mind
telling my what the hells that thing is?”

“Ah, this.” Zenos flourishes a hand at the strange assembly. “Quite the work of art, is it not?”

“It’s… certainly something.”

“A product of my researchers. I told you, if you remember, that I used charged weapons when
possible. This device has been engineered to restore the aetheric charge in my weapons.”

“Very clever, but why three swords?”

Zenos flashes her a toothy grin. “Why not three swords?”

“Fair enough.”

She studies the hilts of the swords. “What kind of blades are they?”

“They are all katana. I took a fancy to the blades while I was working in Doma.” He draws
one of the blades from its strange scabbard. Violet hued energy licks along the length of the
blade. “Each weapon has a name and a story. A history, some of them quite fascinating. This
one is the Storm, for example. Charged with levin. Said to have been used by a Hingan pirate
centuries ago.” Zenos returns the sword to its scabbard, and gestures at another. “This one is
the Swell.” He points at the third hilt, which is emblazoned with the imperial emblem. “And
this is Standard.”

“‘Standard’?” she echoes.

“It is a standard issue weapon. Nothing special, but it does its job.” There is a hint of levity in
his tone, though his expression remains serious. She considers her own weaponry.

“My gunblade doesn’t have a name,” the Warrior notes.

“Every good weapon should have a name.” Zenos’ tone is definitely wry now.

“Perhaps so. Mine just hasn’t earned one, yet.”

“Mayhap tomorrow will be its day.” For a moment the prince looks in the direction of the
eikon. “If we are fortunate, then the hunt will be glorious, and your weapon will have a story
to go with it.”

“I suppose being a gift from an emperor isn’t really much of a story.”



Zenos lowers his gaze to her, a familiar wrinkle appearing between his brows. Finally he
looks away with a small shrug. “It is only the beginning of a story, Warrior of Light.”

 

After being given careful directions by the prince, the Warrior returns to the room she is
sharing with Varis. The Emperor has not yet returned from his business, and so she settles
back down with her book. She cannot focus on the printed words, her mind wandering back
to the roof. The Warrior thinks of Thancred and the other Scions. She hopes that they receive
and heed her message.

The Warrior tries not to think of the eikon.

Instead she thinks of Zenos up on the roof. She thinks of his strange scabbard, and of his
restrained but plainly evident enthusiasm for his weaponry. This, unfortunately, also makes
her think of his barely checked joy when viewing the eikon and considering its destructive
power. She knows that Zenos thinks the destruction of the eikon to be cowardly and a waste
of power. And yet, he is going along with the plans. Why? Does he have some kind of
ulterior motive? What if he doesn’t plan on actually helping destroy the eikon on the
morrow?

The sound of the guest door creaking open saves the Warrior from her thoughts. She hears the
Emperor murmuring to his guards, and then the door shutting. Varis calls her name, and she
calls back softly.

“You look troubled,” Varis says as he finds her in the plush chair. He glances at the book in
her lap. “Though I suspect it has little to do with the fictions of ancient Ilsabard.”

The Warrior sets the book aside. “In truth? I got bored and went for a walk around the palace.
Found my way up to the rooftop garden where the eikon is being kept.”

“I see.”

“And… Thancred was up there, sneaking about like he does. We didn’t really say all that
much, and really I just tried to get him to understand that I didn’t want the Scions anywhere
near here tomorrow.”

The Emperor scratches at his chin. “Aye, I had my suspicions that it would not take long
before your people started sending in spies.”

“Yes. Zenos said as much when he found us up on the roof.” She lets out a sigh and sinks
further into the chair cushions. “Honestly, I’m starting to worry a little that he might try
something tomorrow, something to undermine my efforts.”

“I already worried the same,” he says. “But, you were already aware as such.”

The Warrior tips her head back to look up at the Emperor. “What do I do if he tries
something?”



Varis frowns. “I do not have an answer to that question. I wish that I did.” He reaches and
lightly presses the pad of his thumb to the center of her forehead. “Would that I had a better
answer than simply to strike him down if he tries anything.”

She is puzzled by the gesture and looks at his extended hand. “I will destroy the eikon. If
Zenos gets in the way, then I will have to remove him as an obstacle.”

Varis moves his hand to stroke over her hair. “I want him to do the right thing, and yet I
cannot shake the fear that lingers in my heart.”

“This will have to be his chance to prove himself, then.”

He stares at her, familiar frown lingering. “Yes. Perhaps his last chance.”

The Warrior watches as the Emperor removes his crown and sets it on the polished surface of
a table. He crosses his arms and rubs at his chin while pacing the length of the room.

“Varis?”

“Hm?” His pacing stops when she calls, and he pivots to look at her.

“How does your head feel? Any wayward thoughts, emotions seeping in that you aren’t sure
are your own?”

The Emperor blinks. After a moment of thought, he flashes a bittersweet smile at her. “My
dark thoughts are all my own, my love.”

“Yes, but--I’m being serious, Varis.” The Warrior gets up from the chair and moves to where
he stands. She lifts her hands to his cheeks. “Tempering is a terrible thing, and I don’t want to
lose you like that.”

“My mind is fine,” he says. “Aside from mulling over the pending battle, my thoughts are
empty.”

The Warrior gazes into his golden eyes, looking for any signs that aught is amiss. “Empty,
you say?”

“Ah, well--” Varis falters, and his cheeks flush with pink under her fingers. “The longer you
stand this close, the more my mind creeps full of thoughts of how lovely you are. And how
warm your skin is, and how the skin on your right fingers is a bit rougher, and--”

She silences him with a kiss.



Chapter 43

The next morning the Warrior does not eat breakfast. She has no appetite, and even watching
Varis sip his coffee is enough to make her stomach turn.  She does gulp down a large wooden
cup of lukewarm water, but refuses any food. She sits, eyes closed, and waits. The Warrior
knows herself, knows how her body betrays her when she is forewarned that a battle against
some monstrous force is awaiting her. So she does not break her fast--that can wait until the
battle is won.

Afterwards, the Warrior sits and inspects her gunblade. She opens the chamber and runs her
fingers over the hidden inscription. Under the Emperor’s guidance, she breaks the weapon
down, cleans it, and puts it back together. The Emperor purrs praise at her efficiency into her
ear, and the Warrior thinks she would rather remain here secure between his arms instead of
out on the roof fighting an eikon. Despite this, the weapon is soon loaded and ready for the
day’s challenges.

Preparing the Warrior herself is a different matter entirely. She has already bathed the night
before, spending a long time sitting alone in the stone basin, trying unsuccessfully to empty
her thoughts. Now she sits backwards at the edge of the bed, wrapped in the snug support of
her carbonweave under armor. She holds a job crystal in her hands, mindful of its points as
she turns it over in her fingers. The Emperor is quiet behind her as he brushes out her hair
and works it into a braid crowning the back of her head. 

She is still ill at ease at the looming prospect of fighting the eikon--with or without Zenos’
aid. However, this morning she feels somewhat more at peace over the prospect. The evening
before, while soaking in the tub, the thoughts came to her, warped from Varis’ past musings.
It might be part of her fate to fight the eikon. Even if she had never returned to Garlemald
and had been fighting alongside the Scions all along, if the eikon had still been summoned
then she still would have had to fight it eventually. It was inevitable and inescapable--and so
the Warrior of Light would have to do what she always did. She would put on a brave face
and confront the monsters on behalf of those who could not.

The stone pricks briefly against her skin when she tucks it into her carbonweave. She closes
her eyes against the usual rush of emotions.

“I’m afraid,” she whispers.

“So am I,” is his soft reply. “The fear is there to keep us aware, not to stop us.”

The Warrior swallows and nods, mindful of his work. “You are right, of course. You’ve been
doing this sort of thing a lot longer than I have.”

Varis lets out a weary chuckle. “I learned that lesson just as much from you as my own
experience.”

“Ah, well.” She rubs at the corner of her eye. “Let us both be brave today, then.”



He nods, smoothing a hand over her hair and down the back of her neck. “Take my strength
as your own. I will be there with you, from afar.”

“Thank you.” The Warrior slides off the bed. She smooths her hands over her sides. “Help me
finish dressing?”

“It would be my honor,” says the Emperor.

 

Mid-morning, and the sun is already rising over the distant mountain peaks into a cloudless
sky. The Warrior stands at Varis’ side in the parade grounds, which are now eerily quiet, but
for the echoing of the idling engines of a crimson warship that hovers just over the grounds.

“The final tests were completed just after dawn,” the officer standing before them reports.
“With only a few minor adjustments, everything synchronized as you had predicted, Your
Radiance.”

Varis’ face is an attentive yet impassive mask. “Very good.”

“We should be able to fire two consecutive salvos from all accounted vessels, excepting for
the Accipter and Buteo, as they lack secondary cannons.” The officer gestures skyward.
“Afterwards, all vessels will retreat to the agreed coordinates northeast and southeast of
where the Gration is stationed.”

The Emperor nods. “This is all good to hear. Proceed to the next step. I will give the word
when all units are in position.”

The officer salutes. “With all haste, Your Radiance!”

The Warrior watches the officer hurry off up the stairs. “He said the Gration?”

“He did.”

“Wasn’t that Regula’s ship? I thought it was stranded in Azys Lla.”

“It was, yes.” Varis frowns for a moment before shaking his head. “And that is the word we
have kept feeding to our enemies. However, half a year is more than enough time to repair
her engines and hull and relocate her.” He nods off to the east. “The Gration has been sitting
a few malms outside the viewing range of the Gyr Abanian borders for nearly a month.”

“So, the Sixth was already here, near Eorzea?”

“Most of it, no. Just the Gration and a few support vessels. The remainder have been
elsewhere, training with their new legatus.”

“So many secrets you’re still keeping from me, Varis,” she says. He grimly smiles down at
her.



“When it is something you need to know, then I will tell you. ‘Tis easier for you to speak
with your people if you don’t feel like you are lying to them through omission.”

“Fair enough.” The Warrior sighs and looks up at the battleship. “Have you seen Zenos yet?”

“He was up in the communications room last I saw him. Zenos is to report to you when his
preparations with his ships are complete, and then you are to give word when this operation
is ready to begin.”

“Me?”

“Aye, my Lady.” His smile softens. “The Sixth and Twelfth have their orders. All are waiting
on you.”

“No pressure or anything,” she says. Varis chuckles.

“Fear not, Lady van Umbrus. Once my vessel departs, only a handful of soldiers will remain
on the grounds, and they will be taking shelter underground in case of any structural damage
during the fight. The remainder of the forces were repositioned to Specula Imperatoris and
the castella in the Fringes during the night.”

She nods, recalling the details of the briefing Varis shared the evening before. “That does
bring some peace of mind. I doubt Zenos cares muchly, but it will be easier for me to fight if
I’m not worried about some bystander getting hurt.”

The Emperor clears his throat. “Of course, I cannot make any promises for any civilians that
refused the evacuation orders. If they stayed, it was by choice.”

“I understand.” The Warrior can only hope that the Scions listened to her pleas.

Varis lifts his finger to the linkpearl in his right ear. After a moment, he says: “Understood.
She will be up shortly.”

“Zenos?”

“Aye. The Twelfth has moved into its positions.” Varis gestures at his ear. “Zenos has a
linkpearl built into his helm. He will be able to give your word when the two of you are
ready.”

“Okay. Good.” She wets her lips. “I suppose that it’s time, then.”

Varis touches her cheek. “The longer we tarry, the more dangerous the eikon becomes.”

“Yes.”

For a long moment they stare at each other. The world is nearly silent around them.

“I love you, Varis,” the Warrior says. The Emperor murmurs her name and bends, pressing a
kiss to her forehead.



“And, I love you.” He kisses her. “I have all faith in your victory. I will see you again soon,
my love.”

The Warrior swallows back her nerves and nods. She presses a kiss to his cheek before
stepping away. “Thank you. Take care.”

 

The prince is waiting for her inside the palace when the Warrior finally leaves the parade
grounds. He holds his helmet tucked under his left arm. Zenos is studying the screen of a
small tablet when she arrives, and a lone soldier is waiting a few feet away. He looks up at
the sound of her boot heels on the stone floor.

“Ah, Lady van Umbrus. Father said to expect you.” Zenos holds the tablet out to the soldier.
“Go hide in a hole with the rest of your men.”

The soldier takes the tablet, salutes, and hurries off down the hall.

“Would that there were more men of worth in the military,” the prince mutters.

“It isn’t their fault that they were not born with the Echo,” she says. Zenos squints at her.

“Neither were you, correct? The Echo was a boon you were given.”

“Yes, but--I can’t say it’s something I really earned. It wasn’t something I asked for. It just
kind of… happened.”

Zenos frowns fleetingly, but his usual disinterested mask is quickly back in place. “All the
same.”

The Warrior shrugs. “It’s better that your men stay out of the way. They’re of little use to you
or the rest of the empire if they’re dead.”

“Your nagging is beginning to remind me of my father,” Zenos says, his tone a touch sour. “I
know what is at stake, Lady van Umbrus.”

“Good. As long as we are in agreement.” The Warrior puts on her helmet, mindful of the
careful braid Varis has woven her hair into. “I will tell you this now: if you try to do anything
to prevent the slaying of this eikon, I will take you out as well.” 

“I understand your doubts, Warrior of Light.” Zenos’ fingers toy with the tip of one of his
helmet’s horns. “However, you need not worry. I will follow the orders of the Emperor of
Garlemald, even if I find them cowardly and do not agree with them.”

“Why?”

He considers this for a moment before shaking his head and lifting his helmet into place.
“Because he is the emperor, and I am not. If Father is more interested in pursuing your
visions of the future than those set by his predecessor, then so be it.”



“That simple?”

The back of his helmet clicks into place amongst his armor. “Yes. It is that simple.”

 

The eikon still hangs in the air above the palace gardens. Standing next to Zenos, the Warrior
crosses her arms.

“I don’t know, Zenos. What do you think?”

“I am uncertain that this is a fair fight,” the prince says. Through the filter of his helmet, his
voice is gruff and yet nearly coy. “Two dragons against one?”

“Am I a dragon, now?”

“Aye.” He gestures at the side of her head. “You have horns, too, or did you fail to notice?”

She sighs and looks skyward. There is something more ominous to the eikon than on the
previous day. It is emitting more energy than before--she doesn’t need any fancy magitek to
tell her that. The Warrior can sense it prickling at her skin through her armor. She can feel the
eikon’s will pressing against hers, searching for a way in.

“Your head feeling okay, Zenos?”

He gives a single nod. “Yes. But we were right to have haste. The beast flexes its claws.”

The Warrior nods in agreement. “Then we should begin. Give the word that we’re ready.”

“Let us move into a safer position for the bombardment. ‘Twould do us poorly to be wiped
out by a missile before the battle has even begun.”

“Lead the way.”

 

They take refuge behind a heavy stone column near the doors. The Warrior watches as the
prince presses a finger to the side of his helmet.

“This shall be rather loud, even with the dampeners in our helmets,” Zenos says. He touches
her arm and points at the side of the pillar. “We shall stand here on the western face. Most of
the volleys shall come from the north and southeastern directions.”

The pair move into position. A faint whistling sound meets the Warrior’s ears.

“Brace yourself,” says Zenos. He presses a big hand to her collarbone, holding her against the
surface of the stone. She nods.

The whistling sound increases in volume, until suddenly it stops. The sound is replaced by a
deep, percussive booming that rattles the stone around them. There is a lull of seconds, and



then a second thundering of explosions. The Warrior is grateful for her helm as the air around
them is filled with smoke and steam and dust. She waits and listens, tries to hear anything
over the echoing rumble. Over the clamor she hears the pinging sound of metal striking
stone.

And then it all fades to near silence.

She feels the pressure of Zenos’ hand lessen as the clouds of steam and smoke begin to thin.
They move around the colonnade and cast their gazes to the eikon. Broken pieces of the
Allagan containment device are scattered about the ground. The eikon yet hovers suspended
overhead, but its body is beginning to move. There is a strange noise, like a thousand trees all
splintering at once. Through the haze, the Warrior watches as the body of the wyrm begins to
unfurl. Great black shards of scales crack and fall away like blocks of obsidian, followed by
the latter dozen yalms of the beast’s tail breaking free and falling to the rooftop. The
stonework shudders beneath them as it impacts and bursts into a cloud of aether.

“Our warships struck true.” She can barely hear Zenos’ pleased growl over the din. “Now it
is our turn, Warrior of Light.”

The eikon roars and unfurls its massive wings. There are long rends in the golden skin of the
right wing, and much of the left is completely gone, blown apart in the assault. The beast
struggles to remain airborne, and the broken end of its long tail thrashes against the stone
pillars of the rooftop. The black maw of the eikon opens, and a burst of sickly green and blue
energy lances to the north. There is the sound of a distant explosion.

The Warrior shouts to Zenos. “Quickly! We must not let the eikon direct its ire to the fleet!”

The prince gives a sharp nod in agreement. “Draw the beast’s attention. I will find the means
to disable its right wing. We will prevent it from attempting an escape.”

“Understood.”

She swallows back a bubble of dread as Zenos steps away from the column and bolts toward
the broken end of the wyrm’s tail. The Warrior steels herself, drawing her gunblade as she
starts in the opposite direction. Up close, the gargantuan size of the eikon is far more
intimidating than that of any other opponent she has faced. She scarcely knows where to start
in trying to get the thing’s attention, so she settles for focusing on the prickly red job crystal
that presses against her carbonweave.

Surrounding herself in a flickering red shield of aether, the Warrior screams.

“Hey! Down here, you ugly fuck!”

 

Fighting every eikon--every primal--has been different. Against Ifrit, the Warrior had been
naught but a terrified novice who focused on shielding against the creature’s claws and fiery
elemental attacks. Titan had been a crushing force of nature, and Garuda a nightmare of flesh
shredding winds. Shiva had been the embodiment of Ishgard’s freezing temperatures and



martial history. Every fight was different, and every fight was somehow worse, an escalation
of the dangers presented by the previous.

Fighting Shinryu is different and yet the same--a bizarre amalgamation of battles she has
fought before. When the wyrm lunges in close, snapping its jaws at the place where she was
just standing, the Warrior leaps and slashes her blade through one of the golden spikes that
protrude from the eikon’s sternum. She shields against crackling blasts of aether that make
her sweat inside her armor. The eikon nearly catches her in its claws, but is distracted from its
attack by something on its backside. The Warrior cannot see Zenos, and can only trust that he
is keeping up his part of the fight.

The eikon growls and snaps at the air near its right wing, just as a burst of green energy
flickers from the limb. She fires a shot from the gunblade to draw the beast’s attention, and
then leaps up and stabs the blade between two of the thick black scales on its flank. Black
blood oozes down the length of the blade as the eikon roars. It claws at her and misses. She
pulls the weapon free and jumps away as its claws nearly catch on the edge of her shoulder.

The Warrior shields herself as the other massive paw comes crashing down onto her. She is
crushed briefly to the ground, the wind knocked out of her. The paw slams down again, and
her shielding is all that keeps the Warrior from being completely flattened. She grits her teeth,
shoving back against the eikon with her aether.

With a snarl, the eikon withdraws its talons and lunges toward her, snapping its jaws closed
mere ilms from her chest. The Warrior responds with a boot heel into the beast’s scales. The
eikon snaps at her again, then stops. Its head pivots out of sight. There is another snapping of
jaws, followed by a metallic shriek. A blade, tinged veridian, rattles noisily as it clatters to
the stones a few yalms away. It is swiftly followed by a crunching thud as its owner is thrown
to the ground.

The Warrior scrambles to her feet. Zenos does not remain crumpled for long. Already he is
pushing himself up with his left hand, but the Warrior can see that something is wrong. His
right arm hangs limp, forgotten at his side, his armor ripped free at the shoulder, exposing
torn carbonweave and bloodied flesh. The right side of his helmet is cracked as well.

“Zenos, you’re hurt, you--”

“I am fine,” the prince snaps as he rises to his feet. He removes his helmet and throws it
aside. Zenos' eyes are white around the blue, and his face is contorted in wild delight.

“But your arm--”

“I need only one to fight.” Zenos takes a slow step forward and picks up his sword with his
left hand. “The battle is not yet won, and so I am fine. You may frivolously concern yourself
with my well being when the battle has concluded.”

And then the prince is darting away again, dodging the eikon's snarling maw and vaulting
onto its back. The remaining wing shudders from the impact of Zenos’ renewed assault. The
eikon snarls and snaps again at his attack, and it takes several charged blows from the
Warrior to draw its attention away. Its claws whip out and knock her again to the stonework. 



The beast’s maw lowers to grab at the Warrior as she scrambles to her feet. Then its head
jerks to the side, and the eikon roars. Looking up, the Warrior can see the hilt of one of
Zenos’ katanas protruding from the bright red eye of the eikon. The roar is punctuated by a
calamitous cracking, and with a spurt of black blood the right wing of the eikon sags limp to
the ground. A nigh giddy cackle echoes overhead.

“Behold! The might of a god indeed!”

The eikon’s body thrashes wildly as it loses elevation and crashes into the gardens. An arm
whips out and catches the Warrior in the chest. She is sent flying, and lands only a few fulms
from the stone wall that encircles the roof. A blast of watery aether released by the eikon
nearly throws her bodily into the barrier. She looks around until seeing the glint of her
gunblade, grabs the weapon, and hurries back to where the eikon is writhing about. She is hit
by another spray of water as the beast’s truncated tail thrashes in the reflecting pool.

The eikon snaps several times in the air over its broken wing, and the Warrior realizes that it
is trying to attack Zenos. The prince is deflecting each bite with his sword, but he is gripping
perilously at the damaged limb with his knees. The Warrior tries several times to draw the
eikon’s attention away from him, but despite her best efforts Zenos remains its target.

There is another short curse as the prince slips and falls back to the stonework. He is
immediately on his feet again, dodging the eikon’s snapping maw and leaping forward. Zenos
strikes at the beast’s left arm, nearly severing the limb at its elbow. The Warrior is almost
knocked off her feet as the eikon lunges after Zenos.

This time, Shinryu does not miss.

She can hear the resonant shriek of teeth against armor, of the metal giving way with loud
rupturing pings. A low, involuntary cry of pain accompanies the horrible sounds. There is a
labored grunt, and then an unnatural shriek comes from the eikon. Looking up, she briefly
sees a blade sticking out of the top of the eikon’s snout, before the head whips violently to the
side.

There is a crunch of flesh and bone against stone behind her, and the Warrior turns in time to
see Zenos’ body come to rest on the stonework.

“Zenos!” The prince’s name tears itself from her throat, chased by bile. She swallows it back
and stumbles over to him. “Zenos? Zenos, hey--”

Except for the twist of his right arm, his limbs and head are all pointing the right directions.
His armor is marred with a line of punctures across the breastplate, and oozing red is visible
beyond the rent metal. There is blood gathering at the corners of Zenos’ mouth. His eyelids
are heavy, nearly shut, only the whites visible beyond the thick lashes.

“Hey. Hey, stay with me!” The Warrior feels lightheaded when she gathers aether in her
palms to press a healing spell against his breastplate. “Zenos!”

He groans, but remains otherwise motionless. A line of red escapes his lips and traces down
to his jaw.



 

Behind her, the eikon roars.

 

Battleships observing from a safe distance will later have a report on how the fight concludes.
This is fortunate, because the Warrior of Light has no recollection of destroying the eikon.
She remembers the prince, inert on the stonework, and then she is surrounded by an
explosion of corrupted aether. Her gunblade is hot in her right hand, burning her skin through
its glove, but she does not let it go. She cannot let it go--her fingers will not relax from their
desperate clench on the grip.

She stares at the sky, suddenly empty and blue. Her breath is a difficult thing to manage, and
she hastily removes her helmet. She doubles over and heaves, but nothing escapes. The
Warrior is still hunched over when a shadow darkens the damaged rooftop, and the hum of
magitek engines meets her ears. She looks around until she spots the form of the prince.

Zenos’ eyes are closed, and his bloodied lips are pulled into a faint smile. She can’t tell if
he’s breathing.

“It’s alright,” the Warrior murmurs, sinking to a knee next to him. “It’s okay. I’m here. I think
we won, Zenos.” She looks up at the two battleships that have drawn in close to the rooftop.
“Help is here. We’ll get the medici for you, and you’ll be fine--” Her voice breaks in her
throat, and she squeezes her eyes shut. She whispers: “You did such a good job, Zenos.”

Her name echoes to her across the rooftop from two different directions. The Warrior’s head
aches when she lifts it to seek out the sources. From the battleships approach the Emperor, his
guards, and a dozen or more soldiers. From the doors of the palace she sees Lyse advancing
at a rapid clip, Alphinaud trailing a few yalms behind. There are several Resistance soldiers
lingering in the open doorways, their weapons drawn.

The Warrior moves between Zenos and the Scions. Lyse gets there first.

“Is he dead?” she demands loudly, eyes immediately lowering to the fallen prince. Alphinaud
is panting for breath when he catches up to them.

“Seven hells, Warrior, are you alright?”

The Warrior’s arm trembles as she lifts her gunblade. “Leave him be.”

Lyse shakes her head. “Are you kidding? We have to make sure that he’s dead!”

She presses her left hand over the right to steady herself. “I said: Leave. Him. Be.”

Alphinaud rests a staying hand on Lyse’s arm. “Warrior?”

“I thought the rebels were advised to stay away from the palace.” The Emperor’s voice cuts
sharply through the warm air. The Scions take an uneasy step away at his approach. The
Warrior lowers her weapon. 



“Fat chance for that!” Lyse says with a grin. “The commander of your forces has fallen, and
we are taking back what is ours!”

Varis comes to a stop next to where the Warrior is still struggling to remain upright. “I do
believe you are mistaken. You see, control of Gyr Abania was transferred to the Sixth Legion
before the fight against your eikon began.” He gestures toward the other battleship. “I would
advise vacating the premises before I order you all executed.”

“You can’t do that! That--that’s cheating!” Lyse’s cheeks flush angrily.

“It was part of the plan,” murmurs the Warrior. The Scions gape at her. “You should go. I
don’t want my friends to get hurt.”

“Come with us, then,” Lyse pleads.

“No. Go back to the others. Tell them Shinryu has been destroyed. The realm is safe again.”

The Scions exchange an uncertain look. Alphinaud licks his chapped lips.

“Warrior… Are you certain that you wish to choose sides like this?”

“You cannot claim neutrality when you’re siding with the Ala Mhigans. You aren’t just
supporting Eorzea anymore, you’re--” The Warrior’s words falter at the sound of a faint
groan from the ground behind her. Lyse and Alphinaud stumble back in surprise. Lyse drops
to a half crouch, her hands curling into fists.

“By the Twelve, how is that bastard still alive?!”

“Watch your tongue, savage!” Varis snaps at the woman.

The Warrior cannot hide the tremor in her arm when she wearily raises her gunblade again. “I
said to leave him be.” She swallows against the sour taste in her mouth. “I know that the
empire is the enemy. That we’re supposed to hate them, but--” Her stomach pitches and she
squeezes her eyes shut. She hears Varis’ distressed murmur of her name and shakes her head.
She forces her eyes open again and meets Lyse’s disbelieving gaze. “And I know Zenos is an
arse, but he isn’t responsible for all of Ala Mhigo’s suffering. Killing him won’t undo
anything, and it won’t bring anyone any peace.”

“Warrior, we can’t--”

“Everyone won today, Lyse. Shinryu is no more. Just accept that and leave!”

“Warrior, are you alright?” Alphinaud is focused on her face and not her weapon. “You look
ill.”

“I just need to rest,” the Warrior says. “I’ll be fine. So, please, just leave.”

Her friends hesitate again, but then Lyse nods and grabs Alphinaud’s wrist. As they run away,
the Warrior can hear Lyse shouting an order for a retreat from the palace.



The Warrior’s arm drops and lets her weapon clatter to the ground. She looks behind her,
where several soldiers are trying to figure out how to move Zenos. Varis is looking at her,
expression pinched with concern.

“You look wretched,” he says. “I will take you to the medici.”

“I’m fine. I just overdid it.” She looks down at Zenos, at how pale his skin is where it is not
dark with blood. Varis follows the line of her gaze. For a moment he says nothing.

Then, the Emperor waves a hand at his men. “Stand back. I will handle him.”

The soldiers step away, watching silently as their leader stoops over his son. Varis carefully
lifts the younger man into his arms, stopping briefly when the prince lets out an unconscious
bark of pain as his right arm is moved. The Warrior stares down at the red stain on the
stonework as the Emperor turns and starts his return to the battleship.

The Warrior follows him, but only makes it a few steps before her muscles lock up in protest
of any further action.

“My Lady!” Julia and Annia are at her side as she stumbles. Varis stops, half turns to look at
her, unable to mask the fright on his face.

“I’m fine…” The Warrior says, but does not try to stop the guards from supporting her.

She does not make it to the safety of the battleship before darkness overtakes her.



Chapter 44

When the Warrior finally awakens, her body is heavy, from her toes to her eyelids. It is a
struggle to move even those, and when she does she is greeted by darkness that is only
mitigated by a faint blue glow off to her left. It takes some ponderous amount of time to
realize that the glow accompanies a faint low mechanical hum, and that it is coming from a
ceruleum powered radiator.

She closes her eyes and considers her body. While feeling heavy, she is not met with any
extreme amounts of pain. This does not surprise her or do much to stir the muddy waters of
her thoughts, as she did not feel particularly wounded after her battle with the eikon.
However, when she tries to move her arms, it feels as though something is holding them
down. The Warrior grunts faintly in irritation.

From somewhere else in the dark room, she hears a stirring, and a voice quietly murmurs out
‘oh?’. Another orb of blue light appears, glowing from a magitek lantern held aloft by a
soldier. They step closer.

“Lady Lux, are you awake?”

It takes her a moment to recognize the voice. “Caspian?”

“Yes, my Lady. I’m honored that you remember me.”

“Of course I--Nevermind that.” She tries to move to sit up but cannot. “What is going on? I
can’t move.”

“Oh, that’s the blankets. Just a moment.” The centurion sets down the lamp on a bedside
table. They pull back the blankets covering the Warrior, and she immediately finds that she
can lift her hands. “Weighted blankets, my Lady. They kept you from hurting yourself while
you recuperated.”

“Hurting myself? I’m not sure I follow.” She sits up, immediately regretting it as her muscles
painfully prickle in protest at the movement.

“Ah, well, the medicus said that you used up too much aether fighting the eikon and
collapsed afterwards. You came in with quite a few bumps and bruises. Bone fractures and
the like. The weighted blankets restricted your movements more safely than using magic that
might disrupt your body’s natural regeneration process.”

“Oh.” She tries to make sense of their words. “I’m sure that will make more sense later, when
my head isn’t swimming.” She peers around the dark room. “Where am I?”

“In Garlemald, in the palace’s infirmary hall. This is a recovery room, usually used for
soldiers who suffered from aether poisoning while in Eorzea.” The centurion nods. “Just rest
a bit longer, my Lady. His Radiance will be back soon enough.”



“Varis?”

They chuckle. “He has been here more often than not, just watching you rest. Sleeping in the
chair next to your bed every night.”

“Every night… How long has it been since we fought the eikon?”

“Nearly a week.”

“Oh.” She rubs her forehead. “Wait, what about Zenos? Is he--” She cuts off her own
question. The centurion turns their head away.

“He yet lives.” Their usually cheerful tone turns a bit flat. “It is better that the Emperor talks
to you about Zenos than I.”

The Warrior feels an inexplicable pang of relief at the knowledge that the prince survived his
injuries from the eikon. “Yes. Yes, of course. Thank you, Cas.”

 

True to the centurion’s word, it is not long before the medicus arrives with the Emperor in
tow. Varis is not in his armor, instead wearing gray slacks and tunic under a white and red
coat. The Emperor’s eyes immediately go to the Warrior’s face. His eyes are fixated on her as
he dismisses the centurion out into the hallway. Medicus Shaw hums in patient amusement as
the big man pushes past him to take his place at the Warrior’s bedside. Varis whispers her
name into her forehead, then shifts to press his lips to hers.

The Emperor takes his seat next to the bed. His big hands fold themselves around her left
hand. The medicus stands on the other side of the bed, adjusting his glasses as he peers down
at her.

“Well, Lady Lux, it is good to see you awake.”

“Yes… They said it’s been nearly a week?”

“Six days, yes.” The medicus nods. “We lightly sedated you for the first few days, along with
using these weighted blankets, in order to prevent you from moving in your sleep and
worsening your injuries. ‘Tis been a few days now since that wore off, and we have been
awaiting your natural awakening.”

“Hopefully you got the dosage right this time,” she says. Varis coughs softly, and the medicus
makes a puzzled noise.

“Yes, I believe so.” He holds a small magitek device over her chest for a moment, until it
pings three times. “Your vitals are stable, healthy for your race. Quite similar to the ones we
have on file from your incar---your stay on the Gration .”

“That is good, yes?” The Emperor peers across the bed.



“Yes, Your Radiance.” Medicus Shaw looks at him, and then down the Warrior. “Lady Lux,
when you first arrived back here at the palace, I would say that you were in worse shape than
Prince Zenos, at least when it came to your aether. You, ah--” He glances at the Emperor,
whose attention is focused again on the Warrior, before continuing. “I have seen the data
collected by observing vessels during your fight with the eikon. It shows that you slew the
eikon with a burst of aetheric energy several magnitudes greater than what is contained
within your own body. We… are not certain how you accomplished this, though we are quite
glad at the results.”

“I don’t remember,” she says.

“Not surprising. Whatever you did, it drained most of your inherent aether, and you collapsed
a few minutes later.”

The Warrior looks at Varis. “I’m sorry to have worried you.”

“You survived your battle alive and in one piece. That is all that I could have hoped for.” He
shakes his head slowly. “I knew that you would recover, given time.”

She thinks of the battle. “Were there any casualties?”

“A few,” Varis says in a careful tone. “But far fewer than if we had attempted a more direct
assault on the eikon. Do not stress over those details right now. I will give you a full
debriefing of the situation when you are fully back on your feet.”

“Thank you.” She smiles at him. “I am still feeling a little tired.”

“Yes, well,” the medicus speaks up. “Seeing as you are awake and coherent, I would say that
it is safe for you to conduct the remainder of your recuperation in your own chambers. No
strenuous activity for a week or so, of course.”

“Of course. Thank you, Medicus Shaw.” She closes her eyes for a moment, but then reopens
them and looks at her hand, still held delicately between her lovers’. “What of Zenos?”

“He lives,” Varis says.

“Yes, my guard said as much.”

The medicus clears his throat. “Prince Zenos is… in rough condition. Worry not, he has the
best medici and healers tending to him.”

“I wish to see him.”

“He is resting,” is Varis’ simple protest. “As you should continue to.”

“He is awake,” the medicus interjects in a careful tone. “Perhaps a… friendly visitor might
lighten his increasingly dour mood. That is, of course, if Your Radiance does not object.”

The Emperor frowns, but then shakes his head. “Very well. I doubt there will be much harm
in you stopping to see him on your way back to our quarters. But, just for a moment.”



“Thank you, dear.”

 

It takes some time to get the Warrior back on her feet. She is unsteady at first, muscles
forgetful after several days in bed. She keeps her hand tucked into the crook of the Emperor’s
elbow as he guides her out of the sick room. Julia, Annia, and Caspian are all waiting in the
hall, and all three allow themselves a brief show of happiness at seeing the Warrior on her
feet before returning to proper decorum.

“So, why Caspian?” the Warrior wonders as they make their way down an unfamiliar
hallway.

“I trust them,” says Varis. “They proved themselves as worthy of being your guard in Doma,
and so I have reappointed them as your personal guard.”

“My personal guard?” She looks over her shoulder. Julia and Annia are keeping their usual
distance. After them, a few steps behind, the centurion is bringing up the rear.

“For when times necessitate it, yes.”

“Oh. Thank you, Varis.” She smiles. “They said you slept in the chair next to my bed.”

“I did.”

“Well, then, I insist you rest a bit with me in our quarters. The chair cannot be good for your
back.”

The Emperor clears his throat. “Yes, yes, as her ladyship wishes.”

He leads her to another door, and opens it after knocking lightly.

“Call for me if you need me,” Varis says. “Be careful.”

The Warrior steps into a room with gray walls reaching up to a high ceiling, solely lit by the
dim light streaming through the windows. There is a bed on one wall, where its occupant
looks strangely small among the oversized fixtures. The convalescing prince is staring dully
at the windows, and does not look in her direction even as she reaches the foot of the bed. 

The Warrior cannot see the full extent of Zenos’ physical state. He has a white sheet pulled
up to his chest. His left arm is bare, but for a few small bandages. His right arm is completely
bound in bandages from wrist to shoulder, and up nearly to his neck. The prince’s hair is oily,
and stubble is creeping over the bruises that decorate his face.

“Zenos.” She takes a seat on the stool next to the infirmary bed. “I wanted to see how you
were doing. They told me you survived. I was glad to hear it.”

He does not respond. She sits and listens to the faint wheeze that sounds with each breath. It
is a pained sound, one that makes her think of the reports of cracked ribs and blood in the



lungs. It is a marvel to her that the prince is breathing on his own after only a few days of
treatment.

“You fought very well, Zenos. I was glad to have you on my side.”

No response.

“I--” The Warrior hesitates and looks to the door. She lowers her voice. “I was a little terrified
when you fell. I--I don’t think I could handle seeing another comrade die in front of me.” She
swallows. “I know that’s selfish of me. But, I’m still glad that you’re alive.”

The prince does not move, aside from a slow blink of his long lashes. 

The Warrior sighs and moves to stand. “Well, I will leave you alone. Varis said that I
shouldn’t bother you too overlong.”

“Wait.”

She stops at the croaked word. The prince’s gaze has shifted just enough to be looking in her
direction.

“I should have died on that roof,” Zenos whispers, voice even more full of gravel than
normal. “I had a dream--a vision of it. I died among the flowers.” His eyes widen. “Why did I
not die?”

“Sometimes…” She considers his weary plea. “Sometimes, visions and dreams do not show
us what will happen, just what might. If you were truly meant to have died on that roof,
Zenos, then you would have.”

The prince’s expression slackens, and again he murmurs: “I should have died.”

“I’m glad that you didn’t. I--” She stops, uncertain how to continue the statement.

Zenos is silent again, his eyelids drooping nearly closed. 

The Warrior gets to her feet. The prince’s face ticks with a pained grimace, and she reaches
out to press the back of her hand to his forehead. His skin is cool to her touch. He does not
move to swat her away. She looks around the infirmary room, noting a cabinet with several
jars and towels on its top shelf. Going over, she opens the drawers until finding a dark blue
woolen blanket. The Warrior retrieves the covering and returns to the bed.

Zenos remains motionless as the Warrior carefully drapes the blanket over his chest and
shoulders, being mindful of his bandages.

“There you go. Nice and cozy.” She smiles. “Get your rest, Zenos. You’ve earned it.”

He closes his eyes.

 



By the time she returns to the hall, the Warrior is nearly exhausted. She is half tempted to ask
Varis to carry her back to their quarters, but doesn't. He does nothing to hide the quick once-
over he gives her after the door is closed.

“Well?”

“He was awake, sort of,” she says. She isn’t certain she should mention Zenos’ morbid
thoughts. “He seemed sad.”

Varis gives a disbelieving grunt. “If he is ‘sad’, it is only because he cannot run around and
fight things.”

The Warrior hooks her hand into the bend of his arm as they continue walking. She thinks of
Zenos’ statement--that he should have died on the roof. “What were his injuries?”

“A collection that on most mortal men would have been fatal,” Varis says. “My son is, of
course, made of stronger stuff.”

“Yes, but--” She stumbles as her energy flags, and her nails dig into his sleeve in a bid not to
collapse to the floor. There is a trio of alarmed noises from the guards, but Varis is swift to
respond. He lifts her into his arms and tucks her carefully against his broad chest. The
Warrior snuggles against his warmth. She thinks again of Zenos, alone in the cold infirmary.

“You carried him off the battlefield,” she murmurs. At Varis’ curious rumble, she says:
“Zenos. I remember that.”

“I did,” the Emperor admits. “I was the only one who could.”

“The soldiers could have managed.”

Varis does not initially respond.

They are heading down the hall to the royal chambers before the Emperor whispers: “They
would have hurt him.”

 

The Warrior spends much of the next few days in bed. Medicus Shaw comes and checks on
her daily, using his strange little magitek devices to check on her vitals and various bodily
functions. Varis spends as much time with her as he can manage--the Empire is ever
demanding of his attention. She tests her recovery by pacing up and down the length of the
hall outside the royal chambers. The centurion is out there in the hall, watching her and
answering questions when they come to mind.

From Varis she learns that the venture to destroy Shinryu safely was deemed to be mostly a
success. There were minimal imperial casualties--two on a battleship that the eikon
destroyed, and a few more that died when the Ala Mhigan forces invaded the castle during
the fight. The Ala Mhigans fared less fortunate, as more than a dozen of their number were
tempered during their ill-advised incursion and had to be put down afterwards. The situation
in Gyr Abania, according to the latest reports, was tense but quiet. A brief linkpearl



conversation with Alphinaud consoled the Warrior with the knowledge that the Scions were
all presently safe either in Rhalgr’s Reach or back in Mor Dhona.

The news regarding Zenos was more grim. He had nearly died twice on the trip back to
Garlemald, even with the best healers tending to his wounds. His lungs had repeatedly filled
with blood, most of his ribs were cracked or broken, and his right arm had been shattered
from shoulder to elbow. Even now, with the prince’s condition stabilized, there is still talk
amongst the healers that his arm is going to have to be amputated, for even if the flesh
manages to heal the limb will never function again.

She thinks she understands the prince’s despair. He was denied a glorious death in battle, and
was left with his body broken despite their victory. She pities the man, but keeps the thought
to herself. The Scions would not understand or sympathize, and Varis would likely only try to
avoid discussing the unpleasant subject.

 

Another subject that the Emperor is reluctant to touch is the wounds to the Warrior herself.
He still holds her in bed and snuggles with her on the study sofa while they listen to the
evening radio broadcasts. But when Medicus Shaw is present to inspect her recovery and
refresh her bandages, Varis makes himself scarce. She doesn’t ask him why--she thinks she
knows. The Warrior suspects that the man does not like the reminder that his lady love is just
as fragile and mortal as any other person, despite her gifts and strengths.

Seven days after waking in the dark room, the Warrior is declared ‘as well as can be hoped’
by the medicus.

“Your aether seems to be regenerating properly. Aside from some lingering tenderness, I
think with a few more visits from the healers, you should be ready for service in another
week.”

She watches the Hyur scribble down some notes. “I feel like I got off lucky, compared to
Zenos.”

“Well, you aren’t short of an arm, no. But, you could have just as easily killed yourself from
such severe aetheric depletion. I suspect the only thing that saved you was being the Warrior
of Light.”

The Warrior nods in understanding. It is not the first time she has been told such a thing. She
suspects it will not be the last.

“I’ll clear you for general activity,” says the medicus. “Don’t let His Radiance get too rough
with you, not for a few more weeks.”

Her cheeks flush. “That isn’t really any of your business.”

“Perhaps not.” The medicus puts his equipment away in a case. “But, it will be if you hurt
something in bed. Or when you fall pregnant.”



She huffs softly and crosses her arms. “The men here in Garlemald seem quite beguiled by
the prospect of me getting pregnant.”

“Ah, well--” Now it was the doctor’s turn to fluster. “It’s been a long time since any children
have been around the palace.”

“Is that it? Surely you have your own children to fawn over at home.”

He shakes his head. “Oh, no no. My husband and I didn’t have the time. We were too focused
on our military careers.” The medicus clears his throat. “I know it isn’t my business, Lady
Lux, and I will not press the issue. Just take care of yourself.”

“Yes, yes. You can tell Varis that he can stop hiding in the study on your way out.”

“At your word, Lady Lux.”

The Warrior sits on the edge of the bed and inspects her forearms. There are still a few
bruises present, mostly from being thrown about by the eikon. Her armor did its job, and the
only places where she received any bloodletting were where the eikon’s claws tore into her
carbonweave. She knows she could have fared much worse. Zenos is living proof of that.

The Emperor's armor is pristine on its stand, but is a touch lonely in appearance with its
neighboring stand empty. Her armor is off being repaired, having taken the greater brunt of
her damages during the battle.

A short time after the medicus has left the room, the Warrior hears the slow step of the
Emperor approaching down the hall. She hurriedly pushes down the sleeves of her robe,
covering up the marks on her arms. Varis arrives in the doorway, robe thrown on over his
turtleneck and slacks. He is nearly silhouetted, but for the hallway light causing his pale hair
to glow.

“Come here, beautiful,” she says, and holds her hands out to him. Varis stares down at her,
lips parted slightly and his brows pinched together.

“Do you need something?”

“Just you. So, come here.” She wiggles her fingers and turns her palms up. “It’s okay. You
won’t hurt me, Varis.”

“I--I have no intention of harming you.”

The Warrior smiles patiently up at her lover. “I know. Farthest thing from your mind. I want
you to see that I am okay.”

The floorboards creak as the Emperor takes a step into their bedroom. “You were so very
cold when they brought you on board. They stripped you out of your armor, and you were
like ice. But you were not shivering.” Varis frowns. “I was afraid. I was going to lose the both
of you in one shot.”



She licks her lips. “You knew that was a possibility when we took the field. But, it didn’t
happen, Varis. We’re all still alive. You and me and Zenos.”

“He will hate me for what has happened to him.”

“He chose to join the fight.” The Warrior thinks of the prince’s words. “Perhaps his only real
regret is surviving the battle.”

“Do you think so?”

“Just a feeling that I got when I talked to him.”

The frown lingers, but he moves closer to the bed. He reaches out, big hands folding over
hers.

“You’re warm,” he notes. She smiles at him.

“I am, yes. You’ve kept me safe and warm.”

The Emperor lifts her left hand closer to his face. He turns it over, his golden gaze settling on
the dark band on her ring finger. “I cannot recall the last time I felt so utterly powerless, as at
the moment of our success… Holding my son in my arms, and watching you collapse lifeless
to the ground. I felt like… like…” He shakes his head.

“To live is to daily face death,” she says. “Doubly so when we throw ourselves into battle
against the gods.”

Varis sighs and squeezes her hands. “Had I my way, you would never go into battle again.”

“And I the same for you, and for Zenos, and for everyone on this star.”

“Zenos…”

“Have you spoken to him?”

“I--” The big man hesitates before nodding. “I tried to. He was awake, but according to the
medici he is not very responsive.”

“He’s listening. He’s just upset.”

Varis grunts. “Well. I am glad that you are not silent. My heart could not take such
treatment.”

She rises to her feet, careful never to break her gaze with the man. “I will do my best to keep
your heart whole.”

The Emperor looks sheepish for a moment before nodding. “And I yours.”

“Good.” She curls her fingers in his grip and leans closer. “I’m going to take a bath. And
you’re going to join me.”



“Of course.”

 

“Rose oil? I have several--Azeyma’s, blue thorn…”

While the tub fills, the Emperor fidgets in front of his collection of bathing oils and tonics.
He has stripped down to his smallclothes, and is standing with his back to the Warrior while
she gingerly extracts herself from her clothing.

“Just pick whatever you like.” Her breath catches painfully as she stretches. “Help me out of
this, please?”

There is a soft click of glass as Varis sets a bottle down on the counter. His warmth is quickly
upon her, big hands moving to grasp at the offending fabric. She holds still, watching his face
as her skin is bared. She can see his focus dart from bruise to bruise.

“I’m okay,” she says. Varis licks his lips, and his fingertips touch lightly at the periphery of a
bruise that is still livid on her lower ribcage. “I promise.” At his doubtful expression, she
adds: “I’ve seen your scars, Varis. You’ve had far worse injuries than this.”

“Yes, but--” His fingers ghost over her skin. “You are my little sunflower. I do not want
anything to happen to you.”

“Your--” The Warrior stutters out a laugh as her cheeks flush red. “I don’t think anyone has
called me that before.”

“Well, you are.” His lips purse. “Seeing you like this makes me feel as though I have failed in
my duties to you.”

“I yet live, and with only these fairly minor injuries, because you have done your duty to the
fullest, Varis. It was your work with the battleships that made it possible for the eikon to be
defeated.”

“You are just saying that to make me feel better.”

The Warrior smiles. “I’m saying it because I mean it. You and the Sixth and Twelfth legions
are just as responsible for our victory over the eikon as Zenos and I.”

“Yes, well…” His cheeks pink, and he tucks his chin toward his chest. “The attack was well-
coordinated.”

“It was.” She reaches up and cups her palm gently along the hard line of his jaw. “Thank you,
my love.”

“I--” He falters, looking briefly into her eyes before dropping his gaze to her chest.
“Anything for you.”

“Anything?”



“Within reason.”

She pats his cheek. “Into the tub, then.”

Varis hesitates for a moment. His reluctance is plain in his eyes. But then he nods and steps
away. The Warrior watches him cut off the flow of water into the big tub. While he is busy
with this, she hurriedly wiggles her way out of the rest of her attire. She is kicking her
smallclothes aside as the big man turns to face her.

“Ah.” His gaze darts about her figure--face, chest, thighs, face again--and he swallows. “Such
beauty, marred by such violent paint.”

“‘Tis temporary,” she soothes. “Soon all that will remain are a few scars to remind us of our
victory.”

Varis takes no more coaxing to join her in the bath. He removes his smallclothes and then
steps into the half-full basin. He holds a hand out to her, but the Warrior shakes her head and
carefully sits on the edge of the tub. The Emperor kneels before her in the water, his gaze
nearly reverent as it travels from her face and down her front. When his eyes reach her toes,
tickling against the surface of the water, he lets out a sigh.

“I would happily cast aside my crown to be naught more than the man standing guard at your
back.”

The Warrior smiles and shakes her head. “You can protect me just as well with the crown
on.” She wiggles her toes. “If not better.”

He hums softly, hands cutting through the warm water to capture her left foot. Varis lifts it,
turning it slightly as he sights up the line of her calf. His lips feather over a greening bruise
on her knee, and she has to hold back a laugh as his soft hair tickles at her thighs. Varis
moves to the other knee, pressing a kiss there, then another higher up. He pauses to inspect
the nascent scars on her outer thigh. He presses a kiss to each mark, leaving none untouched,
none unobserved. His big hands cup at her bottom and scoot the Warrior closer to the lip of
the tub, permitting his lips easier access to her upper thighs. 

She breathes a laugh. “I don’t think I’ve any injuries there.”

“Does not hurt to check.”

Varis does not linger long between her thighs, staying just long enough to tease his tongue
along her folds. He applies just enough pressure on her clit to elicit a breathy gasp from her,
then kisses the flushed skin and moves on.

“My queen,” he whispers, mouthing at a small bruise on her abdomen. “My empress.”

“Yours.” Her fingers slide over the back of his head, locating the bindings on his hair and
loosening the braids. His lips find the purple mark on her ribs.

“My love.” Varis murmurs the words again into her skin as his mouth moves to her breast.
She shivers at the contact, her fingers clenching briefly in the mess she is making of his pale



hair.

And then she is in the warm water, submerged just to her breasts. Varis inspects her arms,
feathering his lips over the bruises and fresh scars, before moving over her collarbones. He
bows over her, kissing her forehead, her brow, and down the line of her nose.

“Are you satisfied?” she whispers when his lips reach hers.

“Are you?”

She smiles and nips at his lower lip. “No.”

“I was hoping you were not.” His hands move to caress her breasts. “I would have more of
you, if you would have me.”

The Warrior squirms and presses her thighs together. “All of you.” She kisses him again. “I
would have all of you, my dear emperor.”



Chapter 45

The next morning is greeted with a heavy snowstorm. Not quite a blizzard, the Warrior muses
as she stands in front of the windows in the former office of Emperor Solus. It is just snow,
pouring heavily from the heavens, muting the dull blue morning light even further. The lack
of howling wind makes the scene out the window almost eerie in her eyes. She turns away
from it to study the room.

The office has been emptied of the majority of its collection of boxes. The big black desk is
still present, too cumbersome to move without planning. Her footsteps echo in the lonely
room as she returns to the doors where the centurion is standing. She hadn’t even tried to
protest earlier in the morning when Varis insisted she be accompanied on her meanderings
until she was fully healed.

“I don’t know. What do you think, Cas?” She waves a hand at the mostly empty room,
masking a twinge of pain that the motion elicits from her side. “A few rugs, maybe a
bookcase or two…”

“Bookcases, my Lady? What about the library?”

“I don’t like the library,“ she says. “It creeps me out.”

“This room doesn’t?”

“Not yet.” The Warrior scans the room. It is a lonely place, but nothing about it strikes her as
particularly unsettling. “Why, does it bother you?”

“Perhaps a little.” Their head inclines toward the desk. “Many a death warrant was
administered in this room. I wouldn’t be surprised if a few people were stabbed in here.”

She laughs and shakes her head. “It’s just an office.”

“And the library is just a room with a great deal of books.”

“And an unsettling painting of the former emperor.”

“I haven’t really been in the library to see any paintings,” the centurion admits with a small
shrug. “You could always ask His Radiance to remove the painting.”

“I suppose that is a possibility.” She shrugs. “Maybe a little reception area? I expect that I’ll
be asked to entertain guests as the empress…”

“Or as the Warrior of Light.”

“Do you think so? I would think people would rather visit an empress than an adventurer.”

“Why not both?”



“Why not indeed…” The Warrior taps her knuckles against her lips, turning slowly to again
survey the office. “Curtains, at least. Maybe a potted plant or two. Something with flowers.”

The centurion just nods.

She spends a few minutes more considering how to best use the Emperor’s latest gift to her.
Eventually she bores of this--interior decorating has never been one of her strong suits--and
heads to the exit.

She announces: “I’m going to the infirmary hall.”

“Is aught amiss, Lady Lux?”

“Hm? Oh, no. I’m going to visit Zenos.”

“Wha-why would you want to do that?” They do nothing to hide the dismay in their tone. She
smiles up at her guard.

“Because, a fellow like him will get bored, if not lonely, stowed away all alone in a room like
that. He’s used to having a court prance around in front of him thrice daily giving reports.”
The Warrior tugs open the door. “And, I’m curious about how his recovery progresses.”

The centurion sighs and follows her out into the corridor. “You are too good a woman for this
world, my lady.”

 

As expected, Zenos is alone in his infirmary room. He is sitting up now, staring blankly at the
blue winter light coming through the big windows. He does not acknowledge her arrival
when she calls his name and makes her way to the bedside. 

The prince’s golden hair is dark with oil and pulled back into a limp ponytail. His face is
shadowed and a bit gaunt, his usually soft cheeks covered in an layer of stubble. A dark blue
blanket is draped over his shoulders, though she suspects the chill of the room does not
bother him. The bedsheets are bunched at his waist, and his bare chest is mottled with scars,
most of them looking like recent acquisitions. The line of the eikon’s bite is plainly visible,
crossing dangerously close over his heart. His right arm is bare, and she wishes it wasn’t.

“Zenos?”

He doesn’t say anything. He does not blink, and his chest scarcely moves with each breath.
She might think him replaced with a statue, except she can see the flutter of his pulse
underneath one of the scars near his neck.

“You Galvus men certainly don’t know how to take care of yourselves, do you?” The Warrior
murmurs the question to herself. She leans to look Zenos in the eye. “I know you’re in there.
Varis told me that you’ve been taking daily reports from Gyr Abania, wanting to make sure
your Auntie Victoriana doesn’t undo all of your hard work.”



When this garners no response, the Warrior sighs and turns away. She paces over to the
windows. To her disappointment, the windows do not offer any new view of the palace, as
their glass is fogged slightly by some sort of intentional imperfection--possibly done with the
intent of allowing more privacy to the patients.

After a few minutes, she hears a sigh from the bed.

“And, here I was hoping that if I played dead you would lose interest and go away.” 

The Warrior smiles and looks over her shoulder. “If you did not want me here, you could just
say something.”

“I do not believe that would work,” Zenos croaks.

“Perhaps not.” She turns slowly. “Is it really so bad to have someone want to check in on
you?”

He frowns at the bedcovers.

“I know. You aren’t used to having anyone care about your well being. Not so forwardly, at
least.” She returns to the bed and sits on the stool. “You did say I was free to frivolously
concern myself with your well being after our fight with Shinryu was done.”

Zenos huffs and turns his face away. His left hand lifts from the sheet, and the Warrior now
notices it is covered in a dark gray mitten that is cinched at his wrist. There is a bit of dried
blood at the fingertips. He idly rubs his hand against his chest, over one of the half-healed
marks. She waits, and after a few minutes of petulant silence, the prince tips his chin to look
at her.

“A day after I awakened from my injuries, Father came to visit me.” Zenos stares at a spot
beyond the top of her head. “Very stoic, very proper. And then he--” The prince stops and
grimaces. “He sat there where you are seated now, and told me that it was a grand fight. He
said that he was proud of me.”

The Warrior just watches him, uncertain of how to respond. Zenos’ grimace turns into a
scowl.

“What sort of mockery is that?”

Carefully, she says: “What if it wasn’t mockery, Zenos? What if he meant it?”

The scowl lingers. “I do not consider that a possibility. It was certainly him making a
mockery of me, of the fact that I yet live, that I am--” His eyes dart to his right arm. “--I am a
disappointment.”

“Zenos,” the Warrior says, soft and careful. “The last thing I really remember on the roof in
Ala Mhigo is Varis ordering the other soldiers back, and him picking you up in his arms to
carry you to safety. He didn’t let anyone else touch you.”

The prince is silent in response.



“I know you don’t care. Maybe you can’t care; maybe that was taken away from you. But,
your father does care about you, Zenos.” She swallows and looks at her hands. “I just thought
that you should know that.”

Zenos’ muzzled fingers tap against his chest. He closes his eyes. “Perhaps.”

He falls silent again, and after a few minutes more the Warrior is ready to take her leave. She
has just begun to shift her weight on the stool when Zenos opens his eyes and looks directly
at her.

“Why did you come here? If not to mock me, or finish me off for Father, then why? Your
actions are incomprehensible.”

The Warrior shrugs. “Really, I just wanted to check on you. See how you were doing.”

Zenos’ eyes narrow.

“Oh, don’t look at me like that. It’s the kind of thing someone like me does without
prompting. No hidden motivation.”

He murmurs: “How did a soft-hearted person like you get to where you are now?”

She shrugs. “Will of the star, I guess.”

The suspicion fades from his expression, replaced by his usual languid stare. There is a small
flicker of pain across his face when he shifts his weight to adjust the blanket on his shoulder.

“Are they giving you enough for the pain?”

His nostrils flare in a silent snort. “I need nothing.”

The Warrior leans in and lowers her voice. “You do not need to bluster with me. I know you
must be in terrible pain. Your arm is in pieces. So, tell me. Are they giving you enough?”

Zenos is mute at her question. He stares at his right hand, the palm turned down and hiding
the strange scar she knows is there.

Finally, he murmurs: “Pain ceased to bother me much a long time ago. I have been inured to
it through training and trial.” Zenos moves his left hand to trace over a line of stitches on his
bicep. “In truth, I cannot feel my arm at all.”

“Perhaps that is a blessing.”

He scoffs.

“What about the rest of you?”

The prince blinks and looks at her, his eyes widening slightly. “What?”



“The rest of you. I’ve heard the reports. Are you receiving enough treatment for the other
pain?”

“I--” Zenos’ mouth opens and closes. He looks away. “I am receiving naught at all. Such was
my request.”

“Zenos!”

He jolts at her bark of his name. Grimacing, he says: “I will not have my thoughts muddied
by the tonics and tinctures of the court alchemist.”

“Perhaps you would be better off if you did.” The Warrior thinks of the painkillers she takes
during her menses. “In truth, I’ve found that dulling the pain for a time can sometimes offer a
refuge for one’s thoughts.”

Zenos frowns. “I do not want your pity, woman.”

“And yet you shall have it.” She reaches and touches the back of his right hand. “You fought
at my side, and so I would weep over your wounds as much as I would my own.”

The frown lingers, but his voice drops to an embarrassed growl. “Do not weep for me.
Please.”

“I shall do as I please; you have no say over me.” She pats the unresponsive hand. “Your
father worries for you, too, though like you he is far too proud to admit such things.”

Zenos snorts a breath out of his nose. “You are far too sentimental for your own good,
Warrior of Light.”

“Lux,” she says. “You can call me Lux.”

“‘Tis not your name,” he murmurs. “‘Tis but another title bestowed upon you, and not a very
creative one at that.”

“I know. That isn’t Varis’ forte.” The Warrior smiles. “But, it is a title that I have accepted,
and that I choose to use while I am here in Garlemald. So, you may call me Lux.”

Zenos’ eyes half close in thought. She sees a small twitch of pain work its way through his
chest and to the left side of his face. In a subdued tone, he asks: “You would seek to bring the
Light to Garlemald?”

“Mm. It wasn’t my original intention, but now… Perhaps I do, yes. Garlemald deserves hope
as much as the rest of the star.”

He closes his eyes. “You are indeed overly sentimental.”

The Warrior moves her hand to rest below the man’s collarbone. “I like to think of that as a
strength.” She presses a healing spell into his flesh.

In a sleepy voice, Zenos whispers: “That feels nice.”



“Rest, Zenos,” she whispers in return. “Let them give you something for the pain. Rest your
spirit and your mind, so that your body can heal more efficiently, and you can come back
stronger than you were before.”

“Sentiment.”

“You have gained enough strength through suffering.” The Warrior moves her hand again,
reaching to brush the oily hair away from his forehead. She lets her thumb brush over the
skin under his third eye. “It is time to try another source.”

The corners of his lips slacken to a neutral position. Slightly, ever so slightly, his head tips
into her touch.

“As your ladyship would command,” he murmurs.

 

It is a curious thing to see so great a man laid low. Curious and sad, she muses. Visiting
Zenos in the infirmary reminds the Warrior of when Varis was briefly incapacitated by a cold.
So much energy, so much potential, all slowed to a stop because of the natural limitations of
their bodies.

“I spoke with Zenos,” Varis says, breaking his usual silence during dinner. The Warrior
glances up from musing into her bowl of soup.

“Did you?”

“In a fashion.” He sips his coffee. “I took him the daily reports from Gyr Abania. He… did
not say anything.”

“Oh. He must have used up all his energy chatting with me earlier.”

The Emperor nearly scowls, but the look quickly fades. “Perhaps so. He was also somewhat
groggy from the sedation.”

“What sedation?”

“He had another bout of surgery on his arm this afternoon,” Varis says. He sets down his mug
and retrieves his plate. “More efforts to reconnect what was torn asunder.” He hums. “‘Tis
strange, though. Zenos has never consented to being sedated by the surgeons before. I am
uncertain what caused such a change.”

She holds her tongue on that thought. “The surgery. Was it successful?”

“It did not seem to be.”

She frowns. “That’s not good. What will Zenos do if they amputate his arm?”

He gestures with his fork. “He will use the other one.”



“Varis!” The Warrior shakes her head. “Don’t you even care?”

“Of course I care. Were it possible for him to be whole and healthy, I would have it that way.
But, I also know that he will be able to function superbly with only one arm. Many a soldier
who were nowhere near as gifted as my son have lost an arm and gone on to have illustrious
careers and live full lives.”

She thinks of Raubahn, of the great bull of Ala Mhigo and his lost arm. “Aye, but I’m still
sure it’s not something they enjoyed losing.”

“Undoubtedly.” The Emperor rearranges the remainder of the popotoes on his plate. “All the
same. I would rather have Zenos alive and minus an arm, than dead a martyr to the
bloodthirsty Ala Mhigans.”

She thinks of Lyse’s words on the palace roof, and of Alphinaud’s decree that Zenos must be
removed as a threat to Eorzea. “I’m sorry, Varis.”

“Hmm?”

“My friends mean well, but I’m rather certain that they would have thought Zenos dying
fighting the eikon a cause for celebration.” She shakes her head. “I swear, they do mean well.
Just…”

“For my enemies,” Varis says.

The Warrior nods.

He sets his plate aside and leans back in his chair. For a moment he stares at the ceiling,
brows pinched pensively. Then: “You chose a side on that rooftop, whether you meant to or
not. You chose to protect Zenos, rather than permit your allies an attempt on his life.”

Her memory of the fight and its aftermath is hazy. Medicus Shaw has told her that this is
because aether is requisite in forming memories, and that her severe aetheric depletion likely
prevented many solid memories forming of that time. She remembers scattered details--
Zenos lifeless on the ground, Varis picking him up, her friends running away--but little more.

“I--I don’t really remember all that well.” The Warrior swallows. Thinking of those moments
on the roof makes her eyes sting with tears. “But, of course I defended Zenos. He was hurt,
and he--he--” She falters, unable to find the words to match the feeling in her breast. She rubs
at her eyes.

“Thank you,” whispers Varis. She nods.

“He’s your son. He is… family now, for me. Whether he or the Scions or anyone else likes it
or not.” She looks at Varis. “Does that make sense?”

“I believe it does.” The corners of his mouth pinch in a smile. “It gladdens me that you think
of him in such a fashion.”

“And you?”



“He is my son.”

“Are you still afraid of him?”

The Emperor grunts. “Of course. He may be maimed, but he is scarcely bedridden. He could
easily hurt you if you let your guard down.”

The Warrior sighs, and he echoes the noise.

“I am trying,” Varis says stiffly. The Warrior thinks of her earlier conversation with Zenos.
The prince had said his father expressed pride in him.

“I know you are, Varis.” She reaches to touch the back of his hand. “I know it isn’t easy for
you, to take a passive stance with him while he is recuperating. But, I think it would have
been even harder for you had he perished fighting the eikon.”

She sees his jaw clench for a moment. Varis’ hand moves to cover her own, warm fingers
folding around hers. “Indeed.”

The Warrior smiles. “You might get a chance to be a father for him yet.” His fingers squeeze
hers, and Varis lets out a soft huff of a laugh.

“As though either of us have any idea what that really means.”

“You’ll learn.”

“Mm. If not this year, then perhaps next.” Varis releases his grip on her hand and smooths his
thumb over her knuckles. “The calendar year ends this week. Normally, I would attend a
party somewhere in town. Obligation and all that rot. But, I think I will bow out of that this
time.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I would much rather stay here with you.” He shakes his head. “You are still recovering, and
I would not go alone.”

The Warrior laughs softly. “I’m okay with you using me as an excuse to not socialize.”

His lips pull into another smile. “My thanks.”

 

Late the next morning, after carefully spending some time in the training center, the Warrior
makes her way to the infirmary. She has learned the route, and her guard has learned not to
protest as she navigates to Zenos’ room. The door is open, and the Warrior is surprised to find
that the prince is not alone. He has a healer in attendance--a tower of a Roegadyn woman
who is pressing spells into the man’s body. She recognizes the woman as one of the healers
manning the palace infirmary, though she cannot remember the woman’s name.



“There you are. Rescue me please, Lady Lux.” Zenos’ voice is an irritated growl. “You have
sufficient rank--send this madwoman away.”

“Good morning, Lady Lux,” the healer says in a too-cheerful tone. “Have you come to pay
the little prince a visit?”

The Warrior smiles up at the woman. “Indeed. I thought I would have a little chat with Zenos
and see how he is faring.”

“A little chat?” The healer chuckles. “You’re the only one he talks to, mind. Everyone else he
is just silent or growling like a wet cat.”

“Do you mind giving us some privacy?”

“Of course, my Lady.” The healer wags a finger at Zenos. “Someone will be back this
afternoon for more tending.”

Zenos fixes a baleful glare at the woman as she gathers a satchel from the stool and heads out
of the room. Once the door is closed his expression relaxes, nearly collapses on itself, and he
closes his eyes and rests his head back into a pillow. The Warrior settles herself on the stool.
She waits patiently while Zenos collects himself.

Finally, he growls out: “The surgeons have been unsuccessful. They speak of amputating my
arm, likely tomorrow.”

“Oh. I’m sorry to hear that.”

“As am I.”  Zenos grimaces. His eyes open, and he looks at his right arm. His left hand, still
enclosed in a mitten, traces over a line of stitches. “Unfortunate. I do not need the arm to
fight, but I must admit that I am rather attached to it.”

The Warrior coughs a laugh. “You did quite well with the left one.”

“Aye. I have trained thoroughly with both.” He exhales a faint sigh. “The medics have run
through their list of possible ways to fix the damage, and so they are content to give up.”

“You are not one to give up,” she notes.

“I am not. However, this may prove to be a rare case where I must admit defeat.” Zenos’
eyelids droop, and he focuses on the bedcovers. Lowly, he rumbles: “I should have died.”

The Warrior does not mask a frown as she watches the prince. She puzzles over his present
condition, over how the hungry spark in his soul has seemingly been doused. He is giving up,
she thinks. Where did the man that held so many in terror go? The Warrior thinks. There has
to be something she can do, something she can say to him, to rekindle his inner fire. It is
likely that, after losing his arm, the man’s spirit will eventually recover. He is still young, and
it might serve him well to become a bit less haughty. But...

“It is a pity,” she muses in a careful tone. “With you in this condition, I have no reason to
ever fight you again.”



Zenos’ chin jerks just enough for her to detect.

“Indeed, I have no reason to fight someone who has given up themselves for dead.” The
Warrior lets out a soft sigh. “How unfortunate for you, Zenos. Never again will you have the
opportunity to defeat me.”

At first, Zenos does not respond. He is motionless for a long while, eyelashes parted just
enough to let her know that his eyes are open and that he is looking at her. Then he lifts his
left hand. Curious, the Warrior extends her own in return, and is surprised when the prince
grabs at her forearm and tugs her close with an unanticipated vigor. Up close she can smell
him--the odor of ointment and the faint smell of having gone too long without a proper soak
in a tub. She tries to recoil, but the awkward angle of her arm holds in her fast.

“Zenos, what--”

“I will fight you again, Warrior of Light,” Zenos rasps. “I swear to you.”

“I--” She meets his gaze, finds it surprisingly steely. “Take care of yourself, and someday I
will.”

His lashes flutter closed, and Zenos leans forward. The Warrior feels the clammy warmth of
his skin, and the soft smooth press of his third eye against her forehead.

He whispers: “I promise.”

Her arm is released, and the Warrior shifts her weight onto the stool. Zenos stares at her,
openly gauging her reaction. She smiles. “Good. I would like to fight you again, Zenos.”

The prince’s pale cheeks are flushed as he sinks into his pillow. “It would be rude of me to
disappoint you, Lady Lux.” He looks at his left hand and flexes his fingers inside the mitten.
“I will need your assistance.”

“How so?”

“I need you to buy me time. The medici will go over my head should I protest going through
with the amputation. They will go to Father and convince him that it is the best course.”

The Warrior is uncertain that Varis would be so easily swayed by the healers, even his own
personal doctor, but still nods.

“If you asked Father to have them delay the procedure, he would listen to you. If I cannot
make this decision for myself, at least get me time.”

“Time for what?”

There is a brightness in Zenos’ blue eyes that has been lacking the last few days. “I need a
final consultation. There is a scientist in my employ, named Aulus mal Asina. He is currently
still in Gyr Abania, at the palace. I need him to be brought here to look at my arm. If anyone
can find the means to salvage my body, it will be him.”



“And, if he can’t?”

“Then I will consent to the wishes of the medici. But, not before then.”

She contemplates his request. “Aulus mal Asina, you said?”

Zenos nods.

“I will see what I can do.” The Warrior briefly touches the top of his head. “But, in exchange
I want you to continue resting and letting the healers tend to you.”

The prince sighs and closes his eyes. “Fine, fine. As you will it, Lady Lux.”

 

The centurion is standing at attention when the Warrior emerges from the infirmary room.
They nod as she emerges from the room, but do not speak. She looks back at the door and
thinks of Zenos’ petition. Speaking with Varis is easy enough, but she isn’t sure about the rest
of the request.

“Tell me, Cas. If I needed to get a message to someone outside the palace, how would I do
that? Someone in Gyr Abania.”

“At the communications center, my Lady.” They gesture upwards. “It’s where messages are
relayed to the rest of the empire.”

“I see.” She nods at them. “Caspian, I need you to go to the communications center for me.”

“Of course. What is the message?”

“Send word to the legatus of the Sixth in Gyr Abania. Lady van Pruina, I believe. Tell her
that Prince Zenos requires the scientist named Aulus mal Asina, who is stationed at the
palace, to be sent here to Garlemald with all haste.”

“Mal Asina? Are you certain about that, my Lady? Word is he’s a bit… peculiar.”

She nods again. “Peculiar or no, he is who Prince Zenos asked for.”

The centurion salutes. “At once, my Lady.”

“Thank you, Cas.”

The Warrior watches her guard hurry off down the hallway, in the direction of one of the lifts.
She continues on her own way, down the long twist of corridors that lead back to the royal
chambers.

As she proceeds down the familiar halls, the Warrior notices the sound of footsteps behind
her. She slows to a stop, but the footsteps continue their approach. The heavy boot strikes on
the tile only stop when they are right behind the Warrior. She wants to turn and look behind



her, but cannot bring herself to do so. There is silence behind her now--no rustle of fabric or
huff of breath.

She is alone in the hallway.

But she is not alone.

Her Echo flares to life, hard, warning of danger, of an attack, of--

A whisper in her ear.

“So, you are the little ray of sunshine that has been fouling up my palace.”



Chapter 46

The Warrior does not know how she ended up in the palace library. She isn’t entirely sure she
really is in the library--the dimensions are off, the colors are wrong, and the air tastes like
iron on her tongue. She is standing at the foot of the stairs, staring up at the painting of
Emperor Solus. Strangely, the pose of the man in the painting has changed--he now stands
with his arms crossed and his expression openly disdainful. The sneer on his lips is plainly
directed at her.

Dreaming, she thinks. She must be dreaming.

There is a breath, warm against her neck, but she cannot move to seek its source. Her head
aches from her Echo, enough to make her eyes water.

“You have no idea how dangerous you are. How much damage you might cause.” The voice
hisses, slow and low. Her memory struggles to place the voice. She has heard it before, but
where? When? 

“You are disturbing our carefully laid plans.” The words are hot and bitter in her right ear. “I
cannot permit this to continue.”

She opens her mouth, but cannot speak.

“I will give you one chance to cease your meddling. Forget the boy. Leave. Go back home,
and do not return. Should you fail to obey this very simple order, well… I will simply say that
you will wish you had.”

“Who--” The Warrior manages to force the word out as she turns to look behind her.

She is not in the library, but the hall as before. Completely alone.

The Warrior rubs her forehead as she checks the hallway in both directions. Empty.

“What the hells was that?” she mutters to herself. Her Echo has faded, leaving a stinging pain
in her temples. The Warrior paces hurriedly back to the beginning of the hall, but the only
person there is a guard who politely salutes her.

“Has anyone else passed this way recently?”

“No, my Lady. Just you and your guard.”

She nods her acknowledgement and turns back down the hall. At the other end stands another
guard.

“Has anyone passed this way?”

The guard shakes his head. “No, Lady Lux. None since Emperor Varis an hour or so ago.”



This gives her pause. “The Emperor went this way?” The particular hallway she is traversing
primarily connects to the infirmary and its related lift.

“Aye, my Lady.”

“I see. Thank you.”

The ache has faded from her temples by the time she returns to the royal suite. The Warrior is
beset by a pang of unease as she opens the door, but her Echo is silent now. She checks each
room, but finds them all to be empty.

The hallway was empty, too, she thinks.

The Warrior sits on the couch in the study. She closes her eyes and mulls over what occurred
in the hallway. What had that been? Some strange vision or hallucination--the headache
makes her think her Echo misfired again, as it did at the palaces in Doma and Ala Mhigo.
But, why those angry words in her ear? Who was speaking to her--or whose memory had she
experienced, if her Echo was to blame?

She wishes that she had someone to talk to about the matter.

 

The Emperor is displeased to learn that Zenos requested the assistance of his ‘pet scientist’,
and so the next morning he makes himself scarce when the transport arrives from Gyr
Abania. Once word of the guest’s arrival reaches her, the Warrior curiously makes her way to
the infirmary. The centurion dutifully tags along, but they keep their thoughts to themselves.

Several voices are echoing down the infirmary hallway as the Warrior approaches the door to
Zenos’ room. The door is open, and inside Medicus Shaw and one of the healers are fussing
at a willowy Garlean man with messy violet hair. Zenos is lying in bed, and his eyes snap
open as soon as the Warrior steps into the doorway.

“Out,” Zenos croaks loudly. “All of you.”

“Leave? But I only just got here, Lord Zenos.” The violet haired man fidgets at his glasses
with a frown.

“You may stay.” Zenos makes a shooing motion at the medicus with his left hand. “I wish to
speak with Lady van Umbrus in private.”

There is more fussing from the doctors, but eventually they leave with a stern promise to
return. The violet haired man gives the Warrior an appraising look as she closes the door and
makes her way to the bed.

“The legendary Warrior of Light, in the flesh. How tremendously exciting,” the man says.

Zenos settles back into his pillow. “Do not pester her, Aulus.”

She smiles. “It’s alright, Zenos.”



“Ah, such lovely warmth for my dear lord. It truly moves the heart.” The man salutes before
her, though his form is admittedly somewhat clumsy. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Lady van
Umbrus. I am Aulus mal Asina, as you might have deduced.”

The Warrior nods at the man. “It is good of you to have gotten here so quickly, Aulus.”

“Anything for Lord Zenos.” Aulus gives a little half bow and moves off to the windows. The
Warrior sits next to the bed.

“How do you feel today?”

Zenos heaves a dramatic sigh while picking at the blue blanket he has tucked around his
waist. “Physically I feel improved over yesterday, but my mind is going to pieces being stuck
in this room.”

“They won’t let you walk around?”

He scoffs. “They act as though I am a delicate flower who will lose all his petals should he
dare to walk further than to the closet to take a piss.” With a grimace, he adds: “I did not
sustain any major injuries on my legs.”

“Lord Zenos is very robust,” says Aulus from the windows.

“I am aware, yes.” She smiles and holds her hand out to Zenos. “Would you like to stand for
a bit, then? I won’t tell on you.”

Zenos frowns at her, blue eyes focusing on her outstretched hand and then her face. “I can
never tell if you are mocking me.”

“No mockery, Zenos. Seeing you so indisposed makes me feel a little gloomy.”

He stares at her before shaking his head. “I do not feel like standing right now.”

“Fair enough.” She chuckles. “Don’t say I never offered.”

Zenos lets out a familiar grunt and closes his eyes for a moment.

Aulus says: “I have not yet had time to examine the extent of my lord’s injuries. However,
Lady van Umbrus, you are somewhat more familiar with them. What are your thoughts on
the fate of Lord Zenos’ right arm?”

“I told you not to pester her,” rattles out the prince.

“It’s okay, Zenos. I’m sure he means well enough.” After a glance over to the scientist, who
nods, the Warrior looks to the mess that is Zenos’ right arm. “As for the future of Zenos’
limb, it isn’t really my place to say either way. I know that he is a capable, strong man whose
military career would not be stymied by losing the arm. But…” She hesitates and looks at
Zenos’ face. She knows the way the man acts, but does not know him well enough to know
how much of his behavior is a front. “It’s really up to him.”



“You are the Emperor’s consort, yes? I am surprised that you would choose the prince’s word
over your paramour’s.”

“It’s Zenos’ body, and Zenos’ life. Not his father’s.”

“Wise words.”

“No wisdom. Just truth.”

“So you say.” He adjusts his glasses. “I must still conduct a thorough examination of Lord
Zenos’ arm so that I might determine if its functions are yet salvageable.”

“And, if they aren’t?”

The scientist glances at his master. “Well… I can fashion a magitek substitute. It will not be
quite as good as the original article, but still a passable imitation.”

Zenos grumps: “Anything to get out of this damned room.”

“If you don’t really care about losing the arm, why put such effort into fighting over it?”

“I am ever wont to battle,” the prince quips. He grimaces. “I am also not one to admit defeat
while a battle is still being waged. If the beast had bitten the limb clean off, I would not be
fussing over trying to have it re-attached. I am not stupid.”

“Shh,” she soothes. “I know you aren’t stupid, Zenos. I just want to know that, should Aulus
determine that the best course of action is to amputate your arm and work on a replacement
for it, that you will go along with what he recommends.”

Zenos’ gaze flicks over to the scientist for a moment before returning to the Warrior. “Aulus
is faithful to me--or to my sponsorship, at the least--and so I believe that I can trust he will
not make any judgment call that would knowingly ruin his own career.” He hums
thoughtfully. “That all in consideration, as much as I would loathe to lose my arm, if that is
his final decision, I will follow it.” Zenos frowns, and his hand clenches on the blanket. “But
I demand a full inquiry first.”

“You shall have it, my lord,” says Aulus.

“Thank you, Zenos.”

“I have done nothing requiring your thanks,” the prince grumbles.

“It will put your father’s mind at ease to know that you are being taken care of.” The Warrior
smiles. “That’s cause enough for thanks from me.”

Zenos closes his eyes. “Yes, yes, of course. Anything for my esteemed father.”

“Zenos.”

He grunts softly.



“Call on me if you need my assistance.”

Zenos remains silent.

 

After her previous experience in the hallway, the Warrior is less keen to send her guard on
their way after meeting with Zenos. Rather than making her way back to the royal suite, she
instead heads in the direction of the library.

“Do you ever get creeped out standing guard in the palace?” She hears the centurion hum
pensively behind her.

“Perhaps when I was first stationed here,” they say in a careful tone. “The halls are very tall
and imposing and dark. Very different from other locations I’d been to. But, really, the place
is quite cozy once you get used to it all.”

The Warrior nods. “I felt the same way. The darkness is like an… embrace.”

“Indeed, my Lady.” The centurion chuckles. “That’s not to say that there aren’t likely a
handful of spirits haunting the halls.”

She looks over her shoulder. “Do you believe in ghosts?”

“Ah, well. In a fashion. I’ve heard all the stories about souls that cannot pass on to the
Lifestream after death, for some reason or another. That seems easy enough to believe in.”

“Malevolent spirits, you think?”

“Um… Well, there was a time that one of the locals used necromancy to control the dead, to
try and use them against our troops. Do you mean something like that?”

“Perhaps. I’ve had to fight a few wraiths, myself.”

To their credit, the centurion does not ask the Warrior why she brought up the subject of
ghosts.

The library doors creak as she pushes them open. The air beyond is cool and a bit stale. No
one else is in the library--though to be honest, she is uncertain who might use the library
these days. The Warrior steps inside and looks around the lower floor. Everything is as it
should be--every book in a neat line, chairs in place, and nary a speck of dust to be seen. She
is aware of her guard’s presence lingering in the open doorway, and is quietly grateful for it.

The Warrior stops at the foot of the stairs that lead up to the second floor. She sights up the
line of the steps. When her gaze reaches the painting at the peak, she has trouble not looking
away. Staring at the painting sparks a chill in her bones, as though she has just been thrown
out into the snow. Unable to explain or repress the reaction, the Warrior squeezes her eyes
shut. As the chill fades, she hears the creak of the doors and the clack of the centurion’s boots
on the floor.



“Lady Lux?”

“I’m fine.” She opens her eyes and levels them at the stairs.

“It’s cold in here,” they note. “I mean, I know it’s a library, but why keep it colder than the
rest of the palace?”

“A fair question,” she murmurs. The Warrior steels herself and starts up the stairs. She tells
herself--feeling admittedly a touch silly--that she will be fine. Her guard is here. Nothing
would be foolish enough to attack her with her guard present.

The former emperor’s portrait is positioned so that it is just above her eye level when she
reaches the second floor. It looks as it did months ago--Emperor Solus is dressed in his
regalia, and his youthful face is still poised in an arrogant glower. She again feels cold when
looking at the painting. Her Echo sparks briefly in warning.

She is being watched.

Of course she is being watched, she chides herself. The centurion is standing near the foot of
the stairs, and she knows that her guard will not take their attention off her until they have
been dismissed. Moving closer to the wall, the Warrior feels as though the pale painted eyes
are remaining focused on her.

That is silly, she tells herself. It is just a painting. But, the Warrior is well travelled in her
adventuring, and has heard all sorts of stories about wayward spirits. There are numerous
stories--many in Ul’dah, for some peculiar reason--of souls becoming trapped in paintings
and sculptures and other pieces of art. Often just the fragments of a moment of creative
passion, but still something that lingers, trapped on canvas for centuries.

It is possible, she considers, that the painting of Emperor Solus might be haunted by some
vestige of the man himself. An unsettling idea, but not one outside the realm of possibility.
What she has gleaned of the man is that he was larger than life, so just a sliver of his being
might be enough to linger and trigger discomfort from her Echo.

But, why in this painting, alone in the rarely visited library?

“Tell me, Cas. How did Emperor Solus die?”

She hears them take a step closer to the stairs. “Emperor Solus? Oh, well, old age I suppose.”

“That’s all? Nothing dramatic? No assassination attempt or anything like that?”

The centurion chuckles and shakes their head. “No, my lady. I wasn’t on duty that day, but
from what I remember he just sort of fell asleep and did not wake in the morning. A bit dull,
for so lively a life.”

“I see.” The Warrior notices a small gold plate at the bottom of the picture frame. In addition
to the name of the subject and its painter, there is a date inscribed. From what the Warrior
knows of Garlean history, the date is from the year after the founding of the empire. The
painting is older than Varis, she muses. The thought brings a smile to her lips--she cannot



help but imagine a tiny little blond prince being held up to view the painting. Had Varis ever
gazed up at this painting in wonder? Had Zenos?

“Would my being here upset you?” she wonders at the painting. The Warrior considers it a
possibility, though not a real concern since the man is long dead.

Peering up again at the slender form of the man in the portrait, the Warrior thinks she
could’ve taken him in a fight.

The thought makes her chuckle.

“Was it it, my Lady?” the centurion inquires as she turns and starts down the stairs.

“Oh, nothing. I was just thinking that Emperor Solus doesn’t really look all that impressive in
his painting.”

“I’ve heard he was much more intimidating in person.” They extend a hand as she reaches the
bottom step, but then seem to catch themselves and step away. “Um. I didn’t see Emperor
Solus much when he was still alive. I was stationed in a different part of the palace. But, I
heard from the other guards that he could be a terror when he wanted to be.”

“Varis has said much the same.” She smiles. “I hope that the palace is a less stressful place to
work at these days.”

“I would say as much,” the guard says. “Minus the knowledge that the prince is on site.”

The Warrior sighs. “He really isn’t that bad.”

“You have some kind of mystifying power over him, Lady Lux,” the centurion says as they
follow her out of the library.

She shrugs. “I’m just nice to him. I’ve no reason to be unkind.”

“You are marrying his father.”

“All the more reason to be nice to him.”

“Most would find it reason to give the prince a wide berth.”

“Would they? Has Prince Zenos ever threatened or harmed you?”

“N-no, my Lady. I’ve never really directly interacted with him.”

“Then, you have no reason to fear him.” She thinks of how the light returned to the prince’s
eyes at the prospect of fighting her again. “He just needs some positive motivation, that’s
all.”

“I would rather not test it myself.”

The Warrior smiles. “Do not worry. Zenos has no interest in challenging you.”



 

No word comes from the infirmary the next day, and so the Warrior keeps to herself, despite
her inclination to check on the prince. They will send word when there is something to tell,
she consoles herself. She busies herself paging through an old book penned in High Garlean
that details some of the old customs and holidays that existed when Garlemald was still a
republic. The book is from Varis’ collection, given to her to read by the man himself.

The book is fairly uninspired and touch dull, but the Warrior finds that Varis must have
indeed spent some time reading through it in his younger years. There are small slips of paper
tucked to mark various sections. Almost all of the pieces of paper are folded in half
lengthwise and have notes scribbled on them in dark blue ink.

--Father honestly must have lost his mind if he thinks I will accept a commission on the other
side of the star. I would sooner perish than be separated from you by so great a distance of
time and space--

--I know His Radiance did not approve of my presence at the wedding, but honestly I do not
care. His approval matters not to me.--

--but Zenos is adorable and you have every right to want to show him off. The old man does
not know what he’s talking about.--

The Warrior knows who the writer of the notes is, even though none of them have a
signature. She has seen the handwriting in the blue ink before, scratched onto a note that
Varis keeps pressed inside the cover of a worn binder that stays on his study desk. They are
all from Regula, old snippets of conversation tucked away in a place that Varis knew his
grandfather would never think to look. For the first emperor seems to have had little interest
in the sentiment and holidays of his people, aside from the ones that helped bolster public
sentiment and local patriotism.

She leaves the bookmarks in their places. Varis might want to revisit those chapters someday.

 

The end of the week comes, and with it the end of the calendar year. The Warrior isn’t
entirely certain that Garlemald follows the same exact calendar as that in Eorzea, but the
dates seem similar enough for her not to protest the occasion. Not that she would argue
against a fresh excuse to snuggle in the study with her betrothed while listening to the radio
and drinking wine.

“This is better than a party,” Varis murmurs as he sips from his glass.

“Just a party of two.” The Warrior smiles and bumps her shoulder against his arm. “So, was
this a good year or a bad year?”

The Emperor’s lips purse in thought. “It was a year of great losses, but also great gains.” He
tips his glass from side to side. “I lost one love and gained another.” A soft sigh escapes him.
“I suppose that in that sense it was something of an even draw…”



She doesn’t reply, waiting as he takes another sip of wine.

“But no, that would not be fair. Regula died in great service to the empire, and my love for
him will live on as long as I do. So I have that, and you.” Varis smiles. “It was a good year,
overall. That would be my final verdict.”

The Warrior stares into her glass and mulls over the answer to her own question. “My own
year was not without loss. But, it was also with great gains.”

Varis reaches across her lap with his left hand to grasp her own. His thumb traces the line of
her ring.

“I gained family this year,” says the Warrior. “And, that is a great thing to me.”

“Family…”

“You. And Zenos.”

A noise catches in the big man’s throat, and the Emperor busies himself with picking up the
half empty bottle of wine. He tops off their glasses.

“A toast, then. To those that we love that can only be with us in memory tonight.”

The Warrior smiles and lifts her glass. “To our friends and family, wherever they might be.”

They sit and drink their wine in comfortable quiet. The cheerful tune playing on the radio
eventually fades to static, which is followed by a brassy rendition of one of Garlemald’s
imperial anthems. Varis groans faintly and presses his cheek into her hair.

“I always forget about this part.”

“Hm?”

The music concludes, and after a bit more static a man begins speaking. The Warrior knows it
by now to be the voice of Emperor Solus, as she has heard it repeatedly on the radio when
Varis does not correctly time his radio listening.

“Towards mid-night, they always play this old speech of his that was recorded years ago at an
end of the year party.” He huffs and rubs his cheek against her. “Just more of his usual saber
rattling rhetoric. Sounds fabulous when you’re drunk enough.”

“We can turn it off,” she says.

“Aye. I think we should.” Varis hands her his glass and hefts himself up from the sofa. The
Warrior sips her wine and eyes his backside as he maneuvers over to the radio, but her
admiration is distracted by the voice on the radio.

‘But even as we turn our gazes to the future, we must not forget our past. We must remember
those who came before us, who laid the foundation for our glorious future…’



The Warrior feels a chill that is not caused by the absence of Varis’ body.

She is uncertain why she did not make the connection before--perhaps because it feels
somewhat preposterous--but there is no denying the truth. The angry voice that hissed in her
ear in the hallway days before is the same that she hears coming from the radio now.

Emperor Solus zos Galvus.

‘If we cannot learn from the mistakes and failures of our past, then we are doomed-- ’ The
voice cuts off as Varis silences the radio. He sighs and stretches his arms over his head before
turning back to the sofa. Varis gazes down at the Warrior.

“Is something the matter, love? You are frowning.”

“Oh.” She blinks and shakes her head. “Oh, no. I’m fine.” The Warrior gestures with the wine
glasses. “I was thinking that perhaps we could send the year out with a somewhat harder
drink.”

“Ah.” The concern fades from his expression, and Varis returns to the cabinet. “I know just
the thing.”

The Warrior sets down the glasses and tries to shake the uneasy feeling that her realization
has caused. It was just a dream, an Echo, she tells herself. Nothing to be concerned over. At
the worst, there is an emperor’s ghost wandering the halls of the palace. After more than forty
years, she cannot really fault the old man for not wanting to leave.

Still, she wonders what triggered her Echo that day.

Varis returns to his seat holding a bottle and two new glasses. The Warrior recognizes the
bottle--it is the same one he opened on Regula’s nameday. It has gone untouched since then,
aside from the occasional lingering brush of fingertips when Varis selects a drink. She smiles
as he sets the bottle and glasses down.

“Ah, a perfect selection,” she says. “I think Regula would approve.”

The Emperor smiles, and the look warms her more than any alcohol could.



Chapter 47

The Warrior is admittedly surprised when Medicus Shaw follows the servants into the royal
chambers the next morning. Varis seems less surprised, more irritated by the Hyur’s presence.
He moves into the study to retrieve the newly delivered coffee before speaking.

“What, that already? You’re certainly in a rush.” The Emperor takes a gulp of coffee. “I
would’ve thought you asleep until fourth or fifth bell.”

“No such luck, Your Radiance.” The medicus smiles thinly and holds up a small pair of
shears. “Shall we?”

“Shall we what?” the Warrior wonders.

“Ah. A very old tradition, my dear. I suppose I forgot to mention it last night.” Varis sets the
mug down and combs his fingers through his long hair. “‘Tis traditional in Garlemald to
receive a haircut on the first day of the year. The hair is seen as an offering of one’s self to the
new year.”

“To what end?”

He shrugs. “Honestly, I do not know. For some, it is the only time they cut their hair.
Tradition, superstition... Call it what you like.”

“Oh.” She watches as the Hyur brandishes a small wooden comb in the other hand and
attempts to maneuver behind the Emperor. “Why is he cutting your hair?”

“Something else of a tradition,” says Medicus Shaw. “I’ve been cutting it most years for him
since he was but a lowly officer. It would seem almost criminal to stop now.” He draws the
comb through the big man’s hair. “How much this year, Your Radiance?”

“Hmm.” Varis looks down at the Warrior. He smiles. “Last year was a good year. Make it
three ilms.”

“A goodly amount, sir.”

The Emperor is still as the medicus clips the ends of his hair. The Warrior watches the silvery
threads fall to the floor.

“What is done with the hair?”

“Oh. It’s just disposed of. ‘Tis…mostly a symbolic gesture.”

“I see.” That makes sense, she supposes. The Garleans do not have any gods to make
offerings to, of hair or anything else.

“Would you like me to cut your hair as well, Lady Lux?”



“I--should I?” She looks between the men.

“You do not have to,” Varis says. “It is completely up to you whether you choose to observe
Garlean custom.”

“I…” She scratches at the back of her head. “I suppose I could use a trim. It’s been awhile.”

“Very good.”

At the medicus’ behest, she perches on the arm of the sofa while he clips an ilm or two off of
her hair. A thought occurs to her as she listens to the shears click shut.

“What about Zenos?”

The Warrior sees Varis’ brow pinch, and his mouth open. But, the immediate question of
‘what about Zenos?’ is not issued forth. Instead the Emperor closes his mouth.

He asks: “What do you mean?”

“Zenos should get his hair cut too, shouldn’t he?”

“I--I suppose he should, yes.” Varis clears his throat. “Micah, will you see to it that the prince
gets his cut after you are done here? Just the hair, mind you. I do not believe he is ready for
the arm just yet.”

“Isn’t that jest in poor taste, Your Radiance?”

“Hm. Perhaps it is.” He takes a gulp of coffee. “All the same. Make sure my boy is not left
unattended.”

“Of course, Your Radiance.”

 

Thoughts of her strange experience in the infirmary hallway are turning in the Warrior’s mind
when a knock sounds on the door to the royal suite. A quick glance at the chronometer on
Varis’ nightstand shows that it is too early for the midday meal. The big man is dozing
peacefully next to her. She presses a kiss to his forehead before sliding out of bed. There is
another knock, precise and patient, while she pulls on her smallclothes and robe.

The centurion has their hand raised to knock again when the Warrior tugs the door open.
They stop, hand frozen in the air.

“Ah, Lady Lux! I apologize for disturbing your--um--” Their head angles down
incrementally, and they take a step back. The Warrior smiles wryly.

“Sex with the emperor?”

“I was going to find a more polite way of phrasing it, but yes.”



“It’s alright. If you were interrupting, no one would have answered.” She crosses her arms.
“So, what is it?”

“Oh, I received word from the infirmary that your presence was being requested in Prince
Zenos’ room.”

“Nothing serious, I hope.”

“If anything, it sounded like Medicus Shaw was frustrated with his charge.”

“Well, that does sound like Zenos.” She smiles. “Give me a few minutes and I will come see
if I can be of assistance.”

The Warrior dresses and, after telling a drowsy Varis where she is going, heads off to the
infirmary. Her guard keeps their stride just off and to her right.

“Did you get your hair cut, my Lady?”

“Just a little bit. For the new year.”

“I see.”

The Warrior looks back at the centurion’s helmet. “Did you get yours cut, Cas?”

“Certainly, my Lady. I’m a proper Garlean.” They tip their head to the side. “Can you not
tell?”

She laughs. “Oh, of course. It sits differently around your ears.”

“I am glad you noticed, my Lady.”

 

Admittedly, the Warrior is not entirely sure what to make of the scene when she arrives at
Zenos’ infirmary room. She is quietly gladdened to see that the prince is seated at the foot of
the bed, limp right arm cradled carefully in his lap. Zenos is glowering at Medicus Shaw, who
is glowering back with his hands on his hips. Aulus is standing off to the side, looking
generally amused.

“Honestly, it wouldn’t hurt you to be a bit more cooperative,” the medicus mutters.

“I have no reason to--” Zenos stops and looks at the door, his dour expression brightening.
“Ah, there is Lady Lux.”

Medicus Shaw rolls his eyes as he looks at the Warrior and her guard. “Oh, good. Thank you,
Maristella. Lady Lux, Perhaps you can talk some sense into the boy.”

“Sense?” The Warrior smiles at Zenos’ irritated glare. “What’ve you done now, Zenos?”

“Do not listen to the man,” the prince snaps. “He tried to cut my hair.”



She muffles an amused noise. “That was my suggestion, Zenos. It’s the first day of the new
year. Isn’t that a tradition?”

For a moment the icy glare shifts to her, but she does not flinch as there is no real bite to the
look. His eyes unfocus for a moment, and when he blinks his expression relaxes. “Is it the
first? I had lost track of the date, locked away in my cell as I am.” With an almost bored
energy, he looks back to the medicus. “My apologies.”

“Then, may I cut your hair?”

“No,” is the flat reply. “I do not want you to cut my hair.” Zenos shifts his weight forward
and gets to his feet. His left hand keeps a mindful grasp on his right arm. “Only Lady Lux
may have that honor.”

“‘Tis just a haircut,” Medicus Shaw grumbles. “I cut your hair when you were but a babe.”
He rolls his eyes again and holds out the shears. “Make it quick. We have to prepare him for
surgery.”

“Surgery?” The Warrior takes the shears and frowns. “What surgery?”

Zenos sighs. “It was agreed upon yesterday evening.” He jerks his chin in Aulus’ direction.

“I conducted a thorough inspection of Lord Zenos’ right arm and associated tissues,” says the
scientist. “After many hours of consideration, I determined that it would be possible to use
magitek to return some mobility to the right arm. However, it would not be perfect, and
would require a great deal of upkeep.” Aulus glances at Zenos. “Such upkeep would cut
greatly into his productivity.”

“I could see how that might be problematic for him.”

“Indeed. So, after further consideration and exploration of the possibilities, we have decided
that it would be better for Lord Zenos’ overall health and wellbeing to amputate his right
arm, as well as doing a bit of reconstruction on his right shoulder. Additionally, I will be
working to construct a magitek arm for Lord Zenos to use, though that will take a few weeks
to construct properly.”

“I see.” The Warrior studies Zenos’ expression, but he is now wearing a careful mask of
indifference. “Well, if Zenos agreed to everything, then I have nothing to add to the
conversation.” She gestures at the prince with the shears. “How much do you want cut off,
Zenos?”

For a moment his face is blank. Then: “Three ilms. It was a good year.”

She smiles. “Yes, it was.”

 

Varis has hauled himself out of bed and made himself presentable enough for the servants by
the time the Warrior returns from her meeting in the infirmary. Lunch was delivered while
she was away, and the Emperor is already considering his plate when she sits in her usual



spot. He smiles at her arrival, though the Warrior knows the man well enough now to see the
hint of hesitation in his eyes.

“So, what trouble was Zenos causing now?”

“Only the sort of trouble that a spoiled little princeling can cause.” She smiles and picks up
the teacup that Varis has already meticulously filled in her absence. “He didn’t want your
medicus to cut his hair. Insisted that I be the one to do it.”

“You?” He does not hide the amusement in his tone. “Why would he want you to do it?”

“I don’t know. Perhaps just to spite the medicus.” She takes a sip of tea. “He does seem
somewhat vengeful at times.”

“Hm. Was that all? You were gone for some time, it seemed.”

“Oh, well. We were also talking about Zenos’ arm.”

Varis pauses in filling his plate to fix her with an expectant look.

“After his scientist conducted a full survey, it was determined that the best course of action
would be to amputate his arm. Zenos doesn’t seem thrilled about it, but he has still agreed to
go along with it. They’ve scheduled the surgery for this afternoon.”

He looks thoughtful for a moment before continuing to fill his plate. “I must admit, I am
surprised that Zenos agreed to go through with the procedure on his own. I expected to have
to order him to go through with it.”

“So did he.”

“What changed his mind, I wonder.” The Emperor looks at her, but she answers him with a
shrug.

“One can only guess,” she says. “He was afraid to do it.”

Varis scoffs.

“Apprehensive, at the least,” the Warrior amends. “I mean, wouldn’t you be, at the prospect
of losing an arm?”

“I suppose I would be. It is simply not something I thought the boy capable of.”

“You don’t know him very well, that’s all.”

He arches a brow. “And you do?”

“No. Not really. But, I’m trying.”

Varis opens his mouth, but hesitates to speak. He busies himself with his food.



After swallowing a mouthful, he says: “Zenos is yet alive. Perhaps there is still time to get to
know him. Beyond his performance record, at least.”

The Warrior nods. “Who knows? You might even have something in common. Aside from a
liking for popotoes.”

Varis looks at his plate. “Perhaps so.” He waggles his fork between his fingers. “How did you
know that, though? About the popotoes.”

“I told you: I didn’t know. It was an educated guess. I know you quite well by now, at least
on a superficial level. I--I mean I’m sure there’s things you haven’t told me yet, that you
might never tell me. And that’s okay.”

“The popotoes?”

She shrugs. “He ignored the rest of his food and ate the bread. He’s like you; he prefers the
starchy foods. Bread and popotoes and sweets and the like. I suppose he inherited it from
you.”

“‘Tis nearly embarrassing to be so easily read.”

“Mm. He’s a big strapping fellow like yourself, but you complained that he ate like a bird.
Which meant that he simply wasn’t eating much around you, because he wasn’t being served
what he liked.” She smiles. “Picky eaters are a thing in Eorzea, too.”

Varis chuckles. “I see. You have quite the keen eye, my love. I still stand by my word that
you would have made a good spy.”

“Oh, no. I do not have the patience or subtleties for such business.”

“I am rather fond of your lack of subtleties.”

“So I have noticed.” The Warrior looks at the spread of food. “Will you visit Zenos?”

“Hm?” Varis grunts. “I will. Zenos still wishes for the reports from Gyr Abania.”

“No, I meant--”

“I know what you meant.” His lips purse. “I do not think he wants my pity.”

“Would you have pity for him?”

Varis’ eyes widen for a moment. “Of course I would. He is my son, and he is going to have
his arm removed. No father wants that for his child.”

“After the surgery,” she says gently. “Visit him. Show him that he has the Emperor’s support,
if not his father’s.”

He swallows, but nods. “I will.”



 

The wind is howling against the windows, buffeting the glass with wet snow. A day has
passed since the Warrior’s last conversation with Zenos, and it is now, after the mid-day
meal, that she is called to visit upon the man in the infirmary. 

"He asked for you, in so many words," Aulus cheerfully explains upon her arrival. "At the
least, Lord Zenos ignored his doctors upon waking and said nothing before eventually
inquiring on your whereabouts."

"I see. Well, I'm here now. How was his surgery?"

"Very successful, I am pleased to say. He is a perfect physical specimen, of course, so that did
help."

"Stop bothering her, Aulus," is the growl from the bed. The scientist smiles patiently down at
Zenos.

"Of course, my lord. I was merely answering Lady Lux's question."

The prince huffs and waves Aulus away. Zenos is sitting up in bed, his torso and shoulders
listing slightly to his left. There are fresh bandages bound to the right side of his torso. Most
of his other bandages have been long removed, leaving behind pale pink patches of skin and
scars. His cheeks are still somewhat sunken, but that is not what catches her attention.

“You really need to shave,” the Warrior notes. “You are far too young to cover up with a
beard.”

The prince grimaces and raises his hand to brush over the dark blond hair that is coating his
cheeks and jaw. “Yes, I am aware. However, it is not a matter to which I have been able to
attend.”

Jokingly, she offers: “I could help you with that.” She waits for his grumpy refusal.

Instead, he says: “When was the last time you shaved a man’s face?”

“Oh, it’s been some time. Your father doesn’t trust me with it, yet.”

“Father doesn’t trust anyone with a knife to his throat.” Zenos sighs and squeezes his eyes
shut. He rubs at his forehead.

“How are you feeling? Head still foggy from the sedatives?”

The prince licks his lips. “I am well enough. However…” A subtle frown flickers across his
face, and his hand beckons her closer. When the Warrior leans in, Zenos whispers: “Ever
since I woke up, there has been a… specter in the corner, watching me. No one else seems to
notice that it is there.”

She frowns, and whispers: “Is it there now?”



“Aye.”

“Okay.” She raises her voice. “I don’t know, Zenos. Varis might scoff at the idea of giving an
arm a state funeral.”

The prince does not miss her cue, and presses his lips into a small pout. “It perished in
service of the empire.”

She forces a chuckle and shakes her head. “I’ll speak to him on the matter.”

“Thank you.”

The Warrior turns to the windows, which glow white with the snowstorm. “Perhaps you will
be able to go for a walk soon?”

“The medici said that I should be freer to move about the palace soon, yes.”

She continues her counterclockwise pivot away from the window, clapping her hands. As she
turns, she briefly views the corner.

A figure in armored black hooded robes stands there, just as Zenos said.

An Ascian.

“Well, if you require an escort, I should like to accompany you. With my guard, of course.”
She smiles. “Varis will insist upon that.”

“Perhaps.”

The Warrior finds it curious, as she sits with her back to the corner, that her Echo is not
reacting to the Ascian’s presence. The figure is still there--she can tell from the subtle, lazy
way that Zenos’ gaze occasionally drifts over her shoulder. He is keeping tabs on the thing
that is keeping tabs on him. But her Echo is silent. Whatever the figure wants, it does not
seem to actively want to cause them harm. At least, not at the moment. 

She wonders what would happen if she turned to look at it directly.

She won’t, of course, that is far too risky. Better that the Ascian is unaware that she knows of
its presence.

“How are you faring? Your wounds, that is.”

The Warrior blinks in surprise. “Oh, I’m doing quite well. A few new scars, but aside from an
ache in my ribs I am mostly mended. The medici here have been quite thorough.”

“That is heartening to hear,” the prince rasps.

“Why do you ask?”



There is a slight flexing of the muscles in Zenos’ neck, enough of an indication that he is
trying to shrug his half-absent shoulder. “It would not do well for the empire to have two
legatii incapacitated by a single eikon.”

“To be fair, it was a very big eikon.”

He chuckles. “Indeed.” Zenos exhales a soft sigh and leans back into his pillows. He closes
his eyes. “I thank you for checking in on me, Lady Lux, but I am feeling weary.”

“Of course you are.” She smiles. “The more you humor the medici, the sooner you will be
free of this place.”

“Wise words.” The prince’s hand extends and grabs loosely at her arm. “Tomorrow. Should
my doctors approve of it, perhaps you might aid me with my grooming.”

“Just the shaving. You’ll have to leave the sponge bath to that Roegadyn woman.”

The Warrior laughs at Zenos’ grimace of displeasure.

 

The centurion fixes her with an inquisitive head tilt when she emerges from the infirmary
room. The Warrior just nods in return and silently starts down the hall. 

She considers the figure she saw in Zenos’ room. It was almost certainly an Ascian, though
with the armored spikes gracing its shoulders, to the Warrior it had almost looked as though
Lahabrea had returned from his eikonic grave. What if he had? She has no idea whether or
not such a thing is even possible. What if it was Lahabrea? What was he doing here in
Garlemald? And why would he have been watching Zenos?

The Warrior is discontented by a complete lack of means of determining the answers. She
could have turned on the figure and tried to find out what was going on, but that would have
put both she and Zenos in danger. Action had simply not been an option.

Still frustrated, the Warrior retrieves her linkpearl and sits on the bed. She looks around the
room, uneasily eyeing the shadows for anything that should not have been there. From what
she has been told in the past, she is fairly certain that if an Ascian is lurking about, she should
be able to detect them. The lack of any visible onlookers puts her mind at enough ease that
she can activate her linkpearl in peace.

“It is good to hear from you again, my friend.” It is Alphinaud who answers her call. “How
fare you? Have you recovered from your trial?”

“I am doing better, yes. Just a little spot of soreness now and then.”

There is a pause, then: “And, what of Prince Zenos?”

“He is recovering as best he can. Don’t worry, he will not be returning to Ala Mhigo in the
immediate future.”



“That is good to hear. Things here are tense enough without him returning to kick the nest.”

“Has there been any fighting?”

“Nothing more than the same minor skirmishes as before. But there is a definite tension in
the air amongst the Ala Mhigans. They still seek rebellion, but the empire has recently played
another card that is making them reluctant to act outright.”

She thinks. “The Gration, you mean?”

“Ah. Yes, of course you would know of that. The warship arrived in the airspace near the
palace a few days after your fight with Shinryu. They haven’t fired a single shot, but its
presence alone is enough to intimidate the rebels.”

“I would imagine that was the point of bringing it,” the Warrior muses.

“Indeed. But, enough of that. What was your reason for calling? I would imagine you would
have been told had fighting broken out, so you did not call for that.”

“If Varis did not tell me, Zenos likely would have shared as much.”

There is uncertainty to Alphinaud’s tone. “You and he are getting on, then?”

“Oh, I wouldn’t say that.” She considers the prince’s perpetually taciturn demeanor. “He just
seems to dislike me less than most others.”

“You do have that effect on people.”

“Yes, well, I hope to keep him on my good side.” The Warrior glances around the room
again. “I didn’t call about Zenos, though. Well, not exactly.”

“Go on.”

“I was wondering if you had heard of any Ascian related activity lately.”

There is a thoughtful hum from the young Elezen. “Ascians? Well, no direct interaction. But
there was the eikon, of course.”

The Warrior jolts on the bedcovers. “The eikon.”

“Yes. Why do you ask, Warrior?”

“Yes, no--you’re right--” Her mind races, and she wonders how she had forgotten that detail.
The eikon had been summoned with Nidhogg’s eyes, and they had supposed the only way
Ilberd could have gotten his hands on the cursed things was if someone had given them to
him. The eyes had been cast into the frozen abyss, after all, and it seemed unlikely that
anyone other than an Asican could have safely retrieved them.

“Warrior?”



“I--” She swallows back a lump in her throat. The Ascians had led to the summoning of
Shinryu, and then she and Zenos had slain the eikon. That had likely made the Ascians aware
of the prince. That was why they were watching Zenos--because he had crossed them.

“What is wrong?”

“There was an Ascian, here at the palace,” she blurts out. “It was in Zenos’ infirmary room,
watching him.” The Warrior presses the tip of her tongue between her teeth, resisting the urge
to tell Alphinaud that Zenos could see the Ascian. She thinks the boy would be offended by
the implications of such a thing.

“An Ascian?” Alphinaud anxiously hisses out the word. “Are you certain?”

“Nearly certain, yes. There was definitely something there in the corner of his room. If I
didn’t know any better, I would be tempted to say it looked like the robes worn by Lahabrea.”

“But he’s--he should be dead!”

“I know, I know. That’s why I called you all. I don’t have anyone here I can talk to about
Ascians.”

“Eorzea would be in a great deal of trouble if the Ascians got themselves involved with
Garlemald.”

The Warrior sighs. “Tell me about it. Imagine the damage they could cause if they got ahold
of someone important here.”

“It chills me to even consider it.”

“I don’t know what to do.”

“For now I would advise inaction. Caution, but inaction. We do not want to give the Ascians
any cause to go on the offensive. So, keep your eyes open.”

“I will, thank you.”

“No, thank you, Warrior, for advising us of this situation. I will discuss it with the others, and
we will send out our best to search for any other known Ascian activity occurring.”

“Good. Be sure to contact me if you find out anything I should know.”

“Of course.”

 

The remainder of the afternoon is quiet, but for the snowstorm. The Warrior is left alone to
entertain herself until Varis returns from his duties. The Emperor is holding a data pad and a
pile of papers when he returns, and settles down at his desk after greeting the Warrior. They
exchange a few pleasantries before lapsing into a comfortable silence that spans half a bell.



“Will you attend me?”

The Warrior looks up from her book at her lover’s sudden words. “Hm? With what?”

Varis licks his lips. “I am going to deliver the day’s reports to Zenos, before our supper
comes. I would like it if you came with me while I did so.”

She marks her page and closes the book. “Of course, Varis. But, why? You haven’t asked me
before.”

The Emperor looks at the sheaf of papers in his hand. “It would benefit the boy. Put him at
ease, I think. If he is fearful of me, then certainly he will be more so minus his arm.”

He hasn’t mentioned any obvious discomfort on Zenos’ part in the last week or more, and the
Warrior suspects more that Varis is ill at ease visiting his son tonight.

“I would be happy to accompany you, dear.”

They walk alone down the halls to the infirmary, nodding to the various guards that they pass
but accompanied by none of their own. The lone guard posted outside of the prince’s room
lets them pass without any fuss. The Warrior’s eyes cannot help but look to the corner upon
entering the infirmary room. However, it is empty, and the room is otherwise unoccupied by
anyone but the prince in the bed. Zenos’ expression is guarded as his father enters, and his
eyes dart to the Warrior when she follows Varis through the door. His hand clenches at the
blue blanket that is bunched messily in his lap, and the prince’s expression relaxes
marginally.

“Father,” says Zenos. “Come to give me grief, have you?”

“Not at all,” is the cool reply. “I’ve come to deliver today’s reports from Gyr Abania. And to-
-” Varis hesitates. “To see how you were faring after your surgery.”

“I live.”

“Good. I would be alarmed to find that I was speaking to a ghoul.”

There is a moment of silence between the men. Varis’ face remains a serious mask, but the
weary look of the prince slowly lifts to something nearing confusion.

“Was that… a joke, Father?”

Varis smirks. “Aye, I thought I would give it a try.”

“Your delivery needs work.” Zenos' lips downturn and he looks to the windows.

“Mm, I suppose Lady Lux is being a bad influence on me, then.” Varis smiles at her. She
winks at him.

“You’re just lucky that I haven’t taught him any bawdy Ul’dahn rhymes yet.”



Her jest is answered by a startled blush on the Emperor’s cheeks, and a raspy burst of
laughter from his son.

She smiles.



Chapter 48

“You’re really going to wear that to see the prince?”

“What?” The Warrior pauses in mid-stride and glances down at herself. She is fresh from her
morning exercise, and still garbed in carbonweave and cotton. She continues walking. “I look
fine.”

“Yes, my Lady, but--” The centurion sighs as they trail after her. “Shouldn’t you be dressed a
bit more appropriately?”

“What? Don’t be silly.” She waves a hand. “I’m completely covered.”

“You aren’t wearing footwear.”

“I’m wearing socks. On my feet.”

Her guard just sighs again and says nothing more.

The prince is perched on the edge of his bed when the Warrior arrives. There is a bed-height
table next to the mattress, and Zenos is idly running his finger around the lip of a basin of
steaming water. He looks up at her snort of amusement from the doorway. The prince has the
disgruntled look of a soaked cat, with his hair freshly washed and pulled back into a
haphazard braid. His face is bright red.

“I am going to have that woman reassigned to somewhere on the other side of the star,”
Zenos growls.

“What? Who?”

“That Roegadyn menace.”

“You haven’t even bothered to learn your nurses’ names?”

Zenos just huffs. “Are you going to assist me or not?”

“Yes, yes, of course. No need to cause a scene.”

He eyes her approach. “You’ve been to the training center. I’m nearly jealous.”

“I’ll be happy to help you get back to form once the medicus approves of it.”

Another soft huff. “I do not need assistance.”

“Hm. I’m pretty sure I could definitely kick your ass with the state that you’re in now.”

There is an uneasy noise from the open doorway. Zenos looks over.



“What was that?”

“My guard. They are afraid of you, and are concerned for my safety in your presence.”

“Call them in,” Zenos rasps eagerly. “I wish to see the man my father has entrusted with your
safety.”

It takes a bit of coaxing, but the centurion eventually agrees to enter the infirmary room.

“Sir?”

“What is your name?” Zenos fixes a steely stare up at the guard.

“My-? I am Caspian quo Maristella, my lord. His Radiance assigned me to be Lady Lux’s
personal bodyguard not long ago.”

“And, why would he do that?”

“Ah--you would have to ask His Radiance for his reasoning, my lord.”

“Caspian served as my guard when I toured Doma not long ago,” the Warrior says. “They
were quite capable, and I found it a comfort to have a second set of eyes.”

“Were they now?” Zenos tips his head to the side and squints at the centurion through his
thick eyelashes. He sighs and waves his hand dismissively. “Very well. You may continue
your watch, centurion. Do not disappoint me.”

“Thank you, my lord. Wouldn’t dream of it.” Caspian nods at the Warrior before hurrying
back out into the hallway. They close the door behind them.

“Please don’t antagonize my guard, Zenos.”

“Bah.” He turns his attention back to the bowl and shaving kit waiting for them on the table.
“What good is being the crown prince if you cannot use the status to make the smallfolk
tremble a bit?”

“I’m fairly certain that you being the prince is not very high on the list of reasons that people
are afraid of you.”

“No matter.” Zenos shrugs his good shoulder. 

She watches the prince pick up the razor by its wooden handle. He tilts the sharp steel until
the lamplight glints along the blade. A frown plays on his lips.

“I am not quite comfortable yet with my left hand for such delicate maneuvers,” he murmurs.
“A peculiar thing, that. It was my dominant hand as a boy, but the emperor made sure the
preference was drilled out of me.”

“I suppose he didn’t want you to become a scholar,” the Warrior quips with a smile. Zenos
snorts and shakes his head.



“Indeed. A pity: I was clever enough to be one.”

She thinks of all the stories and reports of Zenos’ tactical prowess. “Not too late, now. You’re
still fairly young.”

“Bah. I am better on the battlefield with a sword in my hand, regardless of which hand I have
to hold it with.”

“To each their own.”

Zenos sets the razor down. “‘Tis frustrating.”

“You will manage, Zenos. Give it time.”

“Time that you have granted me.” His head jerks in a barely perceptible nod, and then he
gestures at the gathered shaving supplies. “This task requires two hands, and so I will accept
your assistance.”

She smiles. “We have three between the two of us, so I think we should be able to manage
quite handily.”

He drawls: “Again, I cannot tell whether or not you are jesting at my expense, Warrior.”

 

Working together, the Warrior and Zenos manage to get the prince’s face ready for his shave.
She holds the bowl while he works the shaving soap into a lather--Zenos calmly growls out
directions for the movements of her own hands--and then holds a mirror while he applies the
foam to his face.

“I must admit, I’m surprised that you know what you’re doing,” the Warrior says. “I
would’ve thought you had a servant specially assigned to you just for the task of personal
grooming.”

Zenos grunts and tips his head from right to left. “Much like my father, I cannot say I care
much for having another person holding a blade to my throat.”

“Then, why me?”

“Because, you are a nuisance, and it is easier to humor you than turn you away.”

The Warrior smiles. “Glad you think so.”

Zenos lets out a tiny sigh. “Besides, you have already shown that you have no inclination to
kill me with a blade.”

“It could be all part of a ruse, to get you to let your guard down around me.” She picks up the
razor. Her fingers feel at several letters etched into the worn wood. “You thought me an
assassin, after all.”



“Mm. I have learned my lesson. You are not clever enough for such scheming.”

“It could be an act.” She looks at the handle. The letters read VyG.

“Nay.” The line of his lips pulls into a smirking smile. “I am not calling you foolish, Lady
Lux. However, you are an honest and kind woman. The palace is severely lacking in such
things, and so I believe I am coming to understand why my father is so drawn to you.”

“I am not oblivious to the fact that I don’t really fit in here.”

“Garlemald cares more for the talents that one has to offer, rather than their origin. You have
talent, and so you will make a place for yourself here. Whether the old men like it or not.”

“I’ll try not to disappoint you,” she says cheekily.

“I am certain of that.”

They set to work with shaving. Zenos moves his pointer finger from place to place, and the
Warrior uses one hand to help pull the skin taut while applying the razor to the offending hair.
The system works surprisingly well, though she cannot shake a bit of concern that she will
accidentally cut the man’s soft skin.

After a few minutes of quiet work, the Warrior notices that the prince’s gaze has drifted
toward the corner of the room.

She asks: “Have you seen the spectre again?”

“Mm. Not now, but I have.” Zenos speaks through a clenched jaw. “Now and then, for brief
periods.” He moves his fingers, and she follows with the blade to a new spot. “I cannot see
the face, but I can feel it watching me. ‘Tis somehow familiar.”

The Warrior frowns. “They haven’t spoken to you, have they?”

“No.”

“You’ll tell me if they do. It could be dangerous. And, not the sort of danger you can just stab
away.”

He lets out a doubtful noise, but says nothing.

Zenos remains quiet until she pauses to rinse off the razor. He speaks in a whisper, pale eyes
not quite focused on her brow.

“I have seen spectres before, here in the palace. Though, not since I reached the age of
puberty.”

“Oh?”

“Similarly garbed, though smaller in stature. And the robes were white, not black. When I
was but a boy, when Father was far afield, I would see the ghost. It would stand in the



shadows and observe me. When it saw that I had taken notice of it, the ghost would
disappear.” Zenos tilts his head to offer up a new patch of skin. “I never told anyone, of
course. Not that I had anyone to tell.”

“Why tell me?”

A furrow creases his brow. “Because you are not of Garlemald. You have seen things far
beyond the experience of the common man, or even my father. You will believe me.”

The Warrior forces a smile and hopes that the prince cannot sense the worry behind it. “I do
believe you, Zenos.”

“Thank you.” He stares at her. “You will not tell Father?”

She gently taps the blade off in the basin. “Not until he needs to know.”

“Turning his own methods back on him, are you?”

“No, not exactly.” The Warrior watches the light gleam along the wet blade. “He worries
enough as it is. Were Varis to find out that you had a ghost haunting you, well…”

“I know not if they are truly bodiless spirits,” says the prince. “I just know that they cast no
shadows and leave no footprints.”

“Sounds like a ghost to me.” She shrugs and resumes her task. Despite her flippant response,
the Warrior still considers the Ascians’ possible interest in Zenos. “Any idea why ghosts
might be watching you?”

“They wish to take me with them,” is the murmured reply. “They desire to wear my flesh as
their own.”

The Warrior stares at him. “Who told you such things?”

“No one. I--” Zenos starts quickly, then hesitates.

“You can tell me. It’s just between us.”

His gaze shifts to the windows. “No one told me. It was something in a dream.”

“Do you have dreams like that very often?” She brushes the pad of her thumb over his damp
jawline, looking for any missed hairs.

“No. I do not remember my dreams often after waking. In truth, I would say I only have
variations on one dream, repeating nightly since I was a child.”

“What kind of dream?”

“As a child I called them nightmares. But, no one cared to listen to the fears of a child, and so
I stopped putting much value in them. The dreams were out of my control, after all.” Zenos
tips his head away and points at a remaining patch of lather. “In them, I walk the streets of a



city that is burning to the ground. Its people are fleeing in panic and terror. The stars
themselves are burning out of the heavens, streaking the sky like so many meteors. The world
is dying, and its people are already dressed as its ghosts.”

She frowns in thought while scraping away the last patch from the prince’s face. Zenos’
words have pricked an old buried memory from the depths of her mind. “I’ve seen that
before--the stars falling, I mean.”

His eyes dart back to her face, but he remains silent.

“They filled me with a strange dread, even though they were just a vision.” She shakes her
head. “It happened just before I was gifted the Echo by Hydaelyn.” The Warrior has long
wondered if there was a connection between the two events.

Zenos murmurs: “In the old days, those with the Echo were labeled as beastmen by the
empire.”

“And now?”

“Now, we just call them trouble.”

The Warrior chuckles and shakes her head. “Yes, that does seem like a good descriptor for
me, doesn’t it?”

“Quite.”

The last of the shaving soap is cleared from the prince’s face. The Warrior holds up the
mirror again to let him inspect his reflection.

“I think we did pretty well,” she says. “You’re definitely looking more like yourself.”

Zenos turns his face from side to side and rubs his hand over his jaw. “Thank you. It is
something of a comfort to have the correct face staring back at oneself.”

She smiles. There is something quietly reassuring about having the scruffy beard gone and
having the prince’s youthful face left in its wake. “It’s not a bad face, if you’re being choosy.”

He rumbles uncomfortably and shakes his head. “I don’t--I do not look at it all that often.”

The Warrior rinses off the razor and sets to carefully drying it on a towel. “You don’t look all
that much like Varis, if it’s any concern.”

“I… The servants say I have his hair. The same bright gold, before his faded. But most of my
looks are from my mother, I think.”

“Was your mother also over seven fulms tall?”

“Oh, no.” Zenos barks a laugh. “She was a petite thing, from what I’ve been told. Didn’t even
come to Father’s shoulder.” He slowly shakes his head. “I do not really know, though. There
are no portraits of her for me to reference.”



“That seems sad.”

“Does it? Do you have a portrait of your mother stashed away somewhere?”

“No, but my mother isn’t dead, either. I could just go back to Ul’dah and visit her.”

“Would you? Do you think she would welcome you with open arms, knowing that you’ve
taken the enemy of Eorzea to bed?”

“You speak as though I am only here to fuck the emperor.”

Zenos grimaces. “You did not have to state it so vulgarly.” At her shrug, he asks: “Well, why
are you here, then?”

“I’ve already told you. I’m here because this is where my heart has led me. And my heart has
no ulterior motives. At least, none that I am aware of.”

“You should not jest at such serious matters.”

“And you should--well--just don’t worry about it, Zenos.” The Warrior frowns. “Besides, it
isn’t as though you harbor any affection in your heart for your father. Don’t pretend you do.
Don’t pretend you really care.”

Zenos picks up a towel from the tray and presses it to his face.

 

The days pass in a steady march. In the mornings, the Warrior goes to the training center for a
bell before going to check on the prince. Her afternoons and evenings are spent reading,
considering the usage of the first emperor’s office, and enjoying the company of the Emperor
himself. Things are relatively peaceful, quiet, with no disruptions caused by her Echo or any
Ascians. She is half willing to let it go, to hope that it was some fluke.

But, as she goes through the motions in the training center a week after Zenos told her of his
childhood ghosts, the Warrior knows that she cannot afford to completely let her guard down.
Just because her Echo is quiet now does not mean nothing is wrong with the world, and the
lack of activity from any Ascians does not mean they aren’t still running about causing chaos.
It is because of these facts that she is here in the training center, she thinks. She is the Warrior
of Light, and she must remain vigilant. She must be ready for the peace to end, for the quiet
to be shattered as it has been for her so many times over the last few years.

The Warrior sights down the length of her practice sword. Her mind picks through memories
of the various Ascians she has encountered over time. Nabriales and Igeyorhm, dead at her
hand. She remembers facing down Lahabrea as he wore Thancred’s skin, and then later
witnessing him seemingly meet his demise at the sword of Thordan. He had been caught off
his guard, she thinks, seemingly distraught at the execution of Igeyorhm. And then there was
Elidibus, the mysterious Emissary, whom she could not recall having seen in some time. Had
he really been the white robed ‘ghost’ that had stalked Zenos in his childhood? What reason



would the Ascian have had to do so? If it had been with some sinister purpose, that effort, by
Zenos’ estimation, had been dropped more than a decade before.

So, why now? She yet worries that Zenos’ involvement with the destruction of Shinryu has
earned him renewed attention from the Ascians. Problematically, it is not as though she can
simply post a missive to the Ascians to call them out on the matter. She can, as Alphinaud
instructed her, just sit by and wait.

She is a warrior, and to be forced into such inaction is nigh infuriating.

Her grip on the sword’s hilt tightens when the training room door lock beeps, and the door
swings open. When she turns to face the entrant, the Warrior is surprised to find her betrothed
standing there. In his armor the Emperor barely fits through the relatively small doorway.
Varis has his crown tucked under his left arm, and the Warrior’s gaze habitually goes to the
small red mark on his forehead above his third eye. She smiles up at the man.

“That’s not really the best attire for this place,” she says.

For a moment he does not look at her, his hawklike glare focused on the far wall. When he
blinks he looks at her, then away again.

“I am not here for exercise.”

“Oh?” There is a tension in the Emperor’s voice and posture, and she wonders if he is upset
with her. The Warrior is uncertain why he would be--to her knowledge, she hasn’t done
anything wrong. Perhaps she has spoken out of turn to the wrong medicus or made some
other faux pas without knowing.

Varis looks down at her again, and for a moment the Warrior is taken back to that time, more
than half a year ago now, when he first entered her prison cell on the Gration. His expression
is too reserved, too detached. He is still acting the part of the emperor even though they are
alone together. It makes her uneasy, as it did those months ago.

“Are you alright?” she asks. That garners no response. “Is something wrong?”

Varis remains silent. He crosses his arms and tucks his chin toward his chest.  

“Zenos,” he finally says, voice tense. “Why do you visit him so often? Why are you spending
so much time with him?”

“It’s not that much…” The Warrior shakes her head. “Varis, what are you on about? I spend
more time with you in a day than I have with Zenos in the last week.”

“That is still too much. Why give him so much attention?”

Sincerely, she answers: “He needs it.”

The Emperor frowns. “Zenos has never been one to need attention.”



“Of course he has. He clearly craves attention from others.” She looks at the rack of training
weapons. “Besides, even if he doesn’t really actively desire it himself, Zenos needs attention
right now. He just had his damn arm off a week ago. He needs someone to be there for him,
to make him feel cared for, to feel like someone gives a damn about his well being. Even if
it’s just for ten minutes a day.”

“And that someone is you?”

“Well, it isn’t you.” She bites out the words before she has a chance to fully think them
through, and flinches as Varis takes a step closer.

“That is the line,” he says.

“I know.” She looks at her hands. “I just… I don’t know quite how to explain it. But Zenos
seems so happy when I visit him. In his own way, at least. He isn’t some carefree child,
but…” The Warrior turns to face Varis. “If I am able to bring a miserable man some small
happiness, who are you to stop me?”

“What makes you think he is miserable? Zenos is not that sort of man.”

The Warrior gnaws on her lower lip. “I know that it is not the same as it was for you, when I
helped you after Regala’s death. But, I think that there is a chance for Zenos’ spirit to heal.
He just needs someone to be kind to him.”

Varis’ frown deepens. “Why do you think that person is you?”

She shrugs. “I just do. It’s just a feeling I get when I visit him.” The Warrior stares up into
Varis’ eyes. “Don’t you want your son to be happy?”

He says nothing.

“I understand if you’re jealous--”

“I am not jealous,” Varis snaps. “I am--concerned.”

“Concerned about what? Tell me, please, Varis.”

“I cannot.” 

“Then you--you don’t get to be upset with me over something your imagination is feeding
you. Not if you won’t tell me what it is.”

His brows lift before quickly settling back into a stoic line. “That is not for you to say.”

“Yeah, well… It’s still how I feel. You know, me, the person you love.”

She sees Varis’ jaw work as he swallows. He crosses the room, until he is looming large over
her. The Warrior feels a faint thrill of worry course through her body as the Emperor stares
down at her. As though she is going to be punished for some transgression.



“I haven’t done anything wrong,” she says.

“We are all guilty of wrongdoing,” he replies flatly.

“Then, forgive me for my sins, and I will forgive you for yours.”

Varis is again unresponsive. In the ensuing silence, the Warrior is aware of the soft squeak of
oiled leather against metal, as the Emperor’s thumb traces a slow line over the surface of his
crown.

“I do not want to hurt you,” he whispers. The Warrior frowns. She reaches, and feels his
muscles flinch when she presses her palm to his cheek.

“You won’t hurt me. You never do.”

“No, I--” Varis stops. He reaches with a big hand and gently pulls hers away. For a moment
he stares at it, as though searching the lines of her palm for answers. Finally, he murmurs:
“You are right.”

“Then, believe me when I tell you that I have no ill intentions when dealing with Zenos. I
only want what is best for him, just the same as you.”

Something forlorn lingers in Varis’ eyes as he nods down at her.

“Come with me,” she says on impulse.

“What?”

“When I go visit Zenos. Come with me.” The Warrior smiles. “I’m sure he’ll loathe it.”

 

The prince is indeed a touch taciturn when he sees his father accompany the Warrior into the
infirmary.

“What’s this about?” Zenos grumps. The Warrior smiles as she sits next to the bed. Varis
lingers near the foot of the bed.

“I asked him to come along,” she says. “It’s okay, isn’t it?”

“I suppose,” is the nearly monotone reply. Zenos uses his lone hand to adjust the blue blanket
that is draped over his shoulders.

“How are you doing? Anything to report?”

“Ah, well--” The prince’s eyes flick over to Varis for a moment, before he makes a more
visible attempt to focus his attention on the Warrior. “The medici removed more of my
bandages today. Medicus Shaw said I will likely be able to relocate my recuperation to my
private quarters on the morrow.”



“That’s good, isn’t it?”

“Gets me away from the madwoman and her washrags,” he growls. Varis snorts in
amusement.

“Aurora kir Nocte? Why would you be afraid of her? She’s one of the best healers we have in
the city.”

“She’s too enthusiastic in her duties for Zenos’ liking,” the Warrior says. Zenos harrumphs
and folds his arm over his chest.

“One would think she had never seen a man in his smallclothes before.”

The Warrior looks at Varis. “Well, you Galvus men are exceptional examples of masculinity.
Perhaps that piqued her interest.” The corners of Varis’ mouth quirk upwards.

“Unprofessional,” Zenos says. He picks at the blanket for a moment. “Aulus stopped by
earlier this morning. He showed me some of the prototypes that he and the engineers have
constructed for my new arm.”

“Oh, that sounds exciting. Anything promising?”

“The basic functions are already solid enough. Nothing they have not crafted before. But, the
aesthetics still need work. I would prefer it to look fairly realistic, without the components
becoming excessively heavy.”

“Seems reasonable,” Varis says. Zenos doesn’t look at him.

“So, they are aiming to balance the new arm’s weight against that of the original. They
weighed the old one before it was cremated.”

She smiles. “How delightfully morbid. Don’t you think so, Varis?”

“I--” He grunts. “I don’t know. I think it a logical course of action.”

“Indeed,” Zenos says. “Too heavy or too light a limb would affect my balance and hinder my
combat capabilities.”

“More or less than not having the arm at all?” she wonders.

“More.”

“One takes for granted the mobility of two limbs, until they aren’t available,” Varis says. “I
remember, when we were a bit younger than you are now, Regula broke his left arm and
sprained his right wrist. Fell during a training exercise and was nearly trampled by the
cavalry. He was helpless as a wee babe for half a moon, until Medicus Shaw and his healers
finished patching him up.” The Warrior watches as his expression softens at some long
distant memory.

“I am not helpless,” his son protests.



“No, but you are suffering from a hindrance. And, you are doing quite well, all things
considered.”

“...thank you.” Zenos looks to the window. Varis clears his throat.

“Yes, well.” The Emperor looks at the Warrior with a small smile. “I’ve some business to
tend to. I will leave you to yours.”

“Thank you, dear.”

“I will see you at lunch.”

She smiles. “Of course.”

The Warrior watches Varis leave the room. After the door has clicked closed behind the man,
she looks at Zenos. The prince is still gazing at the windows. She turns her head to follow his
line of sight, and realizes that there is a dark smudge visible in her peripheral vision. She
blinks, and her head reflexively jerks toward the corner.

But the corner is empty.

“They are gone now,” whispers Zenos.

“The spectre?” she says, careful not to call the phantom what it was. “It was there again?
How long?”

“Not until you arrived. Almost as though they followed you two into the room.” With a small
grunt, Zenos carefully gets up from his bed. There is a slight unsteadiness to his step as he
moves to the Warrior’s side, and his hand remains clasped at the ends of his blanket. He stops
and fixes a cold stare into the empty corner.

After a protracted moment of silence, Zenos looks at the Warrior, his lips curled into a scowl.

“They were not watching you or I. They were watching Father.”



Chapter 49
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Over the next week, living in the palace goes from being relatively pleasant to a study in
paranoia. The Warrior watches the shadows, because she is uncertain that the shadows are not
watching her in turn. It is a wearisome task, as her Echo is silent and she does not see any
Ascians, but all the same she cannot be certain that they are not present. Silent and plotting
and waiting for their moment to strike.

And do what, exactly? She still is unsure. The knowledge alone that an Ascian is lurking
somewhere in the palace is enough to keep her on edge. She knows from experience that
wherever an Ascian goes, people suffer. She does not want to see that happen here in
Garlemald. So she maintains her vigilance.

 

As promised by the medici, Zenos is permitted to move from the infirmary to his quarters.
The Warrior visits him the day after he makes the move, and is amused by how the prince’s
room is something of a mess. Most of the flat surfaces are covered in scattered books and
papers, but his bookshelves are nearly empty. Zenos is seated at his desk when she arrives.

“Don’t move anything,” he grouses. “I know where everything is, should I need it.”

She smiles. “It’s a mess, Zenos. How can you possibly find anything when you haven’t lived
here in ages?”

Zenos shrugs. “I just know. ‘Tis my own personally organized chaos.”

“Well, it wouldn’t hurt you to at least put the books away,” she says. “You’ll still know where
they are if they’re all in the bookcase.”

He just huffs and rolls his eyes.

On a visit later in the week, the prince’s room is still a mess, but he has at least drawn back
the long dark curtains and let the somber winter sun into the room. Zenos has made a throne
of the reading bench tucked beneath one of the tall windows.



“It permits me to keep an eye on the whole room while I read,” he explains. The Warrior
surveys the shadows cut into by the bright, cold daylight.

“Any unwanted visitors?”

“Aside from the Roegadyn woman, no.” Zenos’ lips purse in a pensive frown as he combs his
fingers through his hair. “I have not seen or sensed the ghost again since leaving the
infirmary.”

“I haven’t seen it elsewhere in the palace,” the Warrior says. “Though, admittedly the scope
of my viewing is relatively limited. The palace is a massive structure; there are plenty of
places that a wayward spirit could hide itself if it wished to.”

“Indeed. All the same, I keep my eyes open here, where I can. And you may do the same.”
He tips his head in throught. “Perhaps you could visit Father in the throne room. There are
shadows there, too.”

“Maybe I will.”

 

The Warrior is left wondering why the ‘ghost’ has seemingly turned its attention to Varis. It
makes her anxious, but she cannot explain this worry to the man himself. So she waits, and
she worries, and she watches the shadows. And, when she feels that she can do nothing more,
the Warrior calls the Scions.

"This is the fifth time this week, Warrior." There is a hint of amused exasperation to the
young Elezen's tone. "And, while we're quite gladdened to hear your voice so often, I am
afraid that we still have naught of interest to report. At least, nothing of the Ascians. Even
what we have of the empire is just idle gossip."

The Warrior muffles a disappointed sigh. "And, what news is that?"

"The new legatus of the Sixth was witnessed leading a standard patrol in the Fringes
yesterday afternoon. We suppose she had grown concerned by the continuing attacks on their
patrols since the defeat of Shinryu, and decided to observe the situation firsthand."

"Did anything happen?"

"Nay. Her squadron did cross paths with a group of Alliance soldiers near the castellum, but
the legatus merely reported unusual antlion activity in the area before moving on."

"The Alliance soldiers didn't attack?"

"No. From what they reported, the legatus only made a passing comment on how the soldiers
had trod too far into imperial territory, and seemed disinterested in starting a fight. So the
Alliance soldiers decided to err on the side of caution and withdraw back to the Wall."

"I suppose it was fortunate there were no rebels around, then."



"Indeed. The Rebellion cannot stand further losses right now, and while the legatus was not
aggressive, she and her patrol were all armed. It stands to reason that Emperor Varis would
not put a pushover at the head of a legion."

“Lady van Pruina was second in command under Regula van Hydrus,” the Warrior says. “I
suppose she was deemed the logical choice as his successor.”

“She acts level headed so far, if nothing else.” Alphinaud sighs softly. “Would that the same
could be said for our allies.”

She chuckles. “Lyse still being hot-tempered?”

“As ever. I’m afraid she is still a bit cross with your support of Prince Zenos after the fight
with Shinryu, but she isn’t upset with you personally.”

“Is there a difference?” The Warrior thinks of the prince, bored in his quarters. “I will defend
him again, should the situation arise.”

“She believes there is, and at present that is all with which we have to work. Her concerns lie
in Ala Mhigo, now.”

“I understand. I’m finding myself quite full of concerns for Garlemald.” The Warrior rubs her
brow. “Well, thank you, Alphinaud. Please do contact me if anything comes up.”

“We will, Warrior. You do the same.”

“I will.”

 

In the evening, Varis sits in his usual armchair during dinner. He does not speak, instead
focusing his silent attention on his plate of mashed popotoes. At first this does not bother the
Warrior. Varis is always typically quiet during meals, only speaking when she asks him a
question. But tonight he is silent, and she quickly finds herself also lapsing into muteness
when she realizes that he is giving little more than distracted grunts in reply to her attempts at
conversation.

“Varis?”

He pauses in eating.

“Are you feeling alright?”

The Emperor gives a soft grunt and quickly shoves a mouthful of popotoes into his mouth.
He looks away, pale eyes focusing on the far wall, brows furrowing more than usual.

She wants to ask him what is wrong, what she has done wrong, is he upset with her for some
reason--anything--but is afraid that doing so might force him further into his thoughts. She
tells herself that perhaps there is just something heavy on her lover’s mind. He is the
Emperor, after all, a busy and demanding job even on the quieter days.



She still dislikes this--a presence that is an absence in itself--but can only hope that it is her
own paranoia that is blowing his quietude out of proportion.

In bed she strips down and straddles his thighs. His hands immediately go to her hips,
fingertips pressing into her flesh in a familiar spread. It takes little effort to make the
Emperor’s body interested in her presence, but his thoughts still seem to linger elsewhere.
Varis’ gaze fixates on her collarbone. Frustrated, the Warrior leans down and grabs at his
chin.

“Varis zos Galvus. Look at me.”

He gasps softly, his eyes immediately going to hers. There is something there in his
expression that she cannot pinpoint--something like fear, something that he is trying to hide
from her.

Varis whispers her name.

“I love you,” she whispers back.

“I love you, too.”

“Then, tell me what is troubling you.”

For a long moment he holds her gaze. Then Varis swallows and looks away, into the shadows
of the room.

“Nothing is wrong,” he whispers.

The Warrior waits, but her partner seems resolute in his mendacity.

“I’ll still love you when you’re ready to tell me what’s wrong,” she says.

Varis closes his eyes.

 

Late at night, when the only light in the room is the faint glow from the radiator, the Warrior
stirs from her dreams. Varis is warm at her back, his strong arms wrapped around her middle
in his usual possessive sleep-hug. His lips are pressed into her tousled hair. He is deeply
asleep, relaxed, and at peace. Whatever is troubling the Emperor during his waking hours is
not present now. Here in the near dark, all is well in his world.

The Warrior caresses the back of his arms, and Varis instinctively draws her closer.

She whispers: “Whatever is troubling you, my dear… I will fix it.”

 

On the morrow, the Emperor returns to being withdrawn. He is quiet during breakfast, and
does not return to their quarters for the midday meal. When he does return in the afternoon,



Varis retreats to the study and a pile of paperwork. Undeterred, and sincerely still craving the
man’s presence, the Warrior takes her usual place on the study couch with a book.

The Emperor is silent, but for the scratching of his inkpen on paper.

“Do you ever miss your father?”

The Warrior blinks in surprise at the sudden break in the Emperor’s long reticence. She looks
up from her reading. Varis is still seated at his desk, reading glasses perched on his nose. His
gaze is fixed on the document that lays before him.

“My father?” She puzzles over the question. They’ve never really talked about her father
before. “Um, I don’t suppose that I do very often. He’s been gone from my life for a long
time.”

“So has mine,” Varis murmurs. “But, he was a good man. Even my grandsire says as much.”

“I don’t--” The Warrior hesitates with a frown. “I don’t know if my father was a good man or
not. He just kind of disappeared from the lives of my mother and I one day. I’m not sure what
that says about him.”

After another patch of silent musing, Varis says: “Is it a worse fate to lose a good father
young, or to be saddled with a horrible father long into your adult years?”

“You’re not a--” She shakes her head. “You’re trying, Varis. I can tell you are. And, I’m sure
that Zenos can tell, too. He isn’t blind.”

Varis scowls at the desk and tucks his chin in. “‘Tis naught more than pouring honey on an
old, deep wound.”

“Perhaps so.” The Warrior sighs. “Or perhaps you might instead think of it as preventing new
wounds from compiling onto the old.”

“That does nothing to amend the sins of the past.”

“No, but… I don’t know what you want me to tell you, Varis. If Zenos forgives you for being
a lackluster father to him for the last twenty-odd years, that is his business.”

“I was referring to myself,” says the Emperor. “Myself, and my feelings regarding my
grandsire.”

“Your grandsire is dead, Varis. He can’t hurt you anymore. And you don’t have to forgive
him for anything if you don’t feel you should. Just let the dead rest.”

Varis sighs, and lapses back into silence.

 

On Darksday, the Emperor takes his day off from appearing in the courts, as is his habit. He
spends the morning reading through reports in the study, sending the Warrior on her way with



a reserved smile and a kiss on the forehead when she goes to do her morning routine of
exercise and checking in on Zenos. The prince is in decent enough spirits, having spent the
previous day single-handedly tidying up his quarters. The wayward piles of books have all
been returned to their shelves, seemingly arranged by the color of their covers. The Warrior
helps him shave before returning to the royal suite.

After the midday meal, the Warrior settles down on her side of the big bed for a nap. She is
lulled into a dreamless sleep by the gentle calling of the winter wind against the windows.

Sometime later, she is drawn from her dozing by the shifting of the mattress next to her.
Cracking her eyes open, the Warrior sees that Varis is sitting on the edge of the bed, his pale
hair half falling in his face as he stares down at her. She hums drowsily and smiles up at him.

“Mm, why don’t you join me?” She reaches and brushes her fingers through his hair. Varis
makes a soft shushing noise, big hands moving to cup her face in his palms. She looks up to
meet his gaze, only to find that his eyes have seemingly focused on a spot on her forehead.

The Warrior begins to open her mouth to ask if he is ready to talk about his troubles, but his
thumbs rest against her lips and press her into silence.

“Just relax,” he whispers. Varis’ hands move downwards, fingertips caressing down from her
cheeks and over the lines of her throat. She shivers as his touch ghosts over the curves of her
collarbone before coming lightly to rest on her shoulders. She looks up at him, but his eyes
are now concentrated somewhere below her chin.

He stares for a long time, as though the secrets of the universe were etched into her throat.

And then he blinks, eyelashes fluttering as his eyes shine with unshed tears. He gasps out a
sob, lifting his hands and half falling off the side of the bed.

“I’m sorry,” Varis whispers, the words struggling to escape him as he lets out another sob.
“I’m so sorry. I can’t do this.”

She inhales. “Varis?”

“I can’t, I can’t…” Varis sinks to his knees and presses his face into the covers. The Warrior
pushes herself into a seated position, feeling disorientated as she watches the big man’s
shoulders shake with his weeping.

She reaches to touch him, but the motion is checked by a familiar ringing and a lancing of
pain across her brow.

 

The static of her Echo takes a long time to fade, as though something is trying to prevent her
from witnessing whatever the Echo is trying to show her. When the pain ebbs and the static
finally thins, the Warrior finds herself standing near the entrance of the throne room. It is an
early morning, judging from the way the cold light streams through the high windows. Julia
and Annia are in their usual places in front of the dais. The royal seat itself is empty, as Varis



is down on the main floor, pacing down the length of the red carpet that leads from the big
entry doors. Curious, the Warrior walks down the side of the carpet and approaches the
throne. 

The Emperor stops two-thirds down the length of the carpet, turns, and continues his march.
The Warrior trails him as he approaches the throne. She wonders what has him pacing. She
thinks the scene seems recent, but the uniformity of his appearance and that of the guards
makes it difficult to discern exactly when she is viewing. Varis reaches the dias and turns
again. He passes the Warrior, and she wonders at his expression. The Emperor is calm,
expression quite relaxed, but his eyes are focused on the floor. He is lost in thought, but over
what?

Varis has neared the end of a circuit when a voice rings out from the direction of the throne. 

“All the effort you put into claiming the throne, and this is what you do with it? Pathetic.”

The Emperor nearly stumbles as he stops and pivots to face the throne. The Warrior turns as
well.

At the peak of the dias, in front of the royal seat, stands an all too familiar figure garbed in
hooded black robes. Again, as she thought in the infirmary, the Warrior thinks it looks like
Lahabrea, or one of the other Ascian overlords.

“An Ascian?!” Varis hisses the words out in disbelief. “How dare you come here and defile
this throne room!” He starts again for the dais, but comes to another abrupt stop when the
hooded figure lets out a low chuckle.

The Ascian tilts their head, and for the first time the Warrior gets a better look at what is
under the hood. The grimacing red mask, marked with arches of white, is completely
unfamiliar to her. Whoever the Ascian is, he is not one that she has had to deal with before.

“You always have been too dull to truly understand the world around you.”

She hears Varis whisper: “It cannot be.”

The Ascian’s lips twist into a cruel smile. “What, have you missed me so greatly, that you
would deny me a proper greeting?”

Looking to the Emperor, she sees that the man is staring up at the Ascian, mouth agape and
eyes wide. The look on his face has shifted from surprise to one of fear.

Varis manages to croak out: “No. Do not toy with me, Ascian. I am the Emperor of
Garlemald, and you are standing before my throne.”

“Nay,” the Ascian sneers. “I am the Emperor of Garlemald, and it is my throne that I stand
before. You are but a childish pretender, boy.”

A protest chokes itself off in Varis’ throat.



The more that the Ascian speaks, the more certain the Warrior is that she has heard the voice
before. On old recorded radio broadcasts. In the quiet halls of the palace. It is the voice of
Solus zos Galvus.

“What--what are you playing at, Ascian?” The look of fear has not left Varis’ face.

“Why, the same game I have always been playing. The most important one of all--the one for
the very future of this star!” He takes a half step forward and waves his right hand
dramatically into the air. “Did you learn nothing under my tutelage?”

Varis says nothing. She sees his jaw clench.

The fingers of the outstretched hand lift and strike together in a single snap. As the noise
echoes through the throne room, there is a flicker of black and violet energy, and the Ascian’s
appearance shifts. The hooded robes and mask disappear, and in its place stands a physical
version of the haughty figure that the Warrior has uneasily viewed before in the library.

Compared to his progeny, Solus zos Galvus is a relatively small man. He stands a bit over six
fulms tall, and his frame is one of slender lines more befitting an aristocrat than a warrior. His
hair is dark, but for a lock of white over his right brow. The Warrior could almost wonder
how such a man could raise an empire and hold it in his thrall, but there is something
admittedly both captivating and terrifying in the intense gaze of his gleaming golden eyes. 

“Is this a trick?” Varis whispers, voicing the very thought echoing in the Warrior’s mind.

“No trick at all,” says the Ascian. “Though, I must profess a certain irritation at being forced
to locate a suitable vessel for myself, just so that I might take matters into my own hands.”
He sneers. “I expected better from you, my dear grandson.”

“Who… who are you, then?”

The sneer fades from the man’s expression, leaving behind something bordering amused
boredom that reminds her of Zenos’ default expression. “A simple enough question, but one I
suppose to which I can grant you the answer.”

The Warrior moves closer to the dais, stopping next to Julia. The guards are still in their
places, half turned to look up the stairs, but motionless otherwise. The Ascian takes a few
jaunty steps down the stairs, the skirts of his vestment flouncing as he moves.

“As you know me, as you have known me your whole insignificant life, I am Solus zos
Galvus. Founder and leader of the great empire of Garlemald. But, in truth, Solus Galvus was
just a vessel I took on when he was still a very young man. The real Solus Galvus died before
he ever even finished his schooling.” The Ascian’s eyes close for a moment, and his gloved
fingers curl against his chin in thought. In a pensive tone, he says: “A pitiable thing, to die
from the Black Fever at so young an age, but an opportune find for me. I promised him that I
would take good care of his body after his soul had moved on to the Lifestream, and so he
consented.” The Ascian opens his eyes and shrugs. “It wasn’t a lie, not exactly. I did take
good care of his body, and kept it alive for more than seventy years. Little Solus simply never
thought to ask what I was going to do with his corpse.” 



An appalling revelation, the Warrior thinks. Though, at least the Ascian did not kill someone
to wear their skin…

“Why do you look like that now, then?”

“Oh, this? I rather liked this age.” The Ascian preens for a moment, brushing silk covered
fingertips through the white lock of hair. “Solus was quite attractive, if I do say so myself,
though I might have tweaked his appearance over time to better suit my liking. And, so that
you might better understand the tasks before you, I molded my new vessel to look like the
previous one.”

Varis frowns.

“Now then, as I said, you know me as Solus zos Galvus. But in truth, amongst my brethren I
am known as Emet-Selch.” The Ascian touches his hand to the red sash that crosses his
breast and offers a polite half bow.

The Warrior racks her brain, but cannot recall any previous mention of an Ascian named
Emet-Selch. Still, the knowledge is unsettling. If Varis’ grandfather had in reality been an
Ascian, what did that make Varis? Was her betrothed a danger without even realizing it?

Emet-Selch is speaking again, but she has not heard the opening of his new speech. “...in
order to bring about the next Calamity. The whole project with Dalamud was a success, yes,
but it could have gone better.” He flourishes a hand. “The next one will be bigger, better, and
far more catastrophic.”

Varis shakes his head. “I will not allow such things.”

The sneer returns to the Ascian’s youthful visage. “‘Tis not for you to decide. I will give the
orders, and you will follow them. Should you fail to do so, I will make you follow them in a
more direct fashion.”

Varis’ flinch makes the Warrior feel cold inside.

“We will start with putting our plans back on track. They have been drawn off course by your
actions, but I do believe that they can yet be rectified.” Emet-Selch narrows his eyes.
“Provided that you behave as you aught.” He waves a hand down at Varis. “Starting with the
mess that you have brought into my palace.”

There is a whisper of: “What mess?”

“Don’t be obtuse with me, boy. You know damned well of what I speak. Did you truly think
that there would be no negative consequences to your actions? That you could lay with the
enemy and no one would suffer for it?” Something angry flares in the Ascian’s eyes. “You
brought the bloody Warrior of Light into my palace, to let her run about unchecked and see
all my work undone!”

Varis makes a noise as though he has been struck in the gut. The Warrior herself feels
unsteady on her feet, and wonders if it is possible to faint in the middle of an Echo vision.



“I--I do not understand.”

“I am truly beginning to fear that I overestimated your simple intelligence.” The Ascian
heaves a dramatic sigh. “This empire was created for a singular purpose: to sow the seeds of
chaos, that we might bring about the next rejoining. Beyond that, it is without any value. The
empire of Garlemald exists solely to support the efforts of the Ascians.” He flashes his teeth
down at Varis. “Were those simple enough words for you to understand?”

The Warrior watches as Varis bristles but holds his tongue.

“And, seeing as that is the case, I am certain you can now understand why you taking the
Warrior of Light into your bed is a problem.” Emet-Selch waves a hand. “She is undoing all
my good, hard work, and I am quite loath to see the efforts of my labors go to naught. She is
nothing but poison to the people of Garlemald.”

There is a pause. Emet-Selch cocks his head slightly to the side, staring down the length of
his nose at his grandson. Varis stares at the floor, and jaw clenches for a moment before
releasing. He lifts his gaze to the Ascian on the stairs.

“I do not care,” whispers Varis. “I love her.”

“You do not know the first thing about love,” the Ascian calmly snarls. “And even were you
capable of such affections, I still would not care, because your feelings do not matter in the
grand scheme of things. All that matters is the success of my plans.”

Varis' expression wilts, and the Ascian rolls his eyes in response.

"Oh, do not look at me like that. Surely you knew it had to be this way. That you would be
called to heel in time."

"You were dead. I thought--"

Emet-Selch waves his hand again. "I have no interest in your whinging. You are to listen to
me, and no one else. You are to obey, as you always have. For the good of the empire, and the
future of our star."

“How is the star served, the empire served, by killing the Warrior of Light? She is strong and
kind, and she cares--” Varis’ meek protest is cut off by an irritated bark from the Ascian.

“I do not care what you think of the woman. Her being here will lead only to cataclysmic
failure.”

The Warrior’s stomach clenches as she watches Varis’ expression slip steadily toward dismal
defeat.

The Ascian, clearly sensing his victory, sneers with pleasure down at Varis. “Surely you have
not forgotten? The promise I made you when you were naught but a little boy upon my knee?
Wrapped in the guise of a fairytale, certainly, but they were my promise to you, young Varis.”
He descends a step, delighted contempt frozen on his features. “Everything you love will die.
Everything you care for will be as ashes.”



Varis’ reply is barely audible. “Then, as now, I ask you: Why?”

Emet-Selch’s lip curls again. “Because, that is how the world works, boy. The only thing that
is guaranteed is your suffering.” His eyes widen, until the whites are nearly visible around
familiar gold, and his mouth pulls into a rictus grin, far too many teeth showing to be decent.
“That is why I must order you to do this, boy.” He throws his arms wide with menacing
flourish. “Varis zos Galvus, you are hereby ordered to execute the Warrior of Light.”

Varis jerks away. “No!”

The man’s expression collapses, cold as a dead star. “Then, I will do it for you.” He takes
another step closer. “Do not dare disappoint me, boy.”

The younger emperor is unsteady on his feet. He croaks out: “Why would you tell me not to
kill her, when you were on your deathbed, if you were simply going to order me to kill her
now?”

Emet-Selch’s expression does not change. “That is not for you to concern yourself with.” He
jerks his chin toward the doors. “You have until the full moon. Get it done.”

The Ascian disappears in a swirl of black and violet. Julia and Annia return to their standard
positions, though their helmeted gazes are both focused on their leader. Varis’ armor rattles
softly as he limps a half-step forward and drops his face into his palms.

The Warrior reaches for him, but her hand passes through nothing as her consciousness is
again filled with static.

 

The sound of crying is the first thing the Warrior is aware of when she returns to her senses.
She is still in bed, half collapsed into the covers. As the ache from her Echo fades, it is
replaced by something else.

Panic.

The Warrior scrambles onto all fours. She looks down at Varis, who is slumped against the
bed with his face pressed into the mattress. While she longs to comfort him, she is
simultaneously overcome by fear and dread at the knowledge that her Echo has revealed. The
panic wins out.

She swiftly grabs the linkpearl from her bedside table, crawls off the bed, and bolts from the
room.

It is not until the door to the royal chambers has slammed shut and she is several yalms down
the hall that the Warrior crashes to a stop. She sinks to the floor and pushes the linkpearl into
her ear.

She does not realize that she has begun to cry until she activates her linkpearl. It is Alphinaud
who answers her call, sweetly asking at the cause of her tears. The Warrior takes a shaky
breath before blurting out what has been revealed to her.



“There’s an Ascian, here at the palace. I am certain of it, now.” She rubs her sleeve across her
eyes. “But it is worse than just that. The Ascian is in the very roots of the empire--he was
Emperor Solus himself.”

“What? Are you certain?”

“I saw it--” Her breath catches for a moment, and she presses her forehead against her knees.
“My Echo, I saw it. He appeared before Varis and revealed himself to be an Ascian. His name
is Emet-Selch, and he--he wants me dead.”

An unhappy cry meets her ears. “Please, Warrior, you must leave Garlemald,” Alphinaud
pleads. “It isn’t safe there for you. Come back to Eorzea. We will figure out what to do,
together.”

An uncertain noise escapes the Warrior as she struggles to catch her breath. She wipes at her
eyes again.

“I…”

The door to the royal suite creaks open, and the massive form of the Emperor stumbles out
into the hallway. His fingers grip the door frame with enough force to make the old wood
squeak in protest. The Warrior gasps softly and looks up from her spot on the floor.

Varis stares down at her, lips parted to let out a soft pant. His eyes are wide and wet and his
brows drawn together in despair.

“Warrior?” Alphinaud’s voice rings in her ear.

“I’m sorry, Alphinaud.” The Warrior swallows and flashes the Emperor a teary smile. “I can’t
leave.”



Chapter 50

“What do you mean? You have to, it isn’t--”

“I’ll call you back.” 

Alphinaud’s protests are cut off as the Warrior disables her linkpearl. She does not break her
gaze with Varis as she presses a hand to the floor and pushes herself to her feet.

Varis says her name.

His face crumples, and there is a soft tap of keratin striking hardwood as his forehead drops
against the doorframe. The Warrior pockets her linkpearl.

“Varis, I…” She trails off, uncertain of where to start.

“I did not mean to hurt you,” he croaks out softly. “I am so sorry.”

“I’m okay, Varis. You didn’t hurt me.” She pats her hand lightly against her breastbone. “I
just got a little scared, that’s all.”

“But, I…” He squeezes his eyes shut. The Warrior casts a quick glance down the hall, to the
guard stationed near its end. The guard is looking in their direction, but has not moved from
his post. She takes a few steps closer to the door.

“Let’s go back inside,” she says.

He says her name again, this time a pained whisper.

“We’ll talk about it in private.”

The Warrior locks the door behind them, takes the Emperor’s trembling hand, and leads him
down the dark hallway. They sit facing each other on the big bed. It pains her spirit to look up
at Varis and take in his miserable expression--the likes of which she has not seen since he
wept for Regula in the columbarium.

She presses his hands between her own. “I didn’t run from you. I promise.” She takes a slow
breath. “I had a vision, from my Echo. And what I saw scared me.”

“What did you see?”

“Your memory, again. I don’t know when it was, but you were in the throne room, pacing.
And then a man showed up--an Ascian. And he said he was your grandsire, and then he
ordered you to kill me.”

Varis grimaces but nods. “Aye. Aye, ‘tis all true. It was earlier this week.”



She traces her thumbs over the rough lines of his knuckles. “The Echo does not lie. I’m glad
you don’t, either.”

He huffs softly and flexes the fingers of his left hand. “It doesn’t bother you? That I was
trying to convince myself that I had to kill you?”

The Warrior considers his question. She knows it should bother her, that the big man might
be so malleable by an outside force, but she finds no resentment toward him in her heart. She
shakes her head.

“No. You didn’t want to do it. You were not committed to it.”

“But, I was thinking about it.”

“Men often do things that they wish not to do out of fear,” she says. “I’ve seen that time and
again in my travels. You may be the emperor of Garlemald, Varis, but you’re also still just a
man.”

“You saw my encounter with the Ascian in the throne room. My grandsire, back from the
dead. And I could do little more than stand before him like a frightened child. Perhaps he is
right. Perhaps I am not suited to wear the crown.”

“His crown, maybe. But you are more than worthy of wearing your own. You don’t have to
rule your subjects through fear like he did.”

A soft sigh escapes his lips. “That is an easy statement to make, but more difficult to back
up.”

“You aren’t alone, Varis. I am here with you.”

His eyes water anew. “I do not feel as though I deserve your kindness, after what I have
done.”

“Well… I must admit, it was quite unpleasant to feel so shunned by you the last few days.
You withdrew into yourself, and I felt like I was intruding with my presence. I didn’t like it.”

“You have my deepest apologies,” he says. A tear tracks down the right side of his nose. “I
did not want--I did not know what to do, regarding the command of the Ascian. And I do not
know… what does it say about me? My grandsire was a monster. What does that make me?”

“I wondered the same thing when I was watching the Echo.” The Warrior looks up into his
forlorn eyes. “But, I believe that you are a grandson of the flesh, not of the spirit that wore it.
You are just as much a normal mortal as anyone else.”

“I was raised by the spirit,” Varis says. “Does that still exempt me? And what of Zenos? I left
the boy to be half-raised by my grandsire.”

“You didn’t know what Solus was. You can’t be held at fault for that.”



“I knew my grandsire was a wicked man. I grew up in his shadow, afraid of him, and yet I
craved his approval all the same.”

“Every child wishes for the approval of the adults in their life. Twelve knows I did. Why else
would a little girl pick up a sword, if not to make someone proud?”

“It is hardly the same situation.”

“It doesn’t have to be, to be true.”

His brows furrow.

“Listen to me.” She presses her palms to his. “These are strong hands, powerful hands. Hands
capable of great violence, of death and destruction. But, these are also kind hands, gifted with
a gentle touch and the power to protect.”

The Emperor looks at their hands, brows pinching closer in thought. After a minute the
corners of his lips twitch, and he snorts out something that is not quite a laugh.

“I cannot tell if you are speaking of your hands or my hands, love.” His brows lift. “Ah, but
that was your point, was it not?”

“It was, yes.”

“You are indeed wise.” Varis swallows. “But, I am still afraid. I do not know what to do about
the Ascian. If I do not obey him, he will come for you.”

“Let him come for me,” she says, though in truth she does not feel as bold as her words. “I
am the Warrior of Light. Surely he is aware of my deeds.”

“That may be why he wishes you dead.”

“I’m sure it is.” She laces their fingers together and leans in close enough to kiss at Varis’
nose. “If this Emet-Selch has a problem with me, then he will have to deal with me himself.
Not send my beloved to be the blade in his stead.”

Varis closes the remaining distance between them to kiss her.

“I am sorry I withdrew from you like that. I just… I suppose I felt like I could protect you
somehow. Foolish of me, I know. I should have just told you the truth when I found out, but I
was afraid of how you would react to finding out that I--that my grandsire was an Ascian in
disguise.”

“An understandable worry, but… no more secrets between us. Okay?”

He nods and presses his forehead to hers. 

She murmurs: “In the interest of honesty, I should tell you that I am truly afraid of the
Ascians. Terrified, even. When they get involved, my friends are hurt and get killed. And so
often there is nothing I can do to stop it. I’m supposed to be this great hero, but they are an



evil that I cannot completely vanquish. I strike them down time and again, and time and again
they rise to mock me.”

“If there is a way to stop them, we will find it.” Varis squeezes her hands. “You and I, we
have all the resources in the world available to us. We will find a solution.”

“And, if we don’t?”

“I would say we will die trying, but I would rather not have it come to that.” Another gentle
squeeze. “We will be victorious, my love.”

“Your confidence, however blustering, is a comfort.”

“Anything for you.” He sniffles. “Have you any ideas?”

“Nothing yet, regarding the Ascian. I haven’t had time to really process it all or consider
what to do. That will take more strategizing. I’ll need to contact the Scions and--well, tell
them that I’m okay. But, they are a far more intelligent bunch than I can ever hope to be.
Hopefully they will be able to find out something we can do to rid ourselves of the Ascian
problem without too great a sacrifice.”

“Sacrifice?”

“We know of a way to destroy an Ascian. But, it requires a great deal of aether.” The Warrior
thinks of Moenbryda. “A friend gave her life to prove that possible.”

“That offers a glimmer of hope, however cloaked in danger.”

She nods.

Varis lays back, long hair fanning over the edge of the bed. He pulls her over him like a
shroud. His arms are strong and comforting around her waist, not squeezing, just holding.

“I love you,” Varis says. “I love you, and I hate the old man for trying to ruin that.”

The Warrior rests her cheek against his chest. “I had gotten the impression that he was a
rotten person to deal with, but I had no real idea until I saw it for myself.”

“He was awful, even before I knew him to be an Ascian.” 

“I see.” She thinks of what she was in the Echo vision. “Tell me something?”

“Name it.”

“In my vision, at the beginning of if you were pacing in the throne room. What were you
thinking about? You didn’t seem upset, just thoughtful.”

“Oh.” Varis clears his throat. “I was thinking about you, in a fashion.”

She smiles. “Thoughts of me lend themselves to you worrying a path in the carpet?”



“No, no, ‘twas nothing bad. I was actually thinking about our future nuptials. Ah, that is,
when it would be appropriate to have a wedding.”

The Warrior feels her cheeks warm. “Oh, that. We don’t have to rush that, if you aren’t
ready.”

“I am ready,” he says, resolute.

“I don’t suppose we can just run away together and get married somewhere in private, eh?
Just the two of us and our guards as witnesses?”

Varis chuckles. “I am afraid not. There are rituals and ceremony that are quite important here
in Garlemald. As the emperor I must certainly adhere to them.”

“That’s alright. I’m used to being stared at.”

“It is part of the duty, yes.” He closes his eyes. “It will, of course, have to wait until the
matter with the Ascian is dealt with.”

“We will deal with him together.” She kisses the corner of his mouth. “If the Ascian comes
before you again, just remember that I am on your side.”

“Always.” He exhales shakily. “Though, in truth, that is easier said than done in the moment.
I scarcely feel that I can move in his presence.”

“I’m sorry that he raised you so callously.”

“The damage is long done, now,” Varis says. He opens his eyes and meets her gaze. “All we
can do now is try to prevent anyone else from suffering as I have.”

The Warrior smiles. “That is quite the noble goal to have, my love.”

“You inspire such thoughts in me. Or, as you will likely say, the thoughts already existed, and
my time with you has inspired enough bravery in me to bring them to light.”

“That’s right.”

“You make me feel like a strong person,” Varis says. “And yet, standing before that Ascian, I
felt as helpless as the boy who was being told by that same man that his father had passed.
Helpless, and completely at the mercy of my grandsire.”

“Do you think he would hurt you?”

Varis makes an uncomfortable noise. “Physically? No, that is not how he prefers to operate.
My grandsire was always a man of mental injury. His words always hurt more than that
delicate little hand of his.” He sighs. “He cares not for any familial connection we might
have. I am just a pawn to him, a tool to be used in his schemes.”

“So, what happens when the pawn refuses to take the queen?”



“I do not know,” Varis says. “I should suppose that we will find out on the full moon.”

“That is only a few days away. That does not give me much time to flaunt my affections for
you at the shadows.”

He grunts a low chuckle and closes his eyes. For a long while he is quiet, hand slowly
stroking down the line of her back, and the Warrior is content to rest in his embrace. After
half a bell or more he opens his eyes again and dart about to survey the shadows above them.

“So tell me, are we being watched now? From the shadows?”

“I don’t know.” She glances around. “It’s possible, though I don’t see anything out of the
ordinary right now.”

Varis hums in thought before his lips quirk in a playful smile. “I know how to get any spies to
stop watching.”

“Hm? How do you plan to do that?”

His hand glides across the back of her thigh. “By making them want to look away.”

She shivers at his covetous caress. “What if they’re secretly voyeurs?”

“I am rather willing to wager that this one is not.” His fingers pluck lightly at the fabric of her
trousers. “At the least, I daresay he would not enjoy witnessing me taking any kind of
pleasure.”

“Hm.” The Warrior shifts her weight and pushes herself up to straddle his thighs. “I’m
suddenly feeling quite keen to make the old man absolutely miserable, then.”

“I was speaking in jest, but I shan't refuse you, my dear.” Varis’ expression turns serious
again. “As long as you are certain that you are feeling up to it.”

“I am. I mean, yes, I’m still worried about the whole thing with your grandsire being a damn
Ascian, but…” She touches his cheek. “I wouldn’t mind taking my mind off the subject for a
few minutes. Would you?”

Varis tips his face into her touch. “It would be my pleasure.”

The Warrior slides off of him long enough for the pair to remove their clothes. Trousers and
tops and smallclothes are all tossed overboard from the bed. Varis pulls her back onto his lap,
arms encircling her and holding her close as he presses a kiss to her bare shoulder.

“I love you,” he murmurs into her skin. “Thank you. For your forgiveness.”

She cards her fingers through his hair. “If I cannot forgive the man I love for something out
of his control, then what hope is there for the rest of the star?”

He just sighs and kisses her shoulder again before his lips move to find her mouth.



There is an almost awkward amount of fumbling between the two of them--her hands on him,
his fingers on her, in her--before she finally is seated on his lap. She pants softly, eyes
squeezed shut against the burn caused by taking all of him too quickly. One of his big hands
supports her back, the other strokes down her outer thigh. Varis hums softly, and she can feel
his gaze on her, but he says nothing to hurry them along. Just the gentle, patient stroke,
giving her time to relax her muscles and adjust to his girth.

“Ah...” She exhales shakily. When the Warrior opens her eyes, she finds that her lover’s
golden gaze is not lingering over her body, but her face. There are fresh tears in Varis’ eyes.
The Warrior shakes her head with a smile. “My darling, it’s alright. It’s okay. We’re good.”

“We’re good,” he echoes. 

“That’s--mm--that’s right.” She catches his face in her hands and kisses him, silencing any
further doubts he might feel inclined to express. “My sweet emperor. I have absolute trust in
you.”

A groan rattles its way from the big man’s chest, and he shifts his weight forward. The
Warrior is spilled onto her back, and for a moment they are separated. Then Varis enters her
again. His lips capture her moan of pleasure as he slowly fills her.

The bed creaks with his leisurely thrusts. For a while, the afternoon is serenaded by the soft
slap of flesh against flesh, the Emperor’s grunts, and the Warrior’s muffled groans of
pleasure. She slides a hand down to where they are joined and rubs at her clit.

“Ah--ahh!” She bucks against his hips. Varis grabs her thighs and holds her still, burying
himself in her. She clenches on him, body trembling, and is rewarded with the slight twitch of
his cock as he comes inside her. “Varis!”

He groans her name, and her fingers feel him tense as he empties himself into her.

They linger together in a moment of perfect, shuddering peace.

“S’good,” she mumbles.

Varis can only pant in agreement.

 

The Warrior is drowsy and spent, safe with Varis warm at her side despite the knowledge that
an Ascian wants her dead. She manages to keep her eyes open long enough to search for her
lover’s face. Varis is watching her with drooped eyelids but bright golden eyes that still
reflect his lingering internal unease.

“I should tell you something else,” she says.

“Now?”

“Yes. I mean, I should’ve mentioned it before, or Zenos should have, but…”



His thin brows pinch together. “Zenos?”

“Um, yes. Really, I suppose it started after we fought Shinryu. My Echo has started to misfire
at times, or at least, I thought that’s what it was. I would hear someone who wasn’t there.
And after he had his surgery, Zenos told me that there was a spirit in his room. A ghost, so to
speak.”

Varis frowns.

“And I looked and, yes, there was something there. An Ascian. Probably the same one, this
Emet-Selch fellow. Zenos said that the ghost would watch him sometimes, until he moved to
his own quarters.” She worries her lower lip between her teeth for a moment. “Zenos said the
ghost was watching you, instead.”

“That… would have correlated with the time when my grandsire reappeared before me, yes.”
Varis shifts his weight to look at her more directly. “But, why would he have been watching
Zenos?”

“I’m not sure. Initially I thought that it was my fault, getting him involved with the slaying of
the eikon that the Ascians induced the summoning of. That I had brought him to their
attention through that action. Now, I’m not so sure. If there was an Ascian here all along, then
they were already well aware of Zenos.”

“The Ascians would have had full awareness of Zenos and his strengths,” Varis agrees softly.
“It is curious that they would have permitted us to destroy the eikon.”

“It could have been part of a larger plot,” she says. “The Ascians were already well aware of
me by the time the eikon was summoned. Perhaps they didn’t correctly anticipate how I
would be involved in their schemes.”

Varis considers this for a moment, and then his pale brows lift in surprise. “That may explain
why my grandsire did not previously want you killed by the empire. He needed you alive for
their plans. But, now that you have sufficiently upset those plans, he wants you removed
from the equations.”

“Well, I have no care for the plans of those devils,” the Warrior mutters.

“I had no desire to be an abettor to their crimes, either.”

“I know you didn’t, dear.” She offers him a consoling smile. “I saw your protest. I--” She
blushes. “I heard you declare your love for me.”

Varis’ cheeks stain to match her own. “I would scream it before the entire court, if I thought it
would help keep you safe.”

“You don’t have to do that.” She presses her lips to his chin. “It is a pity though, that your
grandsire did not seem to hold any care for your feelings.”

“‘Tis nothing new for him.”



“Still.”

They linger in mutual quiet for a few minutes, eyes half closed in peaceful observation.
Eventually, Varis huffs out a soft sigh.

“I thought I had escaped him,” he murmurs. “He was dead.” When he continues at a louder
volume, his voice trembles. “He was dead, and I was free of his cruelty. I was free to be my
own man, to be my own ruler, to be happy.”

“You can still be happy, Varis. You will be.”

“He does not want me to be happy. He delights in my suffering, in my weakness.”

The Warrior brushes her fingers across his forehead, tracing one of the creases below his
third eye. “You are not weak, my love. Far from it. He just wants you to doubt yourself.”

“He gets under my skin so easily,” Varis hisses. “I hate it. I hate him.”

“You should tell him that sometime.”

“He would kill me for such words.”

“Well, tell him that tactfully, somehow.”

Varis sighs anew at her suggestion.

“I’ll tell him, then,” she says. “Right before I punch him in the throat.”

“You cannot punch an Ascian in the throat. He would probably will you out of existence.”

“I don’t think he can.” She twists a few strands of pale hair around her fingers. “If he could,
he would have already done that to relieve the Ascians of the me-shaped problem in their
lives.”

“Do you think so?”

“You know that I’ve had my fair share of run-ins with the Ascians. Some of them were very
powerful. Wielders of great and terrible magicks… But the most they could usually do was
just attack me.”

“You told me that your Echo protects you from being possessed by an Ascian. Do you think it
might prevent them from easily killing you?”

“Maybe. That or the blessing of the Light.” She closes her eyes. “Who’s to say? I’m not sure
even the Ascians know for certain.”

 

The afternoon light has dimmed somewhat when the Warrior is drawn from her second nap of
the day. It takes her a moment to determine what has woken her, but then she hears it--the



soft chiming of her linkpearl. She shifts her weight to escape the heavy arm that is draped
over her middle and slides off the bed to retrieve her trousers. She looks down at Varis as she
finds her linkpearl and places it into her right ear. He is still asleep, face relaxed and at peace.

The Warrior sits on the edge of the mattress and covers her lover’s hand with her own.

“Go ahead.”

“Warrior!” It is Alisaie this time. “Thank the gods you are alright. I returned from a patrol,
only to have Alphinaud tell me that you had called in a panic a few bells past. Something
about an Ascian?”

“Oh, yes. I’m sorry, I meant to call back but…” The Warrior smiles down at the Emperor. “I
had to take care of something more important, first.”



Chapter 51

Sit and wait. Sit and wait, and see what the Ascian does. Those are the words of advice that
the Warrior of Light receives from the Scions. She dislikes this suggestion and loathes again
being called to inaction. Still, she does as they suggest.

“If the Ascian really wanted you dead, he would have taken care of it himself,” Thancred
says over the linkpearl on the afternoon before the full moon.

“You know that isn’t true,” she counters. “We’ve dealt with Ascians before. You know how
prone to theatrics they are.”

“We know nothing of this Emet-Selch. For all we know, he’s worse than even Lahabrea.
After all, if he truly is the one responsible for the Garlean Empire’s existence…” Thancred
sighs, and the Warrior can hear the soft nervous tapping of a blade’s point against a wooden
table top. “None of our sources had any information about the man. At best, Urianger was
able to find a single mention of an ‘Emet-Selch’ in records from before the bloody War of the
Magi.”

“And, what of that mention?”

“Naught more than a notation that a hooded man who called himself ‘Emet-Selch’ came
before the scholars of the realm with a warning about a future flood, but was dismissed as a
lunatic. It would be another few decades before the rest of their seers began to tell the same
tale.”

The Warrior frowns in thought. “Why would he try to warn them of a coming Calamity?”

“Perhaps because by then there was likely nothing that could be done to forestall it from
happening. Warn the sailors that their ship is sinking, and watch with malicious delight as
they drown all the same.”

“That does seem in line with the sort of wickedness that I’ve heard Solus zos Galvus was
prone to.” She recalls the warped pleasure that Emet-Selch took in ordering Varis to kill her.
“I cannot let that continue.”

“You are in a place to prevent him from having further influence in Garlemald,” Thancred
says. “But, you must be careful.”

“I know. It’s just hard, you know? Being here without any backup. It was so much easier to
be the hero when I had the Scions there to help me.”

“Don’t discredit yourself, Warrior. Besides, we’re busy enough keeping things in order here
in Gyr Abania.”

“Is it bad there?”



“On the surface, no. The empire is keeping to itself. The new legatus shows face regularly,
but she hasn’t led her men into any overt violence against the locals.” She hears the blade tap
again.

“Well, why should she, if they’re behaving? The Ala Mhigans might not be fond of the idea,
but they are still technically Garlean citizens.”

“Aye, but they’re still chomping at the bit for their rebellion. I’ve spent some time in Ala
Ghiri and the camps in the Lochs while scouting, and the locals sit and watch the imperial
troops work on repairs to the damage done to the palace during your fight with Shinryu. They
seethe--they utterly hate the fact that the Empire would dare to repair the building. That goes
doubly for the local artisans that get hired to aid in the undertaking.”

“And, what do you think?”

“I think… You may be having a greater influence on Garlemald than you can yet fathom.”

 

The morning of the full moon finds the palace swallowed by a blizzard. The Warrior sits on
the bed, body aching with a warning of things to come. She listens to the howl of the gale
against the windows and wonders if the storm is natural or influenced by the Ascian.

You have until the full moon. Get it done.

The Ascian is doubtless aware of the fact that she is still alive. Whatever warning Emet-Selch
gave to Varis, the halls of the palace have been quiet and devoid of any signs that there is a
sinister force prowling about. Zenos has reported nothing amiss, and the Warrior herself has
not seen or felt a sign of any Ascian presence.

Though perhaps the spirit of the first emperor is as much a part of the palace as its metal and
stone constructs. She is aware that it is possible the Ascian has been lurking about in some
fashion since her first arrival in Garlemald. There have been times over the months when she
has seen something out of place--shadows and sounds where they ought not be--but has
always written them off as her imagination or a misfiring of her Echo. The possibility that it
might have been someone stalking her is nearly unnerving.

Nearly. She is still the Warrior of Light, after all. She has dealt with all sorts of unpleasant
characters over the last few years, Ascians included. She has stood up to titanic threats and
powerful people who thought themselves her foe. She can handle another Ascian.

The Warrior tells herself this, and reminds herself of her trials as she puts on her armor. She
does not put on her helmet. If the Ascian does show himself before her, she will look the man
in the eye and not hide behind her visor.

“You are afraid, but you are not a coward,” she mutters to her reflection in the bathing room
mirror. “You will face your enemy, and you will--will--” The Warrior sighs and rubs her
hands over her face. “Will what? Kick him in the dick? What would even happen if you
kicked an Ascian in the dick?”



The Warrior leans her elbows against the countertop. She feels alone and underprepared. She
has no white auracite, no eye of a dragon, no sort of totem or device that might give her an
upper hand against the Ascian.

“Maybe you can talk him out of killing you.” The Warrior pinches at her cheeks. “Though,
you're probably better off keeping your mouth shut. Talking to the Ascians never seems to
work.”

 

She spends another half bell in the bathroom, trying to find the right words to properly
motivate herself to yet again throw herself into the path of an angry Ascian. Eventually she
gives up on the task and leaves for the throne room. Her guard trails behind, silent after their
initial greeting.

“You’re looking in fine form this morning, Lady Lux.”

The centurion yelps softly in surprise as a voice growls over their shoulder. The Warrior
pauses to look behind them.

“Zenos, I told you not to traumatize my guard.”

The prince grins toothily. “They are being lax if I was able to sneak up on them so readily.”

“What are you even doing here?”

“Going for a walk,” Zenos says. He gestures down the hall. “To the infirmary. The medici
need to run a few tests before preparing to install my new hardware.”

“For your arm?”

“Yes. They want the mounting and its surrounding tissues to be fully healed before applying
the full weight of the prosthetic arm, so that procedure will have to be done sometime in the
next few days.”

“You’re taking this quite in stride.”

“It is the choice I have made. I will not shy away from it now.” He smirks. “I have decided to
view it as a means of improving myself.”

“Well, as long as they don’t do any extra damage.”

“I would not permit that.” Zenos jerks his chin in her direction. “And, where are you headed
off to this fine frozen morning?”

“The throne room. I thought I would pay your father a visit.”

The prince’s amused expression falters. “I see. I am certain that he will appreciate your
presence.”



The Warrior forces a smile. “Yes, I think he will.”

Zenos clears his throat. “Yes, well then. I shouldn’t keep the medici waiting any longer. They
were expecting me just after breakfast.”

“Take care, Zenos.”

The centurion stands at her shoulder as they watch the prince stride off.

“Why do the pretty ones have to be half-barmy?” mutters the Elezen.

“What was that?”

“Nothing, my Lady.” They clear their throat as the pair continue walking. “Why the armor
today?”

“Oh, I just felt like wearing it. The smith took the time to repair it all, I should show my
appreciation, right?”

“Ah. That is quite considerate of you. Many officers seem to put little mind toward the work
that goes into their kit.”

“Well, I spent enough time maintaining my own gear to know what effort it takes. I can
appreciate that work from others, even if it is them just doing their job.”

The centurion drums their fingertips on their breastplate with a thoughtful noise, but says
nothing else.

She focuses on the soft tap of her boot heels and the rhythmic rattle of the gunblade against
her back, but still experiences a flutter of apprehension when the big double doors to the
throne room come into view. The Warrior wonders when the doors and the room beyond will
cease to be a source of anxiety. She stops a few yalms from the doors and half turns to face
the centurion.

“You can go,” the Warrior says, looking sternly up at her guard.

“What?”

“You are relieved of duty for the remainder of the day.”

The centurion hesitates. “Are you sure that is wise, my Lady?”

“Of course it is. I’ll be here with Varis, and he has his guards here.”

“If you insist…”

The Warrior smiles and pats them on the shoulder. “It’s fine, Cas. Go and enjoy yourself for
once.”



“Well…” They exhale a soft laugh and nod. “Alright. I did just borrow a new book from one
of the other guards. I can’t complain over getting a few extra hours to read it.”

“Good. Have a pleasant afternoon, Cas.”

The centurion salutes and strides off down the long hallway. She watches them go, glad that
they did not put up too much a fuss over being dismissed. She does not want to make it
obvious that she was trying to keep the centurion out of the throne room. They do not know
of the potential danger that awaits her beyond the doors, and the Warrior knows her guard has
a good heart and would insist on staying if they knew the truth. Better that they remain
innocent, she thinks, and hopefully be spared the wrath of the Ascian.

The air in the throne room is heavy as the door shuts behind the Warrior. Though, she thinks,
the air in this room always feels somewhat oppressive. The Emperor is not alone this
morning--two officers and another soldier are standing before the dais while he addresses
them. At the distance of the entrance she cannot hear his words, but she does catch a brief
break in his cadence when he notices her arrival.

One of the officers salutes, and she hears them speak loudly: “Yes, Your Radiance. We will
see to it that this season’s supply reports are completed with all due haste.”

“I would prefer them done accurately, rather than swiftly,” murmurs the Emperor.

“O-of course. As you will it. We’ll go over the numbers in triplicate.”

“Very well.” Varis crosses his arms. “You have your orders.”

The three men salute and hurry down the red carpet. They falter when crossing paths with the
Warrior, seemingly uncertain of what should be done at her presence. The soldier alone
salutes before the three carry on out of the throne room.

She hears Annia mutter: “No manners.”

The Emperor waits until the men have departed before descending from the dais. He holds
out his hands to the Warrior with a reserved smile.

“No helmet, my love?” he asks as he kisses her forehead. She lets him take her gloved hands
in his own.

“Should the Ascian show himself, I do not want him to suspect any trickery. Wearing the
helmet might needlessly endanger Julia or Annia.”

“And, are you engaged in any trickery?”

“No.” The Warrior looks up at him. “I have no need of it. Do you?”

“I am afraid my grandsire is too clever to be taken by the duplicity of we mortals,” says
Varis.

“I thought the same. Still, ‘tis better to be cautious in such situations.”



“You still brought a weapon.”

“Of course I did. I’m the damned Warrior of Light. I don’t show up to a party half-dressed.”

His lips quirk into a fresh smile. “Fair enough.” Varis looks around the span of the throne
room, eyes scanning the lines of the pillars and the shadows they cast. “It has been quiet thus
far.”

“Good.” She gestures at the guards. “Are they aware of your potential visitor?”

“Aye. They were both here when he first appeared. There is no need to try and hide anything
from them.”

“We have been ordered not to intercede, should the Ascian attempt anything against the
Emperor or yourself, my Lady.” Julia shakes her head. “Not that we approve of it, but it is
our order.”

“You will be safer this way,” says Varis. “The Ascian has no interest in you as long as you are
just standing there. The moment you move against him, your lives are forfeit.”

“It is our duty to forfeit them for your safety, Your Radiance.”

“Which is why you have your current orders.”

Julia shakes her head again, but remains silent.

“To be honest, that’s why I gave Caspian the rest of the day off,” says the Warrior. “I trust
them, but they aren’t quite as resolute in their discipline as the two of you.”

“Give Maristella a few more years,” says Annia. “They’re still a bit young.”

The Emperor chuckles. “They aren’t much younger than you.” He presses another quick kiss
to the Warrior’s forehead before returning to the dais. His armor rattles with each heavy step.

She attempts to mimic the guards’ idle pose, wrists crossed behind her back. But soon she
finds herself fidgeting in place.

“Don’t lock your knees, that’s a rookie mistake,” says Julia.

“I don’t think I could do your job,” says the Warrior with a wry smile. “I’d get bored too
quickly. I’m too used to roaming about and getting into trouble.”

Annia laughs. “It isn’t for everyone.”

“Why don’t you come up here, my dear? See how you like the view.” Varis has perched on
the edge of the royal seat.

“Oh, I don’t know. I think I’d be worried about falling off.”

“Are you fearful of heights?”



She blushes. “No, of course not!”

His lips quirk into a playful smirk. “There is room up here for two.”

“And, did your grandmother ever join the Emperor up on the throne?” She shakes her head,
and Varis echoes the motion.

“Nay, she did not. The Empress’ place was not on the throne, my grandsire would say. Her
duties mostly amounted to socializing and attending public events. Keeping the public
placated and distracted while he went off to war.” Varis sighs. “The system worked well
enough for them… But then, I do not think my grandmother cared much for power. She just
enjoyed the public life.”

“Was she afraid of your grandsire?”

The Warrior is aware of both of the guards turning their heads to look at her. For a long
moment, Varis is silent, his brow pinched in thought.

Finally, he says: “I would imagine that she was, to some extent. He was the most powerful
man in the world, even without being an Ascian. She was just a normal woman with
absolutely no control over her life.”

“I’m not afraid of you.”

Varis smiles. “I know. And, I must admit that I could easily see you sitting upon this throne
by my side.” He pats the edge of the seat. “‘Tis a very large throne. Easily room for two.”

The Warrior begins to laugh, but the sound dies in her throat when she notices Julia and
Annia shift their focus behind her. Their postures stiffen. 

“Ah, isn’t this lovely. A touching scene between our doomed lovers.”

Her stomach pitches. Above her, Varis rises to his feet, his expression a blank mask. The
Warrior slowly turns. There stands the Ascian, perhaps only five yalms away--far closer than
she expected or is comfortable with. Emet-Selch appears the same as he did in her Echo, his
countenance disdainfully haughty as he stares at her down the length of his nose. For a
moment the Warrior wishes she had worn her helmet, as she is finding it nigh impossible to
keep her expression neutral.

Her Echo is silent. From lack of threat or due to being overwhelmed, she cannot discern.

“So this is the vaunted Warrior of Light,” Emet-Selch says, voice laced with scorn. “Slayer of
eikon and Ascian alike, here in the flesh.” He takes a few steps closer, and the Warrior must
draw on all her self control not to step away from his approach. “I see that you are still alive.
Not that great of a surprise, I’m afraid. Little Varis has always been something of a
disappointment to me.”

“Don’t speak so ill of him,” she says.



“Or you will do what, exactly?” He chuckles darkly. Emet-Selch lifts a gloved hand to his
chin, the fingers curling as his head tips to the side. His golden eyes gleam with a hidden fire
as he squints at her in thought. “‘Tis as I have already observed. There is nothing special
about you, but for your blessing of Light.” His gaze settles on a spot just below her
collarbone.

“Why does there have to be something special? Why can’t I just be me?”

Emet-Selch’s eyes nearly close. “Your soul is a peculiar hue, but beyond that there is nothing
unique or interesting about you. Nothing at all. Typical of Varis to grow fond of one so
boring.”

The Warrior wonders what the color of her soul has to do with anything. She shakes her head.
“What are you even doing here, Ascian? Have you just come to mock me before you kill
me?”

“Perhaps I am. There might be some small satisfaction to be found in watching you squirm
before I snuff your irritating little flame out.” His eyes open wide and roll up to glare at Varis.
“Or mayhap I might draw it out, all the better to draw out his sharing in your suffering.”

She hears the faint creak of Varis’ armor behind her, but the man himself remains painfully
silent.

Something hateful sparks anew in the Ascian’s eyes. “And, won’t it be a delight. Imagine the
scandal! The Warrior of Light, dead at the hands of the Emperor of Garlemald.” He waves
dismissively in Julia’s direction. “After all, no one is going to believe the word of  his
bodyguards. What madness would it be, to claim that the ghost of the first Emperor killed
little Varis’ bride to be? And, think of the furor it will cause in Eorzea!” Emet-Selch laughs--a
high, rasping sound that makes the Warrior’s skin break out in gooseflesh.

“Why must it be like this? I don’t understand--no, I suppose I can nearly understand why you
want me dead. I am responsible, directly or not, for the deaths of several of your fellows.”

“Indeed. Do you not agree that the logical course of action upon meeting the person who is
responsible--directly or no--for the deaths of your compeers to be to put said person to
death?”

“I would try to talk to them first. To understand…” She frowns, unable to find the right words
to plead for her life. 

“There is nothing to understand. We have nothing to discuss.”

The Warrior looks at the carpet. “I’m not hurting anyone here. I’m doing good…”

“And that is the entire crux of the problem.”

She recalls Thancred’s words--that she was doing more good than she could understand. The
centurion’s jest also comes to her. Wasn’t she going to save Garlemald?



“My doing good by Garlemald is going against your plans,” the Warrior says softly in
realization.

“Of course it is!” snarls Emet-Selch. “I did not spend decades in a miserable, rotting shell of
a vessel, cultivating Garlemald into a force of misery and chaos, just for you to come
flouncing along and ruin it with a pretty smile and some of the Light’s fetid kindness!”

“Do not speak--”

Varis’ protest is silenced as the Ascian snaps his fingers. The Warrior looks to the dais, and
finds that the Emperor is frozen in place, mouth half open. Annia and Julia are similarly
immobilized.

“What did you do?!”

“Fret not, little warrior, I merely stopped their movements. Their hearts yet beat and their
lungs yet breathe. For now.” He smirks. “I cannot have my grandson or his guards getting in
the way of this business.”

“You speak quite boldly to someone you know might kill you,” she says, unable to hide the
tremble in her voice. Emet-Selch scoffs.

“You? You cannot kill me, girl. You have not the power at your disposal.” He waves a hand.
“Certainly you have aided in the needless slaughter of others, but even that took power
outside your own. You are just a little girl with an ugly blessing.”

The Warrior cannot help but grit her teeth at his jab. “True, I was not the one who killed
Lahabrea, but--”

“Do not speak his name!” The Ascian’s face rapidly contorts into a truer picture of wrath that
she thought him capable of--his lips pull so wide that she could likely count his molars if he
wasn’t suddenly lunging toward her. “You have no right to speak his name! Not after what
you have done--you are no one !”

“I’m sorry!” The Warrior claps her hand over her mouth even as she blurts out the words.
Emet-Selch is upon her, close enough to feel the ragged puff of his breath. He does not touch
her, but she can still sense the welling of aether in the man. It is powerful enough to prickle
upon her skin, even under her armor.

“Listen to yourself. You spew forth niceties without even a thought, without meaning! You
are so tainted by the Light that you do not even know what you do!”

“I would not say it if I didn't mean it,” she manages to whisper. “The vitriol of your reaction
tells me that he was clearly someone important to you.”

“In a way you cannot fathom,” Emet-Selch says in a growl.

“Try me,” she says. “If you’re going to kill me anyway, why not tell me the truth?”



The Ascian leans away, but his eyes do not lose their hateful spark. “You are aware of the
story of the nature of the world. Of its ancient sundering.”

The Warrior nods.

“When the world was split across thirteen reflections, it broke apart not just the world itself
but all of its living beings. Every person died, and each and every soul was broken into
fourteen pieces. Each and every, except for three souls. The Unsundered, the undying, the
ones denied the forgetfulness of death. I am one of those three, and so was Lahabrea.”

She cannot help but ask: “And, who was the third?”

Emet-Selch opens his mouth, but his reply is cut off by another voice from behind him.

“Really, Emet-Selch. You said you were heading off to deal with important business, but here
I find you prowling about Garlemald and threatening the Warrior of Light.”

The Ascian pivots on his boot heel, and the Warrior spots a white-robed figure a few yalms
behind them on the red carpet. The white garbed Ascian--Zenos’ childhood ghost.

“This is not the time, Emissary,” snaps Emet-Selch.

“It would appear that this is precisely the right time,” drones the other Ascian. The Warrior
manages to dredge up a name from her rattled mind: Elidibus. “We spoke at length regarding
what to do about the Warrior of Light. She is not to be killed.”

“She is ruining our plans!”

“Indeed, but killing her will cause a greater imbalance than leaving her alive.”

“You would prefer further delays over removing the source of our problems?” Emet-Selch is
waving at the Warrior as he shouts at the other Ascian. “She has scarcely been here in
Garlemald for more than half a year, and already the woman has begun to unravel decades of
my work!”

“Then perhaps it is your work that was lacking,” Elidibus replies in the same calm voice.
“Allag was certainly more impressive. And successful.”

Emet-Selch’s hands squeeze briefly into fists at his sides. “I have done the best with what I
could in this frozen wasteland.”

“Yes, Emet-Selch. You have. But, for the moment we must step back and reconsider our
approach to the mending the current plans.” The golden claws on the Ascian’s glove flash in
the ceruleum lighting as he lifts a hand. “Without lowering ourselves to the slaying of the
Warrior of Light.”

“She is our mortal enemy, an affront to our god. Slaying her should be the highest--”

“Emet-Selch.”



The Warrior does not see his face, but she is still able to see the sudden, defeated slump of the
first Emperor’s shoulders.

“Very well, Elidibus. You know His will better than I.” Emet-Selch turns again to face the
Warrior. He rolls his eyes as he lifts his hand and snaps his fingers. She is relieved to hear
Varis wheeze softly up on the dais. The Ascian waits until Elidibus disappears through a
portal. He takes another step closer, lips curling into a practiced sneer. “Enjoy this little
reprieve, girl. I will be back for you.”

And then the Ascian is gone through a swirl of black and violet.

The Warrior ignores her own nearly crushing wave of relief at the man’s departure and turns
to check on Varis. He is seated on the throne, knuckles white as he grips his knees. She
hurries up the stairs.

“Are you alright?” The Warrior covers his hands with her own.

“I am fine,” Varis whispers. “Just a touch rattled. I have never had such magic used so overtly
against me before.”

“I could feel his aether,” she says. “It was like facing Lahabrea, but more magnified.” The
Warrior frowns, not wanting to voice her doubts.

The Emperor takes her hands and pulls her into his lap. His arms wind around her, and the
Warrior feels relief replace the jitters. She sinks against his chest, cheek resting against the
soft fabric of his tabard.

“Are you alright?” Varis asks.

“I’m alive, and you’re alive. I’m fine.”

Gazing down from the royal seat, the Warrior observes that the dais is not as high as she had
expected. Still, she closes her eyes and shifts her weight more firmly onto his lap. The
Emperor’s heavy hand strokes down her back. 

He whispers: “See? There is definitely room for two here.”

Wearily, the Warrior smiles.



Chapter 52

The Warrior is still drowsily settled against the Emperor’s chest when she becomes aware of
the doors to the throne room creaking open. Her immediate reaction is to move, to get up and
leave the dais. After all, how unseemly is it for the Emperor to be caught in such a state!
However, Varis’ heavy arm does not move from where it is draped over her side. He does
shift his weight a bit to be sitting up straight, but he does not push the Warrior away.

She settles for smoothing her hair back before peeking out at the sound of several pairs of
boot heels clunking their way down the carpet. Two officers, by their uniforms, make their
way several yalms before stopping. One of them clears his throat.

“Your Radiance? We did not mean to interrupt an… earlier meeting. ‘Tis no issue to
reschedule.”

The gunblade still affixed at the Warrior’s back rattles softly as Varis moves his arm to wave
at the soldiers. “There is no need. You may state your case before an extra witness.”

“Is Lady van Umbrus alright?” The second officer pipes up. “She appears to be a touch ill.”

“Yes, she is feeling somewhat unwell. Thank you for your concern.” He waves again. “Go
ahead. I am listening.”

And so the Warrior remains seated on the Emperor’s lap while he listens to the officers voice
their concerns regarding supply chains in Gyr Abania. Having the majority of a second legion
present in the area is putting a strain on the available resources, and requests have been made
to increase the tithe taken from the locals.

Varis denies the request, and tells them to increase the orders they put in with the imperial
supply chain.

When they are alone again, the Warrior picks at the edge of her lover’s cloak.

“Was it appropriate to let me sit here like this?”

“You will be the empress one day. You should see how things are done.”

“From your lap?”

He rumbles: “I can think of no better vantage point.” Varis releases his hold on her and gives
her knee a gentle pat. “What, are you worried that they will gossip?”

“Worried? No, I know they will.”

“Then, why fret?”

“I don’t--” She shakes her head.



“It is alright,” he soothes. “You have done nothing wrong, and neither have I.” Varis’ hand
moves to soothe down her back. “Perhaps I should take you to get some fresh air.”

The Warrior snorts softly. “There’s a blizzard out.”

“Well, when it has ended. They always blow themselves out.” His hand moves in another
gentle pass. “We need a bit of time to ourselves, to regroup.”

She considers the offer. “A few hours out of the palace might give me space to think.”

Varis smiles. “I know just the place where we will be left alone.”

 

As predicted, the storm has calmed by late in the afternoon. The Emperor orders a carriage
prepared, and tells the Warrior to pack clothes for the night.

“For the night?” she wonders idly while putting a few items into her pack.

“I see no need to rush back in the dark.” Varis is neatly folding a dark green sweater.
“Perhaps two. Just a little time away.”

“What about your work?”

“Everything is not always about my work. You need to stop putting it before you.” His thin
brows knit into a line as he adds the sweater to a leather satchel. “You should worry about
your well being as much as you worry about my work. The Empire will not fall apart because
I take a day off. And, even if it did, it would be a small price to pay for your sake.”

“It feels like we’re running away from a problem.”

“We are,” Varis says. He stares into the open drawer of his bureau before retrieving a pair of
carbonweave pants. “‘Tis a tactic, there is no shame in it. We are retreating to regroup and
consider our options. And to…” He fidgets the fabric in his hands before adding the pants to
his bag. “Just to have a moment of time to ourselves.”

“In the middle of a crisis?”

“That is the best time.” Varis closes his bag and looks at her. “Do you not agree?”

“You know I’m more a woman of urgent action. But, I’m not going to object to spending
some time alone with you.”

He licks his lips. “Good, good. I don’t want to feel as though I am dragging you away by
force.” Varis lifts a hand. “Not that I could.”

The Warrior reaches and takes his hand between her own. “I know what you are saying, dear.
Don’t fret. I’m happy to spend time with you.”

Varis draws her in with his hand and presses his lips to her forehead. “Thank you.”



 

Not long later, the Warrior follows the Emperor down the hall. Varis is garbed in a heavy
wool coat with a fluffy collar, and is carrying both of their bags. She works the fastening on
her own coat into place while trailing along.

“What about food?” she asks.

“I made sure the kitchens packed sufficient supplies for us.”

“Hmm. What about coffee?”

His lips twitch in amusement. “Coffee, too.”

“What of–”

“Lady Lux!” A voice echoes down the hall behind them. The pair pause and turn to meet the
figure that is hurrying along the cold floor.

“What in Halone’s frozen–” The Warrior considers the appearance of the person approaching
them. It is a gray skinned Elezen, wearing a heavy red woolen shawl thrown over their black
carbonweave kit. “Cas?”

Varis makes an amused noise as the Elezen comes to a stop a few yalms away and hastily
salutes. “Your guard? I thought they were taller.”

“Apologies for interrupting, Your Radiance, but I–” They look at the Warrior. “I heard word
while getting supper that you were leaving the palace to venture out into the city.”

“Yes, that’s right.”

Their pale eyes widen. “But, that means you need your guard, doesn’t it? I am your guard,
Lady Lux, and you did not call on me!” They sag bodily. “Did I do something wrong?”

Now the Emperor half turns away and coughs to mask a laugh. The Warrior smiles gently up
at the anxious centurion.

“No, Cas, you didn’t do anything wrong. I just don’t need you to guard me for this venture.”

“But, Lady Lux, you need someone to keep an eye on you out in the city,” the centurion
protests.

“It’s Garlemald, Cas. I’ll be fine.” She smiles. “Besides, I will have the Emperor with me.
What better protection could I ask for?”

“He has two bodyguards.”

“And they are only accompanying us to wherever it is we’re going.” The Warrior looks down
the hall. "If you're that keen on guarding someone, you can keep an eye on Zenos and make
sure he stays out of trouble."



An aghast noise escapes the centurion before they can prevent it. "Anything but Zenos, my
Lady."

"Then, just be happy with the night off and basic duty tomorrow. We won't be gone that
long."

"As you wish.” The centurion salutes again before turning and shuffling silently down the
hallway.

“Are they alright?” Varis wonders. “The girls usually are glad to have an extra night off.”

“Caspian means well,” she says. “I think they’re just worried about being a disappointment.”

“Oh.” He sombers as he watches the guard’s retreating back. “Do they not realize that if they
were a disappointment, I would not have appointed them to be your guard?”

She pats his arm. “It’s different when you’re from the outside.”

Varis frowns and takes her hand as they continue on to where the carriage is waiting for them.
The world beyond the palace doors is steeped in the deep blue and bronze of winter twilight,
and the freshly fallen snow adds to the gloom of the scenery. Despite this, the two big black
chocobos standing before the carriage are in high spirits, cheerfully trilling and stamping
their feet against the frozen pavement. Julia and Annia are waiting, the latter unmoving as
one of the chocobos attempts to gnaw at the crest of her helmet.

“Everything has been loaded, Your Radiance,” reports Julia.

“Very good.”

The Warrior lets herself be helped up into the carriage. Varis follows, kicking a bit of snow
from his boot heels before squeezing in next to her on the bench. She snuggles against the
warm wool of his cloak. The carriage shudders into motion. The chocobos step boldly
through the knee high snow, the bells on their reins jingling sweetly down the quiet streets. 

After a few minutes, she asks: “So, where are we going?”

“Just a little out of the way place where we will be left to our own business.”

“Oh.” 

 

As the carriage rolls down a peaceful street on the outer bounds of the city a small cottage
comes into view. It is a picturesque thing, though the Warrior muses it would look more at
home somewhere in Coerthas. Small buildings seem out of place in Garlemald. 

The vehicle comes to a stop, and they wait as Julia and Annia disembark. The guards head
down a long walkway–its surface freshly cleared of snow–and disappear inside the cottage.

“Were we expected?” she wonders.



“Of course. I had a steward go ahead to make sure everything was in proper order.”

“Oh. Right. Benefit of being the Emperor, right?”

He chuckles and shakes his head. “The place is not typically occupied, so I wanted to at least
have the fires started before we arrived. Don’t need my little lady getting cold.”

She doesn’t bother reminding him of having spent a great deal of time in Ishgard wearing
little more than her armor and a coat. “You spoil me.”

“‘Tis my privilege,” he says. “Also, walking into a cold home reminds me too much of frozen
encampments for my liking.”

Eventually the guards return and report that all is well. The driver hurries to retrieve their
bags as Varis steps out into the cold evening. The Warrior laughs in protest as the Emperor
scoops her up in his arms after helping her out of the carriage. He carries her inside the
cottage, which is indeed thankfully much warmer than the world outside. Varis dismisses his
bodyguards and the carriage.

The front door clicks shut, and they are alone.

The interior of the cottage is done in dark hardwoods and shades of blue and green. It is cozy,
in a well worn sort of way–the furniture present is all well kept but a bit rounded around the
edges from decades of use. The smell of fire meets her nose, which is a welcome change
from the usual impersonal warmth of the ceruleum radiators in the palace.

“I shall put our things away, feel free to look around.” Varis retrieves their bags from where
they were deposited by the driver and disappears down the hall.

With no other direction, the Warrior steps into the right room on her left. It is a sitting room
of sorts, mostly occupied by a large old sette and a crackling fireplace. There is a bookshelf
on one wall, and next to a heavily curtained window hangs a large portrait.

The Warrior studies the painting. A well dressed couple, fairly young by her judgment, stand
with two little girls. All four have blond hair of varying brilliance. The woman has dark
violet eyes, but the man and the little girls all have bright pale blue eyes. The color
immediately reminds her of Zenos’ eyes.

Returning from elsewhere, Varis stops behind her and also looks at the painting.

“My grandparents,” he says. “Maternal grandparents, that is.” He stretches over the Warrior
and points at the shorter of the two little girls. “My mother.”

“She looks a bit like Zenos,” the Warrior notes. Varis chuckles softly.

“Yes, I thought so, too, when he was of that age.” He rests his chin in her hair. “My
grandsire–the Emperor–he loathed them after my father married my mother, even though he
arranged it all. Quiet, respectable people from all accounts. They lived here in this little
cottage most of the time, and Solus made a point never to visit.”



“Ah, hence your reasoning that Emet-Selch will leave us alone here.”

“That is correct. They both passed when I was in my late twenties, and left the estate to me.
I’ve had it kept up, but only came to stay when I… needed time away from Solus while I was
in town.”

“I see. Well, thank you for sharing your refuge with me. It’s cozy.”

“Of course.” Varis takes a step away and reaches for her hand. “The only other person I ever
brought here was Regula.”

The Warrior laughs. “Ah, did you bring him here for a naughty little tryst?”

Varis’ pale cheeks stain with pink. “‘Twas not like that!”

“I know, dear. I’m teasing.”

He looks away, toward the fireplace. “Sometimes, we just needed time to ourselves. Just a
little time away, without all the eyes and ears of the palace or whatever castrum or camp we
were stationed at.”

“I understand.” She turns and looks up at him. “Sometimes, it’s nice just to be held by you.”

The blush darkens. “Yes. Regula was of a similar mind.”

The Warrior squeezes his hand. “Why don’t you show me the rest of the place? The bedroom,
for example.”

 

The couple does not get much talking done that night. 

 

“The days are getting longer,” Varis muses in the morning over breakfast. The Warrior
glances up from her breakfast. The Emperor is in the midst of working through a tray of
pastries that were delivered from the palace bakery just after dawn.

“Longer? How can you tell?”

“The sun is rising earlier.”

She laughs. “And, how can you tell that?”

He pauses in chewing and lifts a finger to tap at his brow, just next to his third eye.

“Bullshit.”

Varis smirks and waggles the pastry at her. “Detailed logs of solar and lunar patterns.
Everything follows its course. Spring will be upon us in a month or so, and thusly the sun is
rising earlier with the passage of winter.”



“Now you’re sounding like the astrologians in Ishgard. Tracking the moon and stars and all
that.”

“‘Tis science, not… whatever exactly the astrologians practice.”

“The Ishgardians are very big on tracking the movement of the stars, and searching them for
answers to their questions.”

“With any accuracy?”

“Mm, maybe. I’d say they were good at divining when there was going to be another dragon
attack, but after a thousand years they could have simply gotten good at guessing.” She
smiles as Varis picks up another sticky bun.

“Indeed. Something akin to asking the watcher of the weather vanes here in Garlemald what
they suspect the weather will be like tomorrow.” He gestures. “Cold, with a chance for
snow.”

“Seems like a stable job to have.”

“Certainly less demanding than being emperor.” Varis shoves the pastry into his mouth.
“Imagine I decreed that it was going to snow, and it didn’t. The world would turn on its
head!”

They lapse into silence while finishing their meal. When the Warrior has had her fill, she gets
up from the little table and goes over to the fireplace. She takes the poker and stirs the flames
back to life. 

“Sitting before a fire like this reminds me of being back in Ishgard,” she says. Varis briefly
frowns into the hearth before glancing at her.

“Do you miss it?”

“A little.” The Warrior shakes her head. “It would be nice to visit sometime. But, I have no
desire to go back for good.”

“That is a relief.”

“My home is here now.” She stretches and taps a finger lightly to his chest. “Right here, with
you.”

“Make thy home in me,” Varis murmurs. He catches her hand and brings her knuckles to his
lips. “I feel the same with you.”

“Good.” The Warrior smiles. “Perhaps one day we can visit Ishgard together. I think you
might like it, however quaint it might seem to the splendors of Garlemald.”

“If I am invited, I will consider the trip.” His thumb traces the back of her hand. “After all, it
would be prudent to find at least one place in Eorzea where Garlemald might begin to foster
some goodwill.”



“There’s always Ul’dah,” she says. “The merchants there would likely salivate over the
chance to be the first ones making trade agreements with Garlemald.” She gently pulls her
hand free and reaches for her cup of tea. “You might have more difficulty with the other
nations of Eorzea. Gridania is very… insular. And Limsa Lominsa is still actively running
pirate raids on Garlean ships.”

“So, making headway with some of Eorzea would cause internal discord.”

“Yes. Though, in all honesty the alliance has always struck me as more a marriage of
convenience sort of thing. They unite against a common enemy–Ala Mhigo in the past,
Garlemald now–but don’t really do much otherwise to foster camaraderie between the
nations.”

“I recall Gaius van Baelsar speaking similarly of Eorzea in the past.”

She nods. “Yes. Unfortunately, he wasn’t all that far off in his assessments.”

“I thought you care for Eorzea.”

“I do! You know I do. But, that doesn’t blind me to its problems. Just like loving you doesn’t
blind me to Garlemald’s issues, either.”

“Fair enough.” Varis sighs and settles back in his chair. “Old guard loyalists and rebellious
conquered lands are low on my list of worries right now, though.”

“I know.” The Warrior thinks of their interaction with the Ascian. For a moment she is nearly
overwhelmed by an upwelling of hopelessness, but she ignores the feeling. She does not yet
know what can be done to get rid of the problem of the Ascians.

Instead of voicing that concern, she asks: “What are we going to tell Zenos?” Varis grunts
softly and reaches for the last pastry on his plate.

“Hm? What do you mean?”

“About your grandsire. Are you going to tell Zenos the truth about all that?”

He grimaces. “Do we have to talk about that now?”

“Sorry.”

Varis sighs and shakes his head. “Do not apologize. I know you mean well.” He takes a bite
and chews for a moment before swallowing and looking at her. “Zenos is not a child. He is a
grown man, and I am certain he would be able to handle the knowledge without any great
sort of upset. Truthfully, I’m unsure what would rattle him at this point. But, learning that
Solus was an Ascian will probably matter little to him.”

“I think he would be upset, in his own way, if you tried to hide the information from him.”

“Would he expect any better from me?”



“Perhaps not. Maybe that’s an even better reason to be honest with him.”

Varis stuffs the remainder of his food into his mouth and stares at the fireplace. The Warrior
looks as well, watching the flames work their magic along the pitted surface of a split log. A
few minutes pass before Varis sighs again and tips his head back with his eyes closed.

“I want my son to be happy,” he says. “Do you know what sort of things make Zenos happy?
Combat. Violence. He is like a flame that is only content when it has something to burn.
Without it, he goes cold and dark.”

She thinks of the rather reserved man she has come to know. Varis’ description strikes her as
surprisingly apt.

“He’s trying to get better. His arm, I mean. They’re going to be doing surgery so he can have
a magitek arm.”

“I am aware. But, that is primarily because he is bored sitting around with nothing to do. He
wishes to get back to duty, to return to his hunt.”

“Is there something wrong with that?”

“Isn’t there? Shouldn’t a man be able to derive pleasure from something other than
violence?”

“Maybe he does, but doesn’t share it with you.” The Warrior smiles. “Children don’t always
like to share their secrets with their parents.”

Varis just grunts at this. “Well aware. I hid everything I could from my grandsire. Recent
developments would make me appear quite justified in that.”

“Regula, you mean?”

“Regula, among other things.” He frowns. “There was always a lingering threat that he would
take Regula away from me. He held it over my head to keep me obedient. Quite effective,
when combined with my general fear and dread of the man.”

“And Zenos?”

“He ruined Zenos just as he ruined me.” The frown deepens. “Of course, I am equally at fault
in that.” His fingers drum in a line along his throat. “Should I tell Zenos the truth of our
family, it will only confirm to him that he is the monster he believes himself to be. He will
think himself justified in his odious actions.”

“Maybe. Maybe not.”

Varis opens his eyes and looks down at the Warrior. The frown slowly leaves the lines of his
face. “Perhaps, if you accompany me on the task…”

“If you wish me to, of course I will.”



He nods. “That would be for the best, wouldn’t you say?”

The Warrior cannot help but laugh. “For the both of you, yes.”

 

They spend much of the day in quiet, passing the hours in each other’s arms on the bed or the
couch in the sitting room. The Warrior reads from a book. The Emperor stares into the
fireplace. She knows, from the pinch of his brows, that he is thinking, and does not wish to
interrupt his musing. When he is ready, he will talk.

By the afternoon he seems ready to speak, but chooses instead to silence himself with her
skin–her shoulder, the curve of her breast, the lines of her lips–all of these are preferable to
discussing the problems awaiting them back home.

In the evening, he sits in the kitchen and watches her work on their supper.

“You can cook?” he wonders.

“Of course I can.” She smiles at him over her shoulder. “I learned from the greatest masters
of the culinary arts that Eorzea has to offer.”

“Oh. I have never had cause. There is the kitchen staff in the palace, and a cook assigned to
every camp and castrum.”

“That’s alright.”

He watches her hands move in silence before shifting his weight forward in the little wooden
chair.

“Might I assist you?”

She looks up again and smiles. “Sure. You can help me with the popotoes.”

 

Varis does not complain about the lack of mashed popotoes. Together they make a tray of
seasoned baked popotoes, soaked in a wine sauce that the Warrior picked up the recipe for in
Ishgard. She eats her share; he devours the remainder of the tray. Then they settle before the
sitting room fire and drain the remainder of the bottle of wine.

“So, how did you and the Scions defeat Ascians in the past?”

“Well, most of the ones we dealt with could be defeated, temporarily at least, by killing the
host body they were using. You could just stab one or shoot one and it would flee the vessel.”

Varis rumbles with amusement. “The prospect of shooting the old man is a bit tempting.”

“I’m sure it is, but it would only work temporarily. He would just find another vessel and be
back in our hair. In order to permanently eliminate an Ascian, we had to destroy its soul.”



Varis frowns. “You have the power to do that?”

“It isn’t an easy thing to do, and I would be lying if I said I completely understood the
mechanics.” The Warrior mimes the shape of a crystal with her hands. “We used something
called white auracite, trapped the Ascian’s soul in it, and then used a very focused burst of
aether to destroy the auracite.”

“Will such a thing work on Emet-Selch?”

“I don’t know,” she admits. “If what he claimed in the throne room was true, then his soul
would likely be a great deal more resilient than that of the others we have slain in such
fashion. It took the power of an eikon to destroy one of his brethren, and even that was only
after I had worn him down in combat.”

“That would go some lengths to explain my grandsire’s distaste for the eikons. He must have
known they posed a threat to his own safety.”

“I suppose he hasn’t kept his soul intact for thousands of years without a proper dose of
caution.”

Varis twists a length of pale hair around his pinky. “Does that mean there is no hope for us?”

“No, no, of course not. We just haven’t thought of a solution yet.”

“What if…” He looks crestfallen. “What if there is no solution?”

“Don’t say that. There has to be a way to beat him. There always is.” Even as she speaks the
words, the Warrior is uncertain that this is true. She doesn’t want to cause Varis any more
stress about the situation than he is already experiencing, and so she chooses to continue with
the front of optimism. “The Scions are looking into it, too. Maybe all we need is more white
auracite and more aether. A bigger sword to slay a bigger beast, as Zenos might say.”

Varis squints at the flames. “What if we were to simply throw Zenos at him?”

“Not funny.”

“The look on my grandsire’s face would be worth it.”

The Warrior shakes her head before resting it against his shoulder. “That being said, I want
you to promise me something, Varis.”

“Hm?”

“Don’t fight your grandsire.”

She feels his thoughtful hum. “I will not fight him. I know he would kill me without
hesitation, if I gave him an excuse. As I said, that is the only way I survived in the palace to
adulthood and beyond: by being wholly obedient when he was looking.”

“Good. Thank you.”



“I want to ask the same of you,” Varis says. “Do not fight the Ascian.”

The Warrior tilts her head to look up at her lover, but his gaze is fixed on the fire. “I have to
fight him, Varis. You know I do. That’s what I do–I’m the Warrior of Light. I fight the forces
of evil that would otherwise destroy everything.”

“Please.”

“What would you have me do? I cannot talk peace into an Ascian. Especially not one who is
responsible for the creation of Garlemald.” She flinches at herself. “You know what I mean.”

“I do,” he agrees. “Garlemald was an empire forged in war, for war. I have spent most of my
life fighting for it. And I will continue to do so. But…” The Warrior waits as he trails off into
thoughtful silence. She closes her eyes and listens to the soft pop and crackle of the fire.

Finally, Varis concludes: “Some flames should be quenched, for the betterment of all.”

“And that is why I have to stop Emet-Selch.”

He is quiet again, and when the Warrior checks his face, there are tears in his eyes.

“I do not want to lose you, too,” he whispers. She considers his forlorn plea.

“Did you prevent Regula from going out into the field, for fear of losing him?”

“No,” says Varis. “I did not know any better.”

“I’m a fighter. I have to fight,” she says. “You’re always going to be worried that something
is going to happen to me, but you can’t let that lead you to prevent me from doing my duty.”

Varis’ voice wavers with his tears. “You are a lovely young maiden, who should be filling her
head with thoughts of family. Not with saving the world.”

“Ah…” The words stir something in her memory, but she cannot quite place them. “You still
think that of me, hm?”

“I do,” he says. “But, I also know better, now. I know that you are both the maiden and the
warrior. I have come to know and love both sides of you. But, it is because of that love that I
fear for you.”

“I know.”

Varis heaves a sigh. “I could have happily gone on my remaining years ignorant of the truth
about my grandsire. Of the empire that I hold so dear. But, that was not meant to be.” He
closes his eyes. “He took that away from me, and he seeks to take you as well. Which is why
I can only plead for you not to fight him.”

“I don’t know what else to do,” the Warrior admits.

“Neither do I.” 



 

The next day is cold yet tranquil. They bundle up and go outside, walking down the icy path
to the road. The Warrior considers the sky overhead–clear and a deep, dark blue. Brighter at
the edges than in weeks passed. Spring does seem to be creeping closer. A cruiser flies
overhead, humming serenely as it banks to the west.

They stand at the edge of the road, arm in arm.

“Are we waiting for someone?” she wonders.

“No. I just wanted to get out of the house.”

“Oh.” She watches their breath steam. “It’s quiet.”

“It is.” Varis gestures down the narrow street, to a mansion visible just beyond a line of trees.
“A senator lives there, but I cannot say that I have ever been invited to visit.”

“Does that bother you?”

“Not particularly. However, they were appointed during my grandsire’s tenure. I wonder what
they would think if they knew the truth of the man.”

“Would knowing the truth make him seem more or less a monster than he was before?”

He brushes a stray lock of pale hair from his face. “In some of their eyes, it would make him
even greater a god than he was before.” He sighs. “How do you stand up to a god, even one
you do not believe in?”

“Sometimes you just do.”

Varis frowns and turns his gaze away from the distant mansion. He looks to the street, empty
but for the lazily blowing snow. The Warrior is certain he is wondering at her bravado.

“Tell me something, Varis,” she says. “If you could say anything to Emet-Selch, anything at
all, without repercussions… What would it be?”

“Hm.” He closes his eyes, and his arm lightly squeezes at her own. “I would tell him to fuck
off, and stop trying to ruin everything good in my life.”

A laugh escapes her. “Would you really?”

“Mm. If I did not think I would be punished for such words.” He exhales slowly, and the light
breeze carries away the plume of his breath. “I would be willing to endure his barbs and
blows for your sake.”

“And, I for yours.”

“Ah–” Varis’ cheeks pink for a moment. “My little warrior maiden. Keener to fight at my
side than stay at home with the children.”



“I will, when the time comes.” She pats his arm. “But first, we must earn safe passage to that
kind of leisure.”

“Would you really?” His voice lifts with surprise.

“Really what?”

“Set down your weapons and take care of our children. Would you?”

The Warrior contemplates his question. When they first met, she could not imagine such a
thing. She is the Warrior of Light, after all, and is needed on the battlefield first. But now, the
prospect of raising children, of forging a better future for Garlemald and the whole star
through peaceful actions, strikes her as a completely different sort of adventure. One just as
worthwhile and meritorious as slaying eikons and fighting wars for strangers.

“I would, yes,” she says. “Of course, I would not hesitate to take up arms again when needed,
but… Yes.” The Warrior looks up at him and smiles. “Would that be alright with you? I
mean, we have Zenos if someone needs to be menaced with a sword.”

Varis coughs out a laugh. “Yes, we do have Zenos.”

She scuffs her boot heel against the cold ground. “We can throw him against smaller
problems. You know, rebellious territories, rowdy officers, big ugly monsters… Just, not your
grandsire.”

“Protective of Zenos now, are you?”

“Protective of my family.”

“Ah, of course.” Varis bumps his boot heel against hers. “Thank you.”

“No need to thank me, dear. It’s something you do for…” The Warrior trails off as a familiar
contraction of pain forms low in her belly.

“Hm? Something amiss?” His arm tightens at her grimace. He murmurs her name.

“I’m fine. I just–too long out in the cold.” She forces a smile, even as the pain lingers. Varis’
gaze sweeps down over her front.

“That, already? ‘Tis early, is it not?” His arm unhooks from hers so that he might press his
palm against the small of her back.

“A bit, yes, I think normally it would be tomorrow. But, it’s been a strange month–” She
pauses, unable to recall her last menses. “Month? Two months?”

“I believe you may have been unconscious for last month,” Varis says. “You would have to
check with Medicus Shaw.”

The Warrior sighs and shakes her head. “Would that sleeping through it were always an
option.”



 

Though they are both admittedly loath to leave the private comfort of the cottage, the
Emperor calls for the carriage on his linkpearl as soon as they are again inside. The Warrior is
glad to sit, as once the discomfort blooms in her abdomen it does not relent.

“I keep forgetting,” she mutters while they wait on the carriage. “How do I keep forgetting?”

“You had greater things on your mind. You can hardly be faulted for being distracted, my
dear.”

Despite her protests to her mobility, Varis scoops her into his arms and carries her out to their
transportation.

“I swear on Halone’s frozen spear, if you carry me in the palace I will never speak to you
again.”

He only smiles. “Love you, too.”

They walk hand in hand down the blue-lit halls. Once safe inside the royal suite, the Warrior
makes a beeline for the bathing room. Varis follows, standing in the doorway observing as
she downs her painkillers along with several greedy gulps of water from the faucet.

“I wish you did not have to suffer so,” he says.

“It will pass,” she whispers. “Much like the blizzard, it always ends.”

Varis enters the bathing room, steps careful and quiet on the cold floor. He rubs his hand
down her back in a soothing caress.

“Will you be alright alone for a few minutes? I should check with my council to make sure
everything has been well in my absence.”

“You should check on Zenos.”

He huffs a laugh and pats her bottom. “Very well, I will also check on Zenos.”

“Good. I’ll be fine. I think I’ll draw a bath, if you care to join me.”

“You yet ask? Of course I will.” Varis chuckles and kisses her brow. “Rest, my dearest. I will
return shortly.”

The Warrior leans against the cold countertop for a long time, waiting for the painkillers to
kick in. When they finally do, she shivers and lifts her face to study herself in the mirror.

In her reflection, the Warrior sees a gleam of golden eyes watching her from the shadows.



Chapter 53
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For a moment the Warrior’s breath catches in her throat. Her mind, half sluggish with her
painkillers, tumbles through a singular thought. This is not possible, she thinks. The Ascian
cannot reach her in the safety of Varis’ private rooms.

And yet, despite this slipping certainty, the face of the Ascian is emerging from the shadows.
Emet-Selch is staring at her, the corner of his mouth quirked upwards in amusement that does
not reach his eyes.

“Welcome home, Warrior of Light. I have been waiting for you.”

His cocky voice dashes any hopes the Warrior might have clung to that she was merely
imagining the figure in the mirror’s image. The faint warning ping of her Echo doubles down
on this certainty.

“What–” She struggles to find her voice as she turns to face the intruder. “What are you doing
here?”

He takes a step forward, fully exiting the shadows. Her back is already pressed against the
cold countertop, and she cannot move away.

“You know why I am here, little lady. You need not waste your final breaths in such fashion.”

The Warrior grits her teeth against another flash of pain in her belly. “If you’re going to kill
me, just get it over with. There’s no need to be so dramatic about it.”

“On the contrary,” the Ascian nearly coos. “There’s a certain pleasure to be taken in watching
you suffer. And you are suffering now, are you not? Your own pathetic body is betraying
you.”

“It’s doing what it’s supposed to.”

“Is it now?” His brows lift in amusement. “Seems rather inconsiderate of your creator, don’t
you think?”

She keeps her mouth shut and settles for glaring at him.

“No words for me, hm? You’re as rude as Varis.” Emet-Selch waves a gloved hand. “Not that
I should expect any better from your kind.”

"My kind? Why do you hate us so much?"

"How could I not? You are all naught but clueless halfmen. Half-whole souls stumbling
blindly around this star, ignorant of just how deformed and revolting they are." He frowns.



There is something familiar about the way the lines of his face fold around his mouth. "Once,
somewhat recently, I dared to have hope for you mortals. But, that was readily dashed as
well, and left me with a disappointing reminder."

After a moment of thought, she guesses: "Sabinus."

For a moment, the Ascian’s face contorts with rage. Then it collapses back to a wary, tired
grimace. "How do you know of that?"

"His son," she says. "Varis has spoken to me of him, and I have seen his lovingly wrought
memorial at the columbarium. Varis is completely aware that you hated him because he
reminds you of his father."

"Then, the boy is not as obtuse as I have believed," Emet-Selch murmurs. His expression
slips to one of sadness. "Sabinus was tall and strong and kind and clever. But none of that
saved him from his mortal weaknesses. He took ill and wasted away, just like any other." The
sadness fades, quickly replaced by resentment. "That is all the proof I need that you and your
ilk are not fit to be stewards of this star."

“I never asked to be any kind of steward. I just want to live my life.”

“You are too far gone to be able to claim any sort of freedom, Warrior of Light. As soon as
you received the blessing of Hydaelyn, all that awaited you were trials, suffering, and death.”

“That’s not–that’s not true. The blessing of Light has led me to many friends, to my loved
ones… It has helped me make better the lives of those around me.”

His lips curl into a sneer. “Do you truly believe your own words?”

“Yes.”

Emet-Selch stares at her for a long moment. His gaze shifts from her face to her collarbone
and stays there long enough to make her uncomfortable. “I see. My weary sight has not
deceived me. You are as I thought when I first espied you months ago.”

She frowns. “What does that even mean?”

The Ascian takes a step closer. When he extends his hand to her, dark aether clouds his
fingertips, and the Warrior feels a sting of pain in her breast. With no conscious effort on her
part, the pain quickly abates and is replaced by the warmth of the Light. Emet-Selch frowns
and looks at his hand.

“You just want to make the world a better place. Of course.” He grimaces and mutters, barely
audible to the Warrior. “I always hated that about you, you know. As much as I adored you, it
was never enough. You wanted to share your love with the whole world. Not just me.”

His words make no sense to the Warrior, and she shakes her head. “I don’t understand.”

Again he stares at her. Then his gaze slides off into the shadows, and the tip of his tongue
flicks between his lips as he thinks. The corners of his lips quirk in amusement.



“I could tell you the truth, little warrior,” Emet-Selch says, tone bordering mockery. “But,
you might not like what you hear.”

“Try me, old man.”

The Ascian’s lips pull in a smile that borders on predatory. “You and I have something
important in common. Rather, our souls do.”

“We have nothing in common between us, except for Varis.”

“On the contrary.” He pauses, staring into her eyes. "When the world was whole, you and I
were… well, I daresay we were closer than you and my dear grandson could ever hope to
be."

The idea suggested by his words is repulsive to the Warrior, and so she rejects it
wholeheartedly. "So what?"

Emet-Selch blinks. "What?"

"Even if what you say is true, it matters naught to me. So we were joined a hundred lifetimes
ago, that means nothing to me in this lifetime."

The Ascian grits his teeth. "I should hardly be surprised, that a halfman such as you would be
so callous."

"What, you think that such a revelation is going to lead me to cast aside what I hold dear and
throw myself into your arms?"

Emet-Selch scowls. "No. And, that is why you have to die."

“That you should threaten one you claim to care about comes as no surprise to me,
considering how dreadfully you’ve treated your own family here in Garlemald.”

“My family?” He scoffs loudly. “They are not my family. They mean absolutely nothing to
me! They are useful only as pieces in a game, and meant to be discarded afterwards!”

She strikes him.

Emet-Selch staggers back a step, and his hand briefly touches his cheek. The Warrior’s palm
and fingers sting from the impact. It is followed by a flash of panic as she realizes the gravity
of her action. Though still feverish with anger at the Ascian’s words, she awaits his
retaliation with immediate and immense dread. Her Echo flares to life, but she does not need
it to tell her of the danger she is in.

The Ascian’s expression fluctuates rapidly–from a moment of surprise to indignant rage to
disturbingly desirous in a matter of seconds. 

“Oh, yes,” Emet-Selch growls, and there is something rattling and otherworldly in his voice.
“That is the woman that I remember!”



There is another sting of pain in the Warrior’s chest. With naught else to do, she raises her
hand again, fingers curling into a fist.

“You don’t know me at all!”

The Ascian dodges her swing, and the pain in her chest grows so intense that she fears she
might burst open. He reaches for her throat, but stops before making contact. Emet-Selch’s
eyes dart in the direction of the main door of the royal suite. His lip curls, and the Warrior
hears another unnatural growl come from the man.

The pain abates.

Emet-Selch leans in close, and breathes: “Suffer a bit longer, my dear. Soon I will set you
free from this dreadful fate.”

And then he is gone.

The Warrior coughs, only half aware of the sound of the door opening down the hall. Varis
calls her name before reaching the bathing room, and she blinks back the tears that are
burning her eyes. He says her name again in the doorway.

“I thought you were going to start a–” His words cut off when he spots her still pressed
against the countertop. “What’s wrong?”

“He–” The Warrior croaks, throat constricting with her urge to cry. She shakes her head.

“‘He’?” Varis enters the room. He takes her hand, still curled into a fist, and gently pries her
fingers open. There are spots of blood in her palm. “What happened?”

“He was here,” she manages. The last of her adrenaline fades, and the tears break free. The
Warrior lets out a sob. “He was here! Emet-Selch, he–” She presses her face into the warmth
of her lover’s chest as he wordlessly pulls her into his arms. Varis sits on the floor and holds
her in his lap.

“Are you alright? Did he hurt you?”

She shakes her head. “I–he tried to. I think he tried to–” She falters, unable to explain exactly
what the pain in her chest had felt like. “My soul. I think he tried to break it. I could… feel
his aether.” The Warrior shivers. “It hurt. It hurt, and the Light fought back against it. But he
stopped and absconded when you returned.”

“Then, I am glad Zenos was asleep and did not delay me,” Varis murmurs.

“Zenos?”

“The medici performed surgery on him this morning, and he is still recovering.” Varis kisses
her hair. “Do not fret, Medicus Shaw said he is fine.”

“Oh. Good.” The Warrior closes her eyes against a fresh pounding in her brow. She thinks of
what Emet-Selch told her during their brief encounter. “I don’t want to leave you.”



“Hm? Why would you leave me?” Something trembles in his voice. “What did my grandsire
say to you?”

“He claimed that he knew me, my soul, from some time in his past. That we used to be
close.” She sniffles. “He said that he would kill me to set my soul free.”

“That bastard.”

The Warrior rubs at her eyes. “I don’t care. Even were his words true.”

“Truly?”

“Of course. That is long in the past, and I don’t remember any of it. That world, that me, it’s
all long dead and gone. It isn’t my fault if Emet-Selch cannot let it go.”

Varis hums in thought, his heavy hand stroking aimlessly over her hip. “You must have
always been an amazing woman, to be so sorely missed.”

“I don’t care what I was. All that matters is who I am now.” She tilts her head back to gaze up
at him. “And, if he can’t see that, I’ll keep hitting him until his vision clears.”

“You–” Varis startles. “You struck my grandsire?”

“I slapped his stupid, arrogant face. He might be an immortal Ascian, but in a vessel he’s as
flesh and bone as anyone else.”

“The fact that he did not strike you dead would put some weight to his claim of attachment to
you–or your soul, at the least.” Varis frowns.

“He seemed to take pleasure in my physical suffering.” She shifts her weight and winces at
an unpleasant feeling in her gut. “‘Tis strange, to claim to have once been very attached to
whoever I was, but now to take such malicious pleasure in my destruction. We must have had
a terrible falling out.” The Warrior sighs. “I don’t believe a word of it, of course. He’s an
Ascian, and all Ascians do is lie to advance their goals. In truth, I don't really care to know
the answer. I just want the problem he presents to be gone.”

For a moment Varis is quiet. Then: “I cannot believe you slapped my grandsire.”

“Are you upset?”

“On the contrary, I am a touch envious. I often longed to strike the old man, however
unseemly that might be.”

The Warrior laughs. “It was a touch cathartic in the moment, although I was certain he was
going to kill me.”

“I am glad he showed restraint.” Varis kisses her hair again. “Are you still wanting to bathe?”

“As long as you don’t leave me alone again, yes.”



He smiles. “It would be my pleasure.”

 

Emet-Selch does not show himself again the rest of that day or the next. The Warrior suspects
she knows why–it is clearly his intent to keep her on edge. Tired and aching from her menses,
she spends most of her time idling in bed. Varis stays with her, never straying further than the
distance of the study. She feels restless and well enough on the third day to leave their
quarters.

Out in the hallway, the Warrior finds both Julia and Annia standing guard in their usual
positions, as well as the centurion standing across the hall.

“Oh, hello Caspian. Getting practice in, are we?”

The centurion salutes. “Yes, my Lady. It’s best that I get used to standing down here, don’t
you think?”

“Of course.” She smiles at the Emperor’s guards. “Julia, Annia, good afternoon.”

They nod and salute in unison.

“Good to see you up and about, my Lady,” says Annia.

“How are you feeling, my Lady?” asks Julia.

“Oh, you know. A bit tired and sore from my menses and all…” The Warrior trails off, opting
to leave out the stress from repeatedly having her life threatened by an ancient evil immortal
being. “I don’t know why mine hits me so hard.”

“It’s different for everyone,” consoles Annia.

“Well, I–”

Julia and Annia turn their heads to look at the abandoned attempt at speaking from the other
guard.

“What was that?” prompts the Warrior.

“I was, um, I was just going to say that sometimes I find that exercise helps when the cramps
are bad,” the centurion says to the floor.

“They’re right,” Annia says with a nod. “We usually try to go jogging out at the training
fields, and it does help.”

“I suppose I never thought of that before,” the Warrior says. “I’m usually in too much pain to
think of moving.”

“Mother used to just drink herself into a stupor during the worst of it.” Julia lifts a hand to her
faceplate, as though smothering a laugh. “Please do not tell her I said that if you ever meet



the woman.”

The Warrior laughs. “I hadn’t considered that option either.”

The door to the royal chambers opens to admit the Emperor out into the hallway. The guards
all salute.

“‘Tis nothing for business, we are merely going for a walk.” True to his word, Varis is not in
his armor, but garbed simply in black slacks and a dark green turtleneck. 

The trio of guards still trail after them down the long hallway. The Warrior considers the
carpet as they walk.

“Do you think we will need new quarters after we are wed?”

“Hm? I suppose so, if that is what you desire.” He tips his head to the side. “Why do you
ask?”

“Just a thought.”

“We can still have a cabin in the middle of the wilds built, if you so desire.”

She smiles. “That would be nice.”

The Warrior idly remembers first learning these long, nearly identical halls months ago. Now,
she barely has to consider which way to turn as they reach various intersections and
archways. It only makes sense, she muses. One should know the way through their own
home.

She and Varis eventually wander to the library entrance. Varis pulls open one of the doors,
and the stagnant smell of books meets their noses. They stare into the library, but do not
enter.

“I hate that painting of Emperor Solus,” the Warrior says. “It’s always made me
uncomfortable.”

“Prior to recent events, I would have stated that your imagination was playing with you.
However…” Varis sighs. “Yes, I suppose it might be for the best to remove the painting.”

“You can replace it with a painting of a chocobo.”

He laughs: “A chocobo?”

“They’re cute!”

The Emperor smiles. “I will put it into consideration.” He pulls the library door closed. “How
about we check on Zenos?”

She looks up at him, surprised. “You want to?”



“I’m certain he is lonely, trapped in the infirmary again with no one to pay him mind but an
overzealous nurse.”

“I wouldn’t mind checking in on him,” she says. “He might even secretly enjoy the visit.”

Varis just grunts in agreement.

 

It is a quiet relief to find that the shadows of the blue-lit halls are devoid of any spying eyes.
The Warrior still half expects to spot a pair of golden eyes observing her from the darkness,
watching, waiting for her to let her guard down. She doesn’t, but she also tries to maintain a
sense of nonchalant calm around Varis. He is already worried about her, she knows. She has
no desire to make it worse.

Still, the Warrior visually scans the infirmary room before entering. The corners and shadows
in between are empty of any obvious intruders, and so she steps over the threshold. Zenos is
not alone in his room, as his pet scientist is also present. Aulus is in the midst of scribbling
something on a notepad when they enter, but he hastily puts the paper aside and salutes when
noticing the Emperor trailing behind.

“Your Radiance, this is an unexpected visit.”

“Perhaps it should be less so,” says Varis. “For a man to inquire of his son’s well being.”

“Indeed, Your Radiance. If I might say, your son really is the perfect specimen–subject–er,
patient–” Aulus closes his mouth and looks at the notepad. “Both he and his body have been
very cooperative with the process.”

“I see.” Varis frowns, but the look fades as the Warrior moves closer to the bed.

Zenos is sitting up, a dark blue infirmary blanket tucked around his waist and draped over his
left shoulder. The Warrior’s gaze is immediately drawn to his right side. There is a metallic
cap on his right shoulder, and from it extends what looks to her like a skeletal arm made of
similar metal. The prince’s eyes remain closed until she reaches the bed.

“Good afternoon, Zenos. Is that–” She hesitates before gesturing at the metallic limb. “Your
new arm?”

“It is just a trial limb, my Lady,” says Aulus.

“She did not ask you,” grumps the prince.

“Apologies, my Lord.”

Zenos looks to her, his gaze briefly shifting to his father as the Emperor moves to stand
behind the Warrior. To her astonishment, the false arm lifts in a halting approximation of a
natural movement.



“As Aulus so eagerly explained, this is but one of the prototypes for my new arm. We are
simply using this model to conduct tests regarding the efficiency of his designs.” The limb
flexes before lowering the hand back to the surface of the blanket. “Do not worry. I have seen
the later iterations of the design, and they are more aesthetically pleasing.”

She laughs softly and holds out her hand to him. “I would certainly hope so. Can’t have the
crown prince running around with a shabby arm.”

Zenos’ brow furrows for a moment. He extends his new right hand in return, pressing it into
her palm. When she flinches at the amount of pressure he is exerting, the hand retreats an ilm.

“My apologies. This new limb is lacking in the sense of touch, and I am still becoming
acquainted with its functions.”

“It’s okay, Zenos.” She aligns her palm with his and closes her eyes. When she concentrates
on the metal, the Warrior can faintly sense the flow of aether through its framework. It feels
almost as warm as a living being. “Oh, I can feel it!”

“Feel what?” wonders Varis. The Warrior opens her eyes and looks to Aulus.

“How is this arm powered? It’s magitek, isn’t it? It’s almost as though I can feel his aether
flowing through the metalwork.”

“Ah, you are quite astute.” Aulus nods. “It is a bit difficult to explain to a layman, but in the
most basic of terms, Lord Zenos’ aether is powering both the limb and its actions. In the
body, latent aether helps transmit the intent of our actions through our nerves and muscles.
This is the case even in we Garleans, despite our inability to harness that aether to use magic.
Lord Zenos is essentially using his willpower to trigger the synthetic nerves in the limb to
move it.”

“Amazing,” murmurs the Emperor.

“The final version will have a great deal more receptors, to allow for a greater range of
movement and control. Of course, I will continue to find ways to enhance the prosthetic over
time, so that Lord Zenos will be able to function at ever greater capacity.”

“It does sound quite complicated,” says the Warrior. “But, quite impressive. I’m sure that
Zenos is very appreciative of your efforts.”

“He is being suitably compensated for his work,” Zenos says. Varis sighs.

“The money doesn’t mean so much, my Lady,” Aulus hastily interjects. “Being able to
continue my research into Garlean aetheric manipulation is a joy in itself for me. Who
knows, given enough time, I might even be able to solve the mystery of what locks we
Garleans away from using magic.”

Zenos adds: “Time and funding.”

“All the same. It’s wonderful. Don’t you think so?”



The prince carefully withdraws his hand and folds it in his lap with the other. He stares down
at his hands, fingers clenching slightly in the blue fabric.

“Yes, I suppose it is.”

Aulus looks between father and son. He clears his throat. “Yes, well, if you do not mind, Lord
Zenos, I am going to go pass these results on to the technicians.”

“Do as you will.”

The scientist salutes again before hurrying out of the room. Varis shifts on his feet and
crosses his arms over his broad chest.

“Yes, perhaps we ought to be going as well, my dear. Leave Zenos to his thoughts.”

“If that’s what he wants.” She looks to the prince. “Might I ask you a question before we
go?”

Zenos looks up from his hands. “Of course.”

“Have you…” She glances at Varis, who eyes her curiously in return. “Have you seen any
ghosts lately? I know you said none bothered you in your quarters, but what about during the
last few days here revisiting the infirmary?”

The prince is quiet for a moment.

Then, he says: “You mean the Ascian. Have I seen the Ascian?”

Varis’ posture stiffens. The Warrior can only manage a surprised “What?”

“You need not coddle me like a babe, Lady Lux. I understand your reasons for doing so, and
your peculiar desire to protect me. But, I know what the ghost was. It was an Ascian.”

“Why didn’t you say anything before?”

Zenos shrugs. “You did not ask me, and other matters were more pressing. However, I have
read all of Lord van Baelsar’s writings regarding his dealings with an Ascian prior to his
demise. I know what you and I saw. So, that raises the assumption that you are still having
trouble with our resident ghost. Otherwise you would not be asking.” His lips pull in
amusement. “Am I correct?”

The Warrior feels an embarrassed warmth on her cheeks. “Yes, you are.”

“Did you recognize the Ascian that visited you in the infirmary?” asks Varis. The smile fades
from the prince’s lips as he looks to his father.

“To an imperfect degree. They greatly resembled the descriptions of the Ascian that van
Baelsar referred to as ‘the paragon Lahabrea’. Without a face to match it is impossible to be
certain, but the details of the attire are quite similar.” Zenos’ brow furrows briefly in thought.
“I cannot say if it is the same being, or if they all wear the robes as a uniform.”



“It isn’t Lahabrea,” the Warrior says. “I witnessed his death some time ago.”

He looks up at her, brows lifting. “Witnessed, you say? Were you not directly responsible for
his demise?”

“I did not strike the final blow, if that’s what you are asking. I will not deny battling him
before he met his end.”

“I would have enjoyed witnessing such a clash.”

“I’m certain you would, but I didn’t really enjoy it at the time. I was fighting for my life.”

“Every fight should be as such, whether you realize it or not,” Zenos muses. He ignores a
huff from his father. “So, why bring this issue to me? If there aught I can do to be of
assistance, you need but to ask, Lady Lux.”

“In all honesty, I’m not really sure. I was just curious if the Ascian had shown himself again
in the last few days. While your father and I were away from the palace, perhaps.”

“While I am aware that I am the only person you have to consult here on the matter,
unfortunately I spent a portion of the time you were gone completely unconscious.” He
gestures at the metal arm.

“It’s okay. I was just wondering, that’s all.” The Warrior isn’t sure if she feels relief at the fact
that the Ascian has left Zenos alone in her absence. Emet-Selch had clearly returned to the
palace and resumed his lurking, only to set himself upon her at the first available opportunity.
What had the wretched man been doing–taking a nap?

Zenos is staring at her. He says: “You know who the Ascian is.”

“Aye, though I will admit we wish we didn’t.”

“Then, why consult me on the matter?”

She shakes her head. “I just wanted to make sure he hadn’t been bothering you.”

A golden brow arches. “Why would an Ascian have interest in me? Are they masquerading
as someone I have had dealings with?”

“In a manner of speaking,” mutters Varis. He grunts as the Warrior nudges him with her
elbow. “Yes, I will tell him.”

Zenos fixes his father with an idly expectant look.

“For the better part of the last century, the Ascian was living as none other than Emperor
Solus zos Galvus.”

The prince is unblinking for a long moment.

Then Zenos closes his eyes, tips his head back, and lets out a long, rasping laugh.
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There is no joy, no warmth in the prince's laughter. It is a bitter thing that nearly makes the
Warrior’s skin crawl before it finally fades into silence. Varis is frowning by the time the
sound dissolves into a discontent growl in Zenos’ throat.

“Of course he was. That is the only explanation for how a man can be so monstrous to us–to
Father, to myself, to Garlemald–it is if he is not truly a man at all.”

She asks: “Are you upset?”

“Why would I be?” For a moment his fingers pick at the surface of his blanket. “In all
honesty, it is something of a relief. To know that our inadequacies were not because of our
lack of effort.”

“You have always been very hard working,” Varis says. His son’s gaze lingers on the blanket.

“As have you.” Zenos’ lips work into a frown. The Warrior wonders what the younger man is
thinking, but is of the sort that she finds nearly impossible to read. She reaches and lightly
touches her fingers to the crown of his hair.

“We’ll leave you to rest, Zenos. Remember to call if you need something.”

Zenos just grunts in acknowledgement. 

“I look forward to seeing your finished arm.” Varis gestures with his right hand, but Zenos
does not look at him.

“I am certain that Aulus and his engineers will not leave me disappointed.” The prince nearly
mumbles his reply.

“Certainly, not if they wish to live,” quips the Warrior. This earns a soft snort of amusement
from Zenos, and she smiles. “Rest well, Zenos.”

“As you will it, Lady Lux.”

 

The guards are waiting in their usual arrangement when Varis and the Warrior emerge from
the infirmary room.

She hears Annia murmur: “Oh, good. We were worried when we heard Zenos laughing.”

“Nothing to fret over,” the Warrior says with a gentle smile. “He was just reacting to
something that His Radiance told him.”



Julia and Annia exchange a look, but say nothing else.

“Did you wish to continue our walk?” Varis rests his hand against the small of her back. She
sighs, loath to admit that her painkillers are beginning to wear off.

“Perhaps just to my… parlor. I don’t think I have much more in me than that right now.”

Varis nods. He takes her hand and they start down the corridor. While they walk, the Warrior
considers Zenos’ reaction to the news about his great-grandfather. She isn’t sure what she
was really expecting from the man–he has not struck her as very passionate about personal
affairs. She isn’t sure that Zenos puts much more thought into the man than ‘he was alive and
now he is dead’. His rancorous laughter is probably as on par for the man as she might hope
to hear from him. Of course, she has never thought to really discuss the matter of the Ascians
with the prince, either.

Still, she hopes that Zenos is not secretly bothered by the news. Varis had already voiced
concern that Zenos would use it as an excuse for his own wicked behavior, but in the
Warrior’s eyes, Zenos’ reaction had been quite the contrary.

The prince was already aware that he had been failed by his kin.

“Are you alright?” Varis asks after a few minutes of her silence.

“Yes, I was just…” She shrugs.

“Worrying about Zenos again?”

The Warrior lets out a low laugh. “Well, someone has to, don’t they?” She feels her partner’s
thumb trace over the back of her hand.

“You know I am glad for it.”

“It’s easier than the alternative,” she says. “Imagine I just wanted to fight your son to the
death.”

He admits: “There was a time I would have thought that the easier option. Not that long ago,
in fact.”

“I know.” She squeezes his hand against a twinge of pain in her belly. “I knew you had room
for growth in your heart, Varis.”

An embarrassed noise rattles in the big man’s throat, but that is his only response.

It does not take long to reach the intersection of halls before the throne room, and the Warrior
is relieved to arrive. She internally curses her body as they approach the doors to her office
space.

To her surprise, the dark hardwood swings silently open at her touch.

“New doors,” Varis says.



“What was wrong with the old ones?” She inspects the doors. The pattern etched into their
surface seems to be identical to what she has seen before, but the doors themselves are indeed
several ilms thinner than she remembers.

“Too ponderous.” He shrugs. “Yours is to be a more welcoming space, yes? Such unwieldy
doors will not do for such a purpose.”

“Oh.” She laughs. “If you think so. They didn’t really bother me.”

He grunts and closes the door behind them.

“Did they bother you?”

“Not the weight, no, but their history.” Varis gestures at the interior side of the doors. “The
black paint was meant to hide the bloodstains.”

She frowns. “Literal bloodstains or metaphorical ones?”

“Both.”

“I see.” The Warrior tips her head back to survey the span of the new doors. “Well, these ones
look like they will do just fine.”

“Good.”

She turns away to face the room proper. It is cold, as the heater has been turned off again, and
their breath steams in little puffs in front of their noses. She scans the room. There is
something different about it, but it takes her a fair amount of looking to realize what it is.

“The desk is gone.”

“It is, yes.”

The Warrior paces over to where the big black desk once sat. The floor itself still shows
evidence of its residence, the tiles forming a darker silhouette where the sunlight never
touched over the course of decades.

“How the hells did you manage that?”

“Well, I could not simply snap my fingers like my grandsire and will it away,” Varis says
dryly. “Nor would it fit in one piece through the doors.”

“So…”

“Smashed it to pieces.” He butts his knuckles into the palm of his other hand. The Warrior
lets out a bark of laughter. “A senator offered to buy the thing to have for posterity, but I
rather liked the thought of destroying it, instead.”

“Did you do the deed yourself?”



Varis shrugs. “I might have taken a few swings. ‘Tis not for me to say.” He winks down at
her.

“I see. The room does seem bigger without it. More airy.” The Warrior considers the room.
“I’m afraid that I’m still no good at decorating. But, I think the space could use a nice big
sofa or two.”

“Ah, for relaxing on?”

“That, and…you know.”

He stares down at her, arching a thin brow. His expression says that he knows what she is
implying, but that he wants her to express it directly. She rolls her eyes.

“For stress relief in the form of sex.”

“The deed sounds so modest when you state it in that fashion.”

She smirks. “Then, you clearly aren’t using enough of your imagination.”

Varis scratches at the stubble on his chin as he surveys the empty space next to the radiator. “I
really should have fucked you on that desk at least once before having it removed.”

“Hindsight grants great wisdom, my dear.”

 

The Warrior is glad to return to the relative safety of the Emperor’s bedroom. She knows it is
not truly as impervious as she had once convinced herself, but there is still a comfort to
burrowing under the plush green covers and pressing her face into one of Varis’ pillows. She
does this after spending a few minutes in the bathing room. Varis sits on the edge of the
mattress and strokes his hand over her hair. He chuckles softly.

“I half think you would be happy to spend the rest of your days right here, under the covers.”

“Mm, perhaps I would, if the star did not need me so greatly.” She tips her face out of the
pillowcase to look up at him. “First we save the star, then we can spend the rest of our days
snuggled in bed.”

“I think we would bore of that after a few years.”

“That is a chance I am willing to take.”

Varis sighs and looks toward the bathing room. When the lines surrounding his third eye
become more pronounced, the Warrior knows that he is thinking of her encounter with Emet-
Selch.

“He should have stayed dead,” he mutters. “How dare he!”

“Varis?”



His left hand curls into a fist that bounces against his thigh. “Wasn’t forty years enough? My
whole life, mocked and degraded by that man! And now he thinks to take you away from
me.”

“You were High Legatus under his rule though, weren’t you? Would he have let you have that
position if he didn’t trust you?”

The hand bounces again. “It was just to keep me under control. Trust had nothing to do with
it. If I stepped out of line, or made a decision he did not approve… I paid for it.”

The Warrior frowns. She sits up, leaving behind the warm comfort of the pillows, and reaches
to capture the unhappy hand. “Even so…”

“Are you defending his actions?”

“No. I am glad for their outcomes, though.” She gives his fist a shake. “Without his
machinations, we would likely never have met.”

Varis heaves a sigh and flops back against the covers, his head coming to rest just over her
knees. She lets go of his hand to reach for his face.

“Who did you make High Legatus after you became the emperor?”

“No one,” says Varis. “I am still the High Legatus.”

“You’ve never thought to appoint a replacement?”

He grunts and closes his eyes. “There has not been the time for such matters. Not to mention
a very limited number of people I would even consider for the position.”

“What about Zenos?”

“What?” His pale eyes fly open. “Are you speaking in jest?”

“No. You’ve said it yourself that he’s good at what he does.”

Varis looks away. “I did, yes. However, he is far too young and inexperienced for the
position. I was nearly a decade older than he is now when I was elevated to the station of the
High Legatus.”

“But, you might consider it someday?”

“Perhaps. He will have to continue to prove himself, of course.” His lips pinch in thought,
and he glances back to meet her gaze. “Besides, there is no saying that the boy would even
want such a duty. I would not force it upon him. While I strove to gain the rank, I do not
know if Zenos seeks such. He has never expressed any real interest in taking the throne,
either…”

“As you said, he’s still young,” she says. “Maybe a few more years will give him time to
reveal his desires.”



“He yet lives, and so we shall see.”

“What about after he gets his new arm? Are you going to send him back to Ala Mhigo?”

Now Varis frowns in truth. “I do not know. For the sake of the illusion of peace in that region,
I may have to send him elsewhere.” He huffs out a sigh. “The situation is not aided by the
fact that I have received several petitions from both the Ala Mhigan resistance and various
leaders of the Eorzean states expressing a desire to meet in person and discuss the future of
Garlean activities in Aldenard.”

This is the first that the Warrior has heard of such missives. “You have? Since when?”

“Aye, the messages began to be dropped off at the doorstep of Castrum Centri only a few
days after the slaying of the eikon in Ala Mhigo.”

“Are you going to meet with them?”

“I have not yet had much time to put a great deal of consideration into the matter. I do not
intend to give up the lands of Gyr Abania, and so I do not believe that any meeting will end
peaceably.”

“I would go with you.”

“That would not be–” Varis stops himself, chin dipping briefly in thought. “Perhaps that
might be a prudent course of action. You are the Legatus of the forces still positioned in
Eorzea, after all. And, you are their hero. Your presence might act as a balm to their raw
nerves… and mine own.”

“Just keep me informed of your plans.”

“I shall.” He lets out a faint grunt as he sits up. “In the meantime, you should rest.”

“Will you stay with me?”

“I have more reports to read…” Varis trails off. He looks toward the study. “But, yes. Let me
retrieve the papers.”

And so the Warrior snuggles back under the covers. Varis leaves for a few minutes, but
returns with a sheaf of papers and a mug of coffee. He sits and reads, silently at first, but
eventually he begins to quietly read aloud. The words matter little to the Warrior–just status
reports for a legion stationed in a conquered land she has never heard of–but the mellow
pacing of Varis’ voice is enough to soothe her thoughts into quiet.

 

Dreaming again, she thinks.

She must be, for when the calming tones of Varis’ voice have faded from her ears, the
Warrior opens her eyes to find that she is standing in the middle of the former emperor’s



office. The room is warm and dark, lit only by a lamp that rests on the polished sable surface
of the emperor’s desk.

Definitely a dream, she tells herself. Varis had the desk broken into pieces.

There is a figure perched on the edge of the desk. She recognizes it as the Ascian, even
though his appearance is not what she had expected. He is garbed in Ascian robes, not
imperial finery, and his angular face is framed by long waves of hair that are as white as a
summer snow.

“Come to kill me in my dreams then, have you?”

A smirk plays across the Ascian’s lips. “Do you truly think you are dreaming?”

“I was in bed.”

“The minds of mortals are very easily led astray when they are relaxed and unguarded. You
may be protected by Hydaelyn, but I’m sure you would agree that she is not unparalleled in
that field.”

The Warrior thinks of her various trials, and knows that there is an unfortunate note of truth
to her enemy’s words.

“What do you want, then, Ascian?”

“Merely to speak with you in private, where no one might disturb us.”

She frowns and takes a few steps away, reluctant to turn her back on the man. “You are
wasting your time. I have no intention of turning traitor or anything like that.”

He arches a white eyebrow. “You say such things, but I am fully aware that you have already
turned traitor once in the last year. It does not seem to take much to convince you to do so.”

The Warrior grits her teeth. “I wouldn’t expect a fiend like you to be capable of
understanding my actions.”

“Try me.”

“I have not turned against the people of Eorzea. What I do here, I do to help keep them safe.”

Emet-Selch rolls his eyes and waves his right hand as though banishing her from his sight.
“How very trite. I have heard many a similar declaration in a stage play.”

“This is no fiction, Ascian! This is about the lives of real people!”

“Hmph. Hardly.” He sneers. “Not that it is worth my time to explain it to you.”

“Then, why bother? Why do you enjoy these theatrics?”



The curl of his lips lessens, and for a long moment the Ascian stares down at her without a
reply.

Finally: “As I said: it is not worth my time to explain it to you. Especially since you have
made it clear that you do not care about the feelings of this monster.”

The Warrior sighs. “Whoever I was to you in the past, in your past, you have to let it go.”

His frown reappears. “Are you sure you really want that? Right now, my attachments to your
past are the only thing presently keeping you alive.”

“You say that, but you have taken no real opportunity to snuff out my brief candle of life,
even when you have had countless opportunities to do so.” She grits her teeth. “If you keep
insisting on harassing me, I will double down on my efforts to find a way to kill you.”

“Such venom, from such a pretty mouth. You truly are a snake in the grass, aren’t you?”

“I’m not hiding anything!”

He stares at her again. “Perhaps you are not. I would advise you to keep your cards close to
your chest. Here in Garlemald, such vibrant kindness and honesty will only get you killed,
even were I not here to do it myself.”

“I am aware that there are still men in the senate and the ranks that are still more loyal to
Emperor Solus than Varis.”

“At least you are not entirely oblivious.”

The Warrior considers the various leaders of Garlemald that she has met over the last few
months, and cannot help but allow herself a small smirk. “However, I am also aware that
even the most loyal of old men can be swayed by a kind word and a sweet smile.” She
exaggeratedly bats her eyelashes. Emet-Selch swallows back an indignant noise, but cannot
stop the brief flush of pink on his cheeks.

“You always have been one to use your graces as a weapon.” He looks away until he has
recomposed himself. 

“If you were once so fond of me, why can you not just let me go and live in peace?”

Her words earn a snort from the Ascian. “Peace? There is no peace where you walk, Warrior
of Light. Though you act with the best of intentions, you are misguided and blinded to the
truth. And I cannot permit that to continue.”

“Then, enlighten me to the truth.”

“Oh, I cannot do that to you.” The ire fades from his demeanor as his gaze lingers on her
collarbone. “Such knowledge is beyond the capacity for comprehension of a delicate little
mortal like you.”

“So, you would have me be ignorant and dead?”



“‘Tis safer for us all.”

"If you won’t tell me anything, then I cannot see why it matters so much to you."

"Because, Warrior of Light, it is still the same lifetime to me. I have not died, I have not been
sundered, I have not forgotten."

“Well, I have never known.” She shakes her head. “So, either kill me or let me go. But, I will
not spend the rest of my life searching the shadows for you.”

They stare at each other.

It is Emet-Selch who breaks the silence.

“If those are your terms, my dear, then I suppose that leaves us only one option. I will see you
on the battlefield.”

He raises his right hand, and snaps.

 

When the Warrior returns to her senses, the space next to her in the bed is empty. She is
aware of this even before she opens her eyes and lifts her face from the too-warm pillow. The
bulk and weight and warmth of Varis’ presence is absent. For a moment she frets–what has
Emet-Selch done to him–but then she hears the familiar thudding cadence of his footsteps in
the hall.

“Ah, you are awake,” Varis rumbles once he reaches the doorway.

“Did I fall asleep?”

He cocks his head to the side and gives her a quizzical look. “I believe so. You were snoring
before I finished the tactical report from the Southern front.”

“Oh. I suppose I did, then.” The Warrior pushes herself into a seated position. “Where did
you go?”

“Our supper has arrived,” he says with a shrug. “I was merely letting in the servants.”

“Oh. Of course.” She rubs at her eyes.

“Are you alright? I can bring you a tray here in bed if you do not feel up to eating in the
sitting room.”

“No, I’m…” The Warrior rubs her eyes again. “Just had a strange dream.” She leaves out that
her dream had told her she was, in fact, not dreaming, and decides that less information is
better in this case. Knowing that his wicked grandsire still wishes her dead will not do
anything good for Varis’ digestion.

“Nothing too bad, I hope.”



“No, just…” She looks up at him. “You believe me, when I say that I have the best interests
of both Eorzea and Garlemald in my heart? That I care for everyone on this star, whether they
think themselves my enemy or not?”

His brows lift. “Of course I do. I know you, and I know your good heart. And I… I know that
these last few weeks have been hard on you. But I believe in you, my love.”

“Varis, I–” The Warrior falters as her stomach lets out a loud growl. “I think I’m hungry.”

He chuckles. “You have impeccable timing. Shall I carry you?”

“If you want.”

The Emperor is indeed quite keen on carrying his bride to be. He carefully extracts her from
the bedcovers, waiting for her to make herself comfortable before toting her out of their
bedroom and down the dark hallway. 

She is glad that Varis does not ask questions during their dinner. She is glad that he does not
wonder what she dreamt about, what bothered her so. The Warrior would tell him the truth if
he asked, but just as much she would rather not have to think about the Ascian while quietly
enjoying her beloved’s company.

Instead, it is she who poses a question while Varis is serving their dessert.

“So, any thoughts on what to do with Zenos when he is done with his recuperation?”

Varis’ sigh is scarcely audible as he refills his mug. “Some thoughts, yes.”

“You can share them with your advisor, if you’d like.” She smiles.

“Yes, yes, of course.”

He returns to his seat and sips his coffee for a moment before speaking again.

“Have you any familiarity with the southern lands of Ilsabard?”

She doesn’t hesitate to shake her head. “No, not at all. In Eorzea, much of the lands beyond
the continent of Aldenard are a complete mystery to us.”

“I see. Well, there are quite a few territories that were conquered by my grandsire decades
ago. Some of them remain moderately rebellious, even all these years later.” He glances at
her. “Yes, I know that is a recurring problem for Garlemald. I am not blind to the faults my
grandsire built into the system. They will take time to mend.”

“As long as you remain resolved to do so, then you know you have my support.”

Varis nods. “With you at my side, I truly believe that there is hope for Garlemald to be a
shining beacon for the world. As I… once thought it to be.”

“And Zenos?”



“Clean-up duty, in a fashion.” He picks up his fork and looks at the delicate pastry on his
plate. “The Fourth is overseeing a few territories down there, similar to how Zenos’ men
were overseeing Doma and Ala Mhigo. The legatus of the Fourth is…” Varis trails off and
stabs the tines into the crust of his dessert. “A matter of concern.”

“More than Zenos is?” The Warrior cannot help but smile.

“A different sort of concern. I have no question of Zenos’ loyalty to Garlemald. However, I
have heard murmurs of sedition from the spies I have stationed in Dalmasca. A troublesome
thought, and so I believe that I will send Zenos and his forces to deal with one of the other
territories that the Fourth watches over. One to the west, a miserable place called Bozja.”

“Never heard of it.”

“Perhaps you have heard mention of the ‘Bozja Incident’?”

She shakes her head.

“Consider yourself lucky, then.” Varis stares pensively at his fork while chewing a bite of
pastry. “That being said, I believe that the only way to deal with the Bozjan Resistance may
be to send Zenos to treat with them. The legatus of the Fourth has been most ineffective at
stymying their movement.”

“Zenos does his best talking with a blade.”

“He does.”

“Then, the Bozjans…” She frowns.

“They are as troublesome as the Ala Mhigans in their stubborn refusal to accept what
Garlemald has given them. There is no way to reforge, no way to rebuild if there is no
cessation of hostilities.”

“You never directly sicced Zenos on the Ala Mhigans,” she observes. “From what I’ve heard,
he just sat in the throne room and cut down soldiers who disappointed him.”

“For the most part, yes. I ordered him to use a, er, gentle hand. I am uncertain that it will fare
any better in Bozja than it did in Ala Mhigo.”

“Then, why send Zenos there?”

“Because, unfortunately, sometimes the heavier hand yields better results–for Garlemald as a
whole.”

“You know they will ask you why Doma was freed, but not them. What is the difference
between them? Why not just free every territory without a fight?”

“Aside from the fact that such an order would throw half the star into utter turmoil?” He
wags his fork at her. “I suppose the cheekier answer might be the more truthful one.”



“And, what is that?” She asks, but suspects she knows.

“Quite simply: my empress did not ask for their freedom.”

“And I know enough now not to make such a request.” The Warrior sighs. “I suppose Zenos
might be capable of just stomping around this Bozja place and intimidating them into
behaving, at least for a little while.”

“Long enough for me to deal with Ala Mhigo.”

They have discussed the fate of Ala Mhigo and its people in the past, but Varis has always
proven somewhat evasive on his answers regarding the situation. She thinks of the various
Ala Mhigans she has known. Patriotic and proud, perhaps a bit quick to throw a punch, but
not necessarily bad people.

“Would you at least consider showing them a little kindness?”

“I have told you: I am not giving up that territory.”

“I know, but…” She watches him shovel more of his dessert into his mouth, an increasingly
petulant turn to the corners of his lips. “Maybe try to help them not hate being Garlean so
much.”

Varis frowns around his fork.

“They are good, hardworking people, just like any other citizen of Garlemald,” the Warrior
says. “Don’t they deserve to be treated accordingly?”

He sighs. “Do you really mean that? Or are you just being sweet?”

“What?”

“That you believe the people of Garlemald to be good.”

“Of course I do.” She studies his pinched expression. “Varis, just because your grandsire led
them into darkness, does not mean they have to stay there.”

“So you have advised me before.”

“And, so I still believe it to be true.” She touches the back of his hand. “The decisions are
still yours to make, Varis. Look at the world with your own eyes, not those of your grandsire.
His were plainly clouded by something far worse than just the usual misery in a man’s heart.”

“I am yet tainted by his darkness.”

“But, that is not all there is in your heart. I know that to be true. Just as I know that at least a
small shade of darkness lives in the hearts of every man and woman.”

There is doubt in his voice: “Even yours?”



The Warrior smiles. “Especially mine.”

Chapter End Notes
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Chapter 55

The calendar hanging on the wall over Varis’ study desk is marked with many things: the
lunar cycle, the expected dates of the Warrior’s menses, reminders of meetings of enough
importance to be remembered, and so on. Letters in dark blue ink also indicate the date of the
vernal equinox. Spring in most of Eorzea means the thawing of the land and the return of
vibrant green plantlife. Or in UI’dah, at least, it meant that one could no longer see their
breath early in the mornings. She can only wonder what spring in Garlemald might be like, as
even when she had arrived in the late summer the land had been already locked in a layer of
snow.

Having not left the palace since she and Varis’ short sabbatical elsewhere in the city, the
Warrior decides to venture outside. She dresses and heads down the cool halls, her guard in
tow. The centurion fortunately sees no cause to protest her venture.

She exits out into the courtyard near the library. It is, as it has been every other time she has
ventured out the door, completely covered in a blanket of white. The walkway has been
scraped clean of snow, and the dark gray paving stones cut a sharp line through the smooth
white lumps that fill the remaining space. It is a somewhat sunny day, and the light that
streams through the thin cloud cover is less blue and more bright than in weeks passed. She is
distracted from her admiration of the sky by a soft noise of apprehension from the centurion.

Lowering her gaze, the Warrior notices a figure standing out among the snow draped
shrubbery. It is the prince, his long hair tucked under the collar of the long furry white cloak
that nearly camouflages him to his surroundings. He is motionless, back to the door.

The centurion whispers: “Lady Lux…” She half turns to look at them.

“Honestly, Caspian. Stop acting like he’s a wild animal that’s going to bite me.”

“I am continually baffled by your belief that he isn’t, my Lady.”

The Warrior sighs and waves at the door. “Stay over there, then. I will be fine.” She watches
the centurion shuffle into place before turning her attention back to the prince. Zenos has not
moved, and the only real indication that he is a man and not a snow statue is the gentle
ruffling of his cloak collar in the morning breeze.

She calls: “Zenos, what are you doing out here?”

At first he does not respond, and the Warrior assumes that he is trying to ignore her. It seems
to be his preferred behavior when he wishes to be left alone. She is certain he knows of her
arrival. Keen as he is, the man probably knew she was approaching even before she pushed
open the heavy courtyard door. She considers leaving him be.

The Warrior barely hears him murmur: “In a few weeks, these grounds will be quite
appealing.” His head turns incrementally to the left. “However briefly.”



She takes a few steps closer. The wind gusts briefly and she pulls a fold of her scarf up over
her nose and mouth. 

“I find that hard to believe,” she admits.

Zenos is silent for another long moment. Then, he shifts his weight on the pathway to face
her.

He says: “You just have to know where to look.”

The prince casts a swift glance around, then paces a few yalms over to a flat place in the
snow cover. His cloak fans out behind him as he squats. Zenos drives the bare fingers of his
left hand into the snow, and the Warrior hears the cracking of ice. He pulls away a slab of ice
hardened snow a fulm square and tosses it aside. Wondering what the prince is up to, the
Warrior stands at his side and inspects the ground that he has uncovered. There is grass
present, silvery and withered and dusted with a powdering of snow that likely fell before she
ever stepped foot in Garlemald.

Among the decay rest two flowers. They are minute and delicate, each white petal laced with
pale blue at the edges and no larger than her thumbnail.

“How did you…?”

The prince’s hand moves with precision as he brushes a few small clumps of snow from one
of the little blossoms. “These are my great-grandmother’s spring flowerbeds. My great-
grandsire said she was foolish to try to keep them going from year to year, but.. It could be
said this was only one of many foolish things she did.”

“They’re lovely little flowers.”

Zenos shrugs his broad shoulders and rises to his feet. “They are known as Garlean Snow
Lilies, and are usually the first to bloom. They are as hearty and persistent as the people of
this land.” He stares at the ground. “In times long past, they were also referred to as
‘Halone’s Shrouds’, blooms meant to bury with the dead after the end of the long winter.”

The Warrior thinks that an unusual name, given that the Garleans are presently without faith,
but decides not to address the matter. She lightly presses her hand to his back. 

“You never told me what you were doing out here.”

“Just getting some fresh air,” he rattles out. “You?”

“The same, honestly.” She laughs. “It’s so easy to just stay inside for days at a time,
especially when the weather thinks it appropriate to have three blizzards in a week. I haven’t
quite gotten used to not wandering the countryside in search of adventure just yet.”

“Did you prefer that lifestyle?”

“I don’t know. But, it was nice to meet new people, see new places and learn about how
others live. It gave me a better perspective on my own place on this star.”



“I should suppose that, as empress, the people will come to you, rather than the other way
around.”

“I guess so. But, I don’t think I’d mind being sent on a diplomatic mission now and then. You
know, to help improve Garlemald’s image.”

“You would be more successful if the people were afraid of you.”

She laughs again and shakes her head. “I would be surprised if you thought any differently,
Zenos.” The Warrior gives his back a soft pat and steps away. “Alright, I will leave you to
your fresh air.”

“Yes.” Zenos stares down at the little white flowers. “Of course.”

 

The Warrior returns to the relative warmth of the palace interior, though she wonders if there
might be another place outside where she might go walking with minimal supervision. She
remembers her first walk through these halls with Julia, and of how impossibly confusing the
building was to her at the time. Now, she knows the layout well enough to be able to recall
where a few other potential exits are to be found.

“You’re very brave, Lady Lux,” the centurion chirps behind her. The Warrior sighs as she
repositions her scarf.

“I don’t think I am.”

“I do.”

“I’m not afraid of Zenos,” she says. “He’s just a man. We have moved beyond our initial
reservations.”

“He’s terrifying,” says the centurion. “He could crush me with–well, with one hand.”

The Warrior just laughs at the trepidation of her guard.

“Aren’t you afraid of anyone, Lady Lux?”

She frowns, thinking of the Ascians. “Of course I am.”

“I pray I never run into them.”

So do I, the Warrior thinks. 

 

She dismisses the centurion for the afternoon and begins to make her way back to the royal
suite for lunch. To her surprise, Julia is standing outside the doors.

“Is something wrong?”



“Oh, no, my Lady. His Radiance requested that you meet him in the-'' The guard pauses in
thought. “I don’t suppose there is an official title for the room now? Your parlor, my Lady.
The fabric samples you requested arrived, and he stated that midday had the best lighting for
selecting such things.”

The Warrior smiles. “He would know better than I do. I’ve never really been one for
decorating. Let me take off my coat, and then I’ll head back that way.”

Varis is indeed waiting for her in the former emperor’s office when she arrives. He is
standing before the tall windows, fingers curled in thought against his chin as he gazes down
at a table covered in long samples of fabric.

“Perhaps you missed your calling, dear. I’m sure there’s a market for interior decorating
among the city’s elite.”

“Oh, I do not know one silk from the next.” His armor rattles as he gestures at the samples.
“But, these are as you requested. The best that the empire has to offer. And one from Doma.”

The Warrior studies the various patterns and shades of blue. “They’re all lovely, Varis. Are
there any you’re particularly fond of?”

“This is your room, not mine,” he says.

“Yes, but I want you to like the decorations, too.” She smiles. “Otherwise, you won’t want to
visit me, if you consider the room to be an eyesore.”

“I can close my eyes,” he says in a teasing tone. The Warrior laughs and traces her fingers
over the smooth surface of the fabric.

“Now, is this just for curtains, or–” Her words fail her at a prick of pain in the back of her
neck. She knows what it means, and even as she turns, the flare of her Echo is unmistakable.

“I am glad to see that you are not completely blind.” Emet-Selch is as irritatingly smug as
ever. While his face is still that of Emperor Solus, he is wearing the black Ascian robes that
the Warrior has become familiar with over the years. Maybe it is just the robes, but there is
something darker about the man today that immediately puts the Warrior on edge. She is
aware of Varis bristling next to her.

“What are you doing here?” he growls.

“I got bored,” says the Ascian. He lifts his right hand, and the Warrior sees the lamplight
gleam along the metallic surface of claws that grace his glove. “I have other matters to tend
to, and so I thought I would finish with this mess.”

“You–”

“You will be silent, boy, and watch.” Emet-Selch grimaces and bares his teeth at the other
man. “You will stand there like a good little boy, and observe what happens when you fail to
behave.”



The Warrior quickly scans the room, but the space is utterly devoid of anything that she
might use as a weapon to defend she and Varis.

“This is it, then?” The Warrior tries to keep her voice steady. “You’re just going to execute
me, like some kind of–of–”

“War criminal?” the Ascian offers with a smirk. “Yes, I am. Your crimes are beyond
counting, Warrior of Light, and for that I shall put you to death. No longer shall you be a
scourge to my people. Not in this lifetime, at the least. Perhaps your soul will be better
behaved the next time around.”

“I don’t even get a chance to defend myself?”

“No. Lahabrea made that mistake. Igeyorhm and Nabriales made that mistake. Every one of
my kin who has been foolish enough to face you in combat has died. I shall not follow the
same path of reckless destruction.” Dark aether curls around his clawed fingertips. “Fear not,
my dear. I shall make this quick. Not painless–you do not deserve that much courtesy. But
quick.”

Varis is motionless at her side, but she still hears him growl out: “Do not touch her, you
fiend!”

Emet-Selch shifts his gaze to Varis, and then back to the Warrior. “I pity you, I do. How
much better your lives would have gone, had you simply stuck to the roles in which you were
cast. You were always meant to be enemies. Never bedfellows.”

“That is not for you to decree,” says the Warrior.

“Ah, but it is for me to correct.” The darkness pools in the Ascian’s outstretched palm, and a
sinister crimson glow flickers within the mass. “Until next we meet, Warrior of Light.”

In that moment, the Warrior is defenseless, and can only pray that the Light will save her.

She is aware of movement–of a twisting bolt of livid darkness streaking from Emet-Selch’s
hand–and then a wall of white and a shrieking of metal block her awareness of the attack.

The Warrior stares, dumbfounded. The sound of the parlor door banging against the wall
belatedly meets her ears. She blinks several times until her vision focuses. The tower of white
before her is not, as she had mistakenly believed, a shield of Light. It is merely the brilliant
white cloak that yet clings to Zenos’ back. The prince stands before her, left arm extended. A
gunblade is gripped tenaciously in his hand, and the last remaining sparks of dark aether are
dissipating along the length of the blade. 

“Zenos–what–”

“How dare you, you miserable little whelp!” Emet-Selch growls his words out with a
startling ferocity. Again, as she heard before in the bathing room, there is something dark and
monstrous in the man’s voice. “Be gone with you!”



With nothing more than a flick of the Ascian’s right hand, Zenos is thrown bodily against the
wall.

“Zenos!” The Emperor’s cry echoes her own, and she is aware of him straining against
whatever foul magic is holding him in place. The prince rolls away from the scuff he has left
in the wallpaper and pushes himself to his feet.

“Is that the best you can do?” Zenos growls and picks up his gunblade. Another blast of
magic from the Ascian knocks him again into the wall.

“Know your place, boy, before I remove you from it!”

“Zenos, stop!” the Warrior cries out. “Why are you doing this?”

“Not for Father,” Zenos says with a shake of his head. “No, for myself. I will not stand to
lose another mother to this monster.”

“Mother?!” Emet-Selch spits the word with incredulous venom. “Your mother is long dead,
child! I wrung the life from her with my own hands!” At a choked noise from Varis, the
Ascian rolls his eyes. “I did not literally strangle the woman. As though I would touch the
harlot. I had her poisoned.”

“Why?” whispers Varis. The Ascian sneers at him.

“That woman was given her chance! I gave her ample warning, ample opportunity to take her
coin and go back home after the babe was born, but she refused to listen.” He waves his hand
at Zenos. “She refused, and so I had her killed. Simple as that.”

Words that the Warrior thought she had hallucinated weeks ago echo in her memory.

I will give you one chance to cease your meddling. Forget the boy. Leave. Go back home, and
do not return. Should you fail to obey this very simple order, well… I will simply say that you
will wish you had.

“And now you would kill me, too,” she whispers. Emet-Selch scoffs.

“You are a far greater threat than that simpleminded woman ever was, and you know it.” His
fingers curl, and she hears a faint noise of pain escape the prince. “You bring hope and Light
and life to a land where it does not belong.”

“It belongs here in Garlemald as much as anywhere else,” says the Warrior. “It is you, your
hate and discord that have no place here.”

“Those are the building blocks of this empire! They are baked into the very stones of its
foundation–”

“Then I will cleanse this land of its demons!” The Warrior shouts. Driven forward by a flash
of anger, she steps closer to Emet-Selch. “I will bring the Light to Garlemald, and I will make
it a true beacon for the whole star!”



The Ascian’s eyes are widened and manic. He parts his lips to speak again, but the Warrior
lurches forward and grabs him by the wrist. His aether burns at her skin, but she does not
loosen her grip on the dark silk of his glove.

“And we will start with you leaving Zenos be. He is not yours to torment and plot against any
longer! Neither is Varis, and neither am I!”

Emet-Selch stares at her. Through clenched teeth, the Warrior hears him whisper: “It is truly a
pity you were not born sixty years earlier. You will truly make an exceptional empress.”

The sting of aether against her skin fades, and she hears Zenos cough.

He tugs his hand free and nearly stumbles away from the Warrior. His voice is still low when
he speaks again, but the rancor has faded from his intonation.

“You were right, though. I have never had it in my heart to kill you. I do not think I could live
with myself if I did. I just wanted you to stop interfering.”

Emet-Selch heaves a sigh so heavy that the Warrior thinks she can smell the faint perfume of
death on his breath. His shoulders sag forward, and his spine bends under some unknowable
weight.

“Very well. I suppose it is as Elidibus says–my time and energy would be better spent on
other ventures.” He rights himself from the weary slouch and takes a few steps closer. “Live
and thrive, Warrior of Light. Build Garlemald to loftier heights than even I ever managed.”
He smirks. “It will bring me all the greater pleasure to tear it down when you are gone.”

“I’m never leaving Garlemald,” the Warrior says.

“We shall see.” His lids are heavy as he stares at her a final time. “I will be keeping an eye on
you, my dear. Do not think your actions will go unnoticed.”

“I pray that you Ascians take notes.” 

He smirks at her. “I shall, if no one else.”

The Warrior bristles at his resilient smugness. “If I can ask one thing of you, Emet-Selch.”

“Go ahead.”

She holds his gaze and leans in closer. “Fuck off.”

His dark brows arch, and rather than show insult, the Ascian looks a touch amused. Emet-
Selch looks to Varis.

“Enjoy your savage bride, my dear grandson.” He chuckles. “She may yet be the death of
you.”

Emet-Selch takes a few steps backwards, and a swirling violet portal opens behind him. He
looks to the Warrior, and flashes a brief, forlorn half smile.



“Farewell for now, sunshine.”

Another step back, and the Ascian and his portal are gone.

The Warrior stares at the spot where the man once stood, only half aware of Varis hurrying to
where Zenos is leaning against the tattered wall. He hovers near Zenos, somehow looming
over him even though his son is only a few ilms shorter than he. The prince grimaces as his
father touches his jaw.

“Are you alright?”

“I am fine,” Zenos growls. He brushes Varis’ hand away and shakes his head. “I am not a
child that needs coddling, Father.”

“Of course you are, you’re my boy.” Varis shakes his head. “You did something very, very
foolish and reckless, Zenos.” He pats the younger man’s shoulder. “Thank you.”

“I do not need thanking. I did not do it for you.”

The Emperor sighs. “I know. Mayhap one day you will understand my thanksgiving.”

Zenos looks away and brushes past his father. “Do not concern yourself with my wellbeing.
You should tend to Lady Lux’s hurts.”

“I’m fine, Zenos,” the Warrior says. “Thanks in part to your timely intervention.”

He looks away. “You would have allowed yourself to be hurt by that monster.”

Varis and the Warrior watch as the prince strides out of the room. Once the door has swung
shut, Varis runs a hand over his face.

“Are you okay, my love?” She approaches him and touches his hand. She is surprised to find
it trembling.

“No. Not really. I–” His voice pinches off in his throat and he roughly shakes his head. “I
need to return to our quarters before I make a fool of myself.” The thick catch in his throat
tells her he is trying not to cry.

“Okay. I think I could use a bit of a lie down, myself.”

 

It is a strange thing, the Warrior thinks, but the air in the dark corridors of the palace feels
slightly different as she and Varis hurry their way back to the relative privacy of the royal
suite. Varis is tense and silent at her side, yes, but the echoing halls themselves lack the subtle
tension that she has come to associate with them. Perhaps the Ascian’s presence has indeed
withdrawn from the palace. She knows it to be tired, wishful thinking, but the shadows cast
by the blue and gold lights do appear to be just that–empty shadows.



She lets out a sigh of relief as Varis closes the door behind them. He does not stop, armor
rattling with the man’s urgent steps as he beelines for the back of the suite. Not a single piece
of armor is removed before Varis reaches the bed and collapses upon it. The sound of
weeping meets the Warrior’s ears as she climbs up next to him on the mattress. Mindful of his
armor, she tucks herself under his arm and snuggles against his shaking side.

She wants to tell him that everything is okay, that they’re both alive and safe. She wants to,
but the words feel trite and forced on her tongue, so she swallows them down and remains
silent. Still, Varis responds to her presence, pressing his face into her hair and wrapping his
arms around her.

The Warrior is fairly certain that her hair is damp by the time her lover’s tears begin to slow.
It takes him a long time to quiet, and even when he does he does not let her go.

Finally, she manages to whisper: “We’re okay, Varis.”

He whispers: “Truly?”

“Yes, my love.”

They are silent again for a long time.

“Do you think Zenos is okay? He got thrown pretty hard.”

Varis hums softly. “He is a resilient man.”

“I still want to check on him.”

She feels the soft huff of his breath against her scalp, though it feels more like an amused
snort than a sigh. His grip relaxes on her.

“Very well. Go and check in on him, and I will get changed out of my armor. And…freshen
up a bit.”

“Are you sure? I won’t leave you alone if you don’t want to be.”

“No, I…” Varis shifts his weight and rolls onto his back with a grunt. “I need a few minutes
alone.”

The Warrior sits up and stretches her arms over her head. “Very well. I won’t be gone long. I
just want to make sure he isn’t in pain and trying to hide it again.” She bends over him to
press a soft kiss to his lips. “He isn’t strong enough to cry it out like you.”

“Thank you.” He returns the kiss. “Why not invite the boy to dinner? We have not eaten in
the dining hall recently. I would… like him to attend.”

She smiles and kisses him again. “I’ll offer.”

 



Annia and Julia are standing at their posts out in the hall. They immediately look to the
Warrior when she emerges from the suite.

Julia asks: “Is everything alright, my Lady? Lord Varis missed a meeting.”

“Oh, yes. We just–Varis has a lot on his mind that he needed to work over.”

The guards nod. “I’m sure the meeting wasn’t as important.”

“Surely not,” she agrees. “Have you heard word of Zenos?”

“He was reported returning to his quarters some time ago,” says Annia.

“Oh. Good. I’m just going to go check on him.”

“Did you want an escort?”

She smiles at the guards. “No, that won’t be necessary. I know the way.”

Indeed, the Warrior finds herself quite comfortable and secure in her steps as she wends her
way through the halls to Zenos’ quarters. The guards all nod, some salute, and more than one
chirps out a polite ‘good afternoon!’ as she passes.

The guard nearest to Zenos’ rooms speaks up at her approach. “Lord Zenos was in a
somewhat sour disposition upon his return, Lady Lux. I would advise caution.”

She pauses. “Sour? Did he say something?”

The guard hesitates before shaking his head. “No, my Lady. But, I have been doing this job
for a long time. I know when the prince is in a foul mood. I wouldn’t have kept my head this
long if I hadn’t.”

“I see.” The Warrior looks to the prince’s door. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

She knocks on the door. There is no response, and so she tries punching her door key into the
locking panel. To her only mild surprise, the door chirps and unlocks.

The Warrior knocks on the door again as she pushes it open.

“Zenos? Are you awake? I'm sorry, I didn’t mean to disturb you.” A quick look around the
room shows everything to be tidy–the bed is neatly made, there are no stray weapons lying
about, and only one or two books are not in place on their shelves. The prince himself is
seated at his desk, posture stiff, his head inclined slightly downward as though he is studying
the binder lying open before him.

Zenos just grunts softly in response.

The Warrior takes that as permission to enter and closes the door. Zenos does not move as she
approaches, and only tips his head to look up at her when she has nearly reached his location.



“You need not come and fuss over me,” he says softly. She smiles at the younger man.

“Perhaps not, but I wanted to check on how you were doing. You were… the Ascian threw
you rather hard against that wall, Zenos.”

“I am aware. He did no permanent damage.” His left hand lifts to touch the metal fixture on
his right shoulder. “However, I did… concede to taking a painkiller when I returned to my
room.”

“Good. There’s no need for you to suffer, especially because of me.”

Zenos frowns and looks away.

“Tell me something, Zenos. How did you… how did you know to come to the parlor? Last I
saw, you were outside prowling in the snow.”

“I…” His fingers trail over the gleaming socket. “There was a fire in my mind. It was almost
as though in the flames I could see you and Father, and the Ascian. I–” Zenos falters, and his
hand falls limply against the desktop. He whispers: “I could not ignore it.”

The Echo, thinks the Warrior. She decides not to press him over the matter.

“Well, thank you all the same. I don’t know what would have happened if you had not
intervened.”

“There is no point in fretting over what might have happened. It did not happen.”

“Still… thank you.”

“You are welcome.” Now his languid blue gaze returns to her face. “Is that all?”

“Actually, no. Your father and I were going to take our supper in the dining hall tonight, and
Varis wished for me to ask you to attend.”

Zenos’ lips curl into a habitual frown. “He did?”

“Yes. It’s up to you, of course.”

“I will consider it…” He trails off, and then shakes his head. “No, I will be in attendance.
Have the guard alert me of the time.”

The Warrior smiles happily. “I’ll make sure there are sufficient mashed popotoes for
everyone.”

The prince stares at her. He gives her a small nod. “Yes, I would like that. Thank you.”



Chapter 56

There is a blizzard on the first day of Spring. The Warrior cannot say she is entirely surprised.

She wonders: “Will the flowers in the gardens be alright?”

“Of course they will be,” Varis says. “They are Garlean flowers.”

“Oh.” This is something of a comfort. “I wonder if there could be a market for Garlean
flowers in Ishgard.”

“Ishgard?” he echoes in a doubtful tone. “I would suppose they import their floral goods from
Gridania, yes?”

“Well, yes. But the Ishgardians love trying to outdo each other in whatever they’ve decided
the latest fashionable thing is. I think they might like the idea of flowers that grow despite the
constant cold and snow.”

Varis cocks his head as he looks down at her. “You really are intent on opening trade between
Garlemald and Eorzea, aren’t you?”

“Every little bit helps.” She smiles. “Maybe a nice gift of some flowers to the leaders of
Ishgard might warm them up to the idea.”

“Do they have an official leader, since the…death of the Archbishop?”

“You mean since their Archbishop turned himself into an eikon, which I in turn had to slay
for the safety of the realm?”

He smiles thinly. “Just so.”

“Well, there’s no one wearing a crown or any other sort of big fancy hat,” she says. “At least,
not that I’m aware of. Last I visited, they had created a sort of ruling council, where leaders
of the High and Low houses meet to discuss and decide on business for the nation. Aymeric–
the Lord Commander, that is–is the leader of that whole mess. I don’t envy him for all of
that.”

“And yet you are keen to become empress.”

“That’s different.”

Varis pauses in scratching out notes on a sheet of paper. “Is it? There will be high
expectations placed on you, my dear. The eyes of the whole empire will be upon your every
move, their ears upon your every word, and so on.”

The Warrior shrugs. “That’s not really all that different from what I’ve dealt with as the
Warrior of Light. Just a new audience. I mean, the Ishgardians were extremely skeptical and
critical of me when I first arrived on their frozen doorsteps. Some of them still aren’t really



all that fond of me, even after everything I did to aid them.” She looks at the radiator. “The
same thing goes for Ul’dah, honestly. And Gridania. The only state I can say that welcomed
me without any real skepticism was Limsa Lominsa.”

“I’m sure they appreciated your swagger,” he quips. The Warrior laughs and shakes her head.
She settles back into the couch cushions and glances at the book that lays forgotten on her
thigh.

“They needed help, and so they welcomed me in. Same with everyone else. I mean, in
Ishgard it didn’t hurt that Aymeric was completely smitten with me as soon as we met.
Friends in high places, and the like.”

“The feeling was mutual, I am sure,” says Varis. “I have heard he is an attractive man.”

“Well, he is, yes, but no I wasn’t really all that keen on him at first. I thought he was shady as
hell. No way someone that pretty and precise and polite wasn’t hiding some kind of nasty
ulterior motive.” She stretches and picks up her half emptied glass of wine. “Turns out I was
wrong about him.”

“And now?”

“Eh, it wouldn’t have worked out in the long run. We both had too much work to do that was
too mutually exclusive to permit any kind of lasting relationship that went beyond sex.” She
shrugs. “The sex was okay.”

Varis chuckles and trades his inkpen for his glass. “Just ‘okay’?”

The Warrior feels a heat on her cheeks that she cannot blame on their afternoon of casually
working through a bottle of wine. “I–I mean, he was attentive and enthusiastic and
everything…” She takes a sip and mumbles into her glass. “Though, I’m not entirely sure the
threesome wasn’t just an excuse to get intimate with his best friend.”

She is aware of Varis slowly turning his head to look more directly at her. His brows are
lifted, but his lips are still pulled in amusement.

“I knew you were an adventurer, my love, but I did not think it was of that sort.”

“Oh hush!” She picks up the nearly empty bottle and refills her glass. “You’re partially to
blame for that, anyways.”

“Am I, now?” Another chuckle. “Please do explain. I cannot say I have ever met the Lord
Commander in person, let alone without his clothing being in attendance.”

She looks into her glass, watching the blue light play along the slightly quivering maroon
surface. “It was after the first time you and I met and had sex. You weren’t wrong then, you
know. It had been a long time since I’d… taken care of those particular needs. And so after I
returned to Ishgard, the next time Aymeric invited me to drinks… I said yes.”

“Just the one time?”



“Oh, no. More than once, although I didn’t keep an exact tally.” She smiles. “But, if I hadn’t
had that encounter with you, I don’t know if I would have ever taken him up on his offer.”

“Well, I am glad you were able to keep yourself entertained while we were apart.”

“I don’t know if I really thought about it like that. It isn’t like I went ‘Well, killed five
heretics today and chased off some dragons, I think I’ll get myself some dick.’”

Varis bursts out laughing. He nearly knocks his glass over before recovering some of his
composure. The Warrior smiles and wets her tongue with more wine.

“There were quite a few men in Ishgard who were eager to take a tumble with their hero,” she
says. “I only indulged a few, of course. I’m the Warrior of Light, not some floozy in the
Brume.”

“Well, now I am all the more flattered to know that you chose to come to Garlemald. Twice.”

“I didn’t love any of them. I mean–Ishgard is lovely, but it isn’t where I was meant to be.”
She drains the last of her glass. “Garlemald is. This is where I should be, where I am needed
more than anywhere else on the star. I can help the whole world from right here. With you,
Varis.”

His voice is thick as he whispers her name. “It will be my joy and honor to aid you.”

The Warrior beams at him. “I can’t do it without you.”

With an exchange of fond looks, they lapse back into peaceful quiet. The Warrior returns her
attention to her tome, and the Emperor to his missives. Some time passes–enough for her to
read several pages–before the silence is broken again.

“Did you mean what you said to Emet-Selch?” Varis asks. “About bringing the Light to
Garlemald and all of that.” The Warrior looks up, surprised. Varis and Zenos have both been
rather evasive when it came to speaking about what occurred with the Ascian. To her, both
men have seemed content to pretend that none of it happened, and so she has chosen to let the
subject remain unaddressed. 

“I was speaking in anger,” she says. “But, yes, I did.”

His face is tilted in her direction, but for a moment his eyes are unfocused. Then he blinks,
and asks: “How do we do that?”

Realizing that he is, in fact, not interested in speaking about Emet-Selch, the Warrior pushes
that confrontation from her mind and focuses on his question. “Well, I suppose for starters
you have to work on making the conquered peoples of Garlemald feel welcome and wanted.”

“As you have said before.”

“How do you think such things should be done?” She looks at Varis and watches as his brow
furrows around his third eye. “It’s not a trick question, dear. What would you be doing for
Garlemald, were I not here?”



“I do not know,” he says. “I am uncertain that the thought of making the conquered feel
included would have ever really occurred to me, had I not met you.”

“And, now that you have?”

“My grandsire only ever viewed the conquered peoples as a resource. They were to be used
to further Garlemald’s conquest of the star. If they suffered for it, he did not care. They meant
nothing to him. Even less than I had previously thought, with recent revelations.” He looks
into his empty glass. “Before I met you, I admittedly did not have a great deal of contact with
any of the conquered peoples. I was a prince, and it was arranged that most of my officers
and confidants were native to Garlemald proper. From Regula to even the lowest advisor in
my court, they were all Garlean. I claimed to care about the empire, but only really knew part
of it.”

“You had the grace to care at all. That’s more than can be said about some.”

“Perhaps so. That being said, I must admit I do not know how to provide for the wants and
needs of a people who are completely foreign to me.”

The Warrior slowly nods. “I understand. In the simplest terms, what I can tell you from all of
my travels is that people are people. It doesn’t really matter where they’re from, or the
circumstances of their birth. At the end of the day, deep down everyone's the same. We all
need food and water and shelter, and we need someone to care about us.”

Varis stares at her. His eyes slowly widen, as though some mystery of the universe is being
revealed to him. Perhaps it is, she thinks.

He murmurs: “And that mindset is why you find it so easy to be kind to even the greatest of
your enemies.”

“That’s right. Who’s to say? Your greatest enemy might just be a friend you haven’t had the
chance to get to know yet.” She extends her hand over the back of the sofa. “Or a lover.”

“Ah.” Varis sets the glass down and leans to take her hand. “Imagine if I had been foolish
enough to turn you away.”

“We all would have been at a loss for it.”

He rises from his desk and rounds the settee to sit next to her, never releasing his hold on her
hand. “You’re comfortable here, yes? Happy?” His voice trembles as he says: “I want you to
be happy, wherever you are.”

She smiles and squeezes his hand. “I would tell you if I was unhappy, Varis.”

He whispers: “I am so happy.”

The Warrior cannot help but laugh at his bashful statement. She scoots closer and kisses his
jaw. “I’m happy that you're happy.”

Varis smiles.



“Now, as for your subjects, willing or otherwise… Hmm. We’ve talked about lowering the
taxes. Which I know is not a popular option, but one that would be a step towards reducing
the animosity the locals feel toward their new masters. Second step would be doing away
with that whole ‘masters’ line of thought. If you want them to be happy, or at least willing
citizens of Garlemald, then you have to treat them with the same care you do those who were
born in northern Ilsabard.”

He rumbles in thought. “Perhaps… Working some of the taxes back in to support the people
the taxes were taken from. Not just to pay the soldiers who are stationed there.”

She smiles. “That’s a thought. I know in Eorzea, transportation and safety on the roads is
always an issue. I’m sure it’s the same in other nations. Maybe rededicate some troops to
keeping the roads safe. Make upgrades to the roads in places where they exist, and add some
roads to help the people connect more.” She perks at an idea. “Oh, or trains. I haven’t been
on one, but I’ve heard about the ones that Garlemald runs. Maybe something like that?”

“Repurposing the trains used to move our troops to instead let the citizenry move about? That
is an interesting idea.” Varis scratches at his chin. “What else?”

“Gracious,” she says with a laugh, “I didn’t know there was going to be an inquiry after I’d
been in my cups.”

“I can open another bottle, if you think that might help.”

“No, no.” The Warrior rests her head against his arm. “Food, water, a bed with a roof over
one’s head, those are all important to even the smallest of men.” She thinks of her own
friends and family back in Eorzea. “There is one thing that makes the people of Garlemald
different, though. I’m not sure you would be able to completely understand.”

“I will try, if you will elaborate.”

“Religion. I know that Garlemald has no place for it, but most of the rest of the star is quite
dependent on their faith to keep them going. When you conquer a people and outlaw their
religion, you’re ripping out a piece of their very souls. The only thing they can use to fill the
hole that is left behind is resentment to their conquerors.”

Varis frowns, but the Warrior can tell that he is mulling over her words. “Religion has long
been viewed as a barbaric practice here. My grandsire made certain that it was banned in the
conquered lands, as he feared it would lead to the summoning of eikons by resistance
groups.”

“Well, he wasn’t really wrong about that. But, the summoning of the eikon in Gyr Abania
also goes to prove that the faith of the subjugated didn’t vanish simply because it was
outlawed.”

He muses in silence for a moment. “What about you? Do you carry any… religious beliefs?”

“Me? Well, maybe I’ve spent too much time in Ishgard, but I’ve found myself to be rather
fond of Halone.”



“Which god is that?”

“She’s one of the Twelve, the pantheon that is worshipped to varying degrees in Eorzea.
She’s the guardian deity of Ishgard. Ice element, goddess of war.” The Warrior shrugs. “The
Ishgardians put a lot of faith into her. It’s not a perfect system, but… it keeps them grounded,
I think.”

“And, you believe this is the case for other nations as well?”

“To some degree. If nothing more than giving people something to draw strength and hope
from.”

“I see. I will have to put some thought into this before we go to Ala Mhigo.”

She touches his hand. “Really?”

“Yes. If you believe it to be a good idea, then I am trusting your advice. You know the people
of the world beyond Garlemald far better than I do.”

“I want you to get to know everyone better.”

His fingers curl against hers. “As do I.”

 

The next few days are quiet, but for the blustery weather outside. The Emperor busies
himself with his business, and the Warrior passes time reading various reports that have come
in from Gyr Abania. She calls the Scions once or twice to confirm some of the details that
strike her as more outlandish.

“Would they really do that?” she wonders over the line.

“Sabotage their own food supplies, before the start of the growing season?” Thancred snorts.
“Yes, they would. They seem to think they are spiteing the empire by doing so, but really
they’re just making themselves hungry.”

“Do the Garleans take food as a tithe?”

He hums in thought. “Some during the fall harvest season, of course. During the winter
we’ve only seen them collect coin.”

“So they’re starving themselves, to what end?”

“Not themselves specifically,” Thancred says. “They’re denying food to the ones viewed as
imperial supporters. People working to help repair and maintain the palace.”

The Warrior looks at the papers spread before her on Varis’ desk. “That does explain this
report, then. Varis didn’t understand the discrepancy in the numbers, and the legatus hasn’t
been responding regarding the inquiries.”



“What report is that, Warrior?”

“The Sixth has been requesting more food supplies to be sent to Ala Mhigo through the
supply chain. More than what is really needed for their troops and those of the Twelfth who
are still present.” The Warrior picks up a pen and scratches out a note on a small piece of
paper. “She’s been feeding the Ala Mhigans under her employ.”

“Is that a bad thing?” The spy’s tone is cautious.

“I don’t think so. But, she wouldn’t admit to it because then that would be admitting that the
locals are still causing problems that she hasn’t been able to resolve.”

“Ah. Too proud to admit shortcomings, but not too proud to be generous.”

“Yes, something to that effect.”

“Why so many queries regarding the Ala Mhigans, if I might ask?”

The Warrior considers her answer. “Because, Varis wants to find a way to deal with them that
won’t turn into bloodshed.”

“A first for the empire.”

“Every journey starts with a single step, right? Garlemald won’t become a better place
overnight, but it also won’t start to change without that first effort.”

“More of your doing, eh?”

She smiles. “Maybe. Also, Varis says he’s been receiving requests from the Eorzean Alliance
to meet in person for some sort of parley on behalf of Ala Mhigo. He’s trying to fully assess
the situation before making any bold ventures.”

“I see. Well, we’ll continue to keep an eye on things here.”

“Thank you, Thancred, I–” She pauses, lifting her finger from the linkpearl at the sound of
knocking on the suite door. A moment later she hears Annia calling for her. “Ah, I have to go,
I’m being summoned.”

“Take care, my friend.”

“You too, Thancred. Send my love to the others.”

“I shall.”

The Warrior is pulling her linkpearl from her ear as Annia sticks her head in the open
doorway of the study.

“My Lady? You’re being asked for.”



“Oh, thank you, Annia. I was just…” She waves at the papers. “Doing some research for His
Radiance.”

The guard nods. “It isn’t urgent, my Lady. But, Lord Zenos was requesting your attendance at
the infirmary.”

She wonders what trouble the prince has gotten himself into now. “Yes, of course.”

 

Annia speaks up as they make their way to the infirmary. 

“Forgive me for speaking out of turn, my Lady, but I just wanted to know… Is Lord Varis
doing alright?”

The Warrior slows her step and looks at the guard. “What do you mean?”

Annia casts a quick look around before moving to walk closer at her side. “Julia and I, we are
just concerned about him. His, ah, mental health. We know you are looking out for him, of
course, but…”

“I’m not sure I follow.”

“We saw it,” Annia says, keeping her voice low as they pass another guard. “That thing that
attacked you and he, that looked like the paintings of Emperor Solus from his youth. We
aren’t supposed to talk about such things, but…”

“He’s alright, I think.” The Warrior is hesitant to elaborate, as she is uncertain just how much
of what the guards witnessed they truly understand the depths of. “It was just stressful for
him.” She doesn’t mention that, despite not really talking about what happened with Emet-
Selch, her lover has broken into quiet tears every night since the Ascian left the palace.

“It was startling, that a monster like that could just slip into the palace undetected. How are
we supposed to protect His Radiance against that monster?”

“I don’t know,” the Warrior admits. “I wonder the same thing, myself. But, if it’s any
consolation, I don’t think that particular monster will be coming back any time soon.” At
least, she hopes that Emet-Selch is truly gone.

“There are others like it, aren’t there?”

“Yes, but…” She thinks of Zenos telling her about seeing Elidibus in his youth. “I just don’t
think it’s something you should worry over.”

“If you believe so, my Lady.”

“I do.” She gives a curt nod. “Trust me, Varis’ well being is at the top of my list of priorities.
I won’t let those monsters or any other hurt him.”

“Thank you, my Lady. We’re always glad to have you on our side.”



“Of course.” The Warrior pauses as they reach the infirmary. She looks at Julia, who is
standing outside one of the doors, and then back to her sister. “Are you two doing alright?”

“It was a little scary, to be honest,” Annia whispers. “But, that’s just part of the job.”

“All the same. You can talk to me if you need to. I won’t share anything private with Varis.”

“Thank you, Lady Lux.”

She enters the room. Varis is there, as expected, standing with his arms crossed over his chest
as he speaks with Medicus Shaw. Aulus and an Au Ra in a lab coat she doesn’t recognize are
fussing over Zenos, who is perched on the edge of the bed. A few other people in lab coats
are scattered around the room, trying to look busy while not doing anything in particular.

“Ah.” It is Zenos who notices her arrival in the room. “I was awaiting your arrival, Lady
Lux.”

She smiles, nodding at Varis as he half turns to look at her. “In the infirmary again, Zenos?
What have you done now?”

“Nothing destructive this time, fear not,” says the medicus.

“Look,” Zenos says, his voice somehow subdued and yet childishly eager in the same note.
He stands and holds out his hand to her. No, his hands–the prince once again has a right arm,
one of an intricate collection of bits of metal and cermet that come together to form the
appropriate shape of the limb.

“Oh! You’ve got your new arm, how lovely!” The Warrior immediately reaches and takes the
new hand between her own. It is warm with his aether, just as the prototype was before.
“How does it feel?”

The prince’s tone is dry. “While I am aware of its weight on my shoulder, I cannot actually
feel anything with the limb. It does not have touch receptors.”

“We do not have the technology available for that yet,” Aulus says in an apologetic tone. ”We
are continuing our research, of course.”

“It’s still marvelous. Isn’t it, Varis?”

“Zenos will require some training with his new limb before being sent out back into duty,”
says the Emperor.

“Of course, he’s been lounging about for weeks now.” She smiles and looks at Zenos. “I’d be
happy to help you with that.”

“If you wish,” Zenos says. He looks at his new hand.

“And, who is this?” The Au Ra murmurs to Aulus, pointing not very subtly at the Warrior.

“This is the most esteemed Warrior of Light,” says Aulus. “Lady Lux van Umbrus.”



“You’d do well to remember her,” growls Zenos. “This woman will be your empress in the
future.”

“Oh!” The Au Ra’s pale pink cheeks darken. “I meant no disrespect, ma’am. I’m afraid I just
don’t get out of the lab often enough these days.”

The Warrior traces her finger over the cermet components of Zenos’ palm. “It’s alright. I
haven’t met you either, sir.”

The Au Ra salutes. “I am Lithos kir Shaw, Lady van Umbrus. One of the engineers who have
been helping with the construction of Prince Zenos’ new arm.”

“‘Shaw’?” She glances over at the medicus. “You must be Micah’s husband, then.”

Lithos’ thick white tail swishes once, and he flashes an impish grin. “Guilty as charged,
ma’am.”

“Well, it is a pleasure to meet you. And, thank you for helping Zenos out.”

“I am merely doing my duty.”

“As we all are,” says Aulus.

“You all may leave.” Zenos pulls his hand away from the Warrior’s grasp and gives it a
dismissive wave at the scientists. “I will contact you if I need to have adjustments made.”

“Of course, Lord Zenos. Please try not to break it on your first night out.”

Zenos smirks. “I make no promises.”

Varis waits until the scientists have all exited the room before making his way over to the
bed.

“Might I…?” He hesitantly holds his right hand out. Zenos stares at it for a moment. Then he
looks at the Warrior.

“It’s okay, Zenos. He’s just interested in your new arm.”

The prince’s brow wrinkles for a moment, and she sees the uncertainty in his eyes. But then
he gives a little nod and extends his magitek arm. The hand stops just before touching his
father’s.

“Ah, you are showing good control with it already,” Varis murmurs. He takes the hand in his
own. “How remarkable. It really is warm.” His voice does not go above a whisper. “Is that
your aether?”

Zenos frowns, and to the Warrior it looks like he is fighting the urge to wrench his hand free.

“Aye.”



“I see.” The big man’s head droops.

“Is aught wrong with that?” Zenos’ tone is uneasy.

“No, I just–” Varis releases the magitek hand and wipes at his eyes with his thumb and
forefinger. “I am glad to see you whole again, my son.”

“There is no cause to weep, Father,” says the prince. “‘Tis only an arm.”

“He’s happy, Zenos. It’s not cause for alarm.” She rests a hand on Varis’ back. “Right, dear?”

“Yes. I–” He clears his throat, and his voice drops to a more formal tone. “I look forward to
seeing you fit to return to duty, Zenos.”

“I will be in a short while.” The prince looks at his new hand and flexes the fingers.
“Hopefully you will be able to find something worth my time.”

“I am uncertain there is anything on this star that you will find suitably entertaining.” He
huffs a small sigh. “However, I will find something for you and the Twelfth to do.”

“Indeed.” Zenos rather deliberately shifts the focus of his gaze back to the Warrior. “I would
like to speak to Lady Lux in private for a moment, before you go dragging her off again.”

Varis frowns again, and the look does not recede when she pats him gently on the back.

“Regarding what?”

“If I tell you, it won’t very well be private, now will it?” Zenos all but rolls his eyes at his
father. “I merely wish to discuss my training with her.”

“Very well. I will be in the hall.”

By the time Varis has left the infirmary, Zenos has closed his eyes and very carefully brought
his hand to his temple.

“I apologize,” he murmurs. “I know you love him, but I still find his presence to be rather
suffocating.”

“You’re both doing better,” she says. “So, your training?”

“Aulus and Medicus Shaw have both advised a need to spend some time getting accustomed
to my new limb. According to Aulus, it has been designed with the intent of not being able to
out-perform the original, but he is concerned that I will break the damned thing trying to
prove him wrong.” Zenos peeks at her through his lashes. “He is not entirely incorrect in that
assumption.”

She smiles. “I can understand wanting to improve yourself. A warrior does not wish to
stagnate in their abilities.”

“I knew you would understand. You might be the only one who does. We are quite alike.”



“In some ways, certainly.” The Warrior taps her knuckles against her chin in thought. “We
can meet at the training center tomorrow. Go through basic training maneuvers and things
like that. Get you more used to the controls, so to speak.”

“And when I have this arm broken in, I wish to fight you again, Lady Lux.”

The Warrior laughs. “Yes, I’m sure that you do. I’ll give you that much, as you’ve earned it.”

Zenos’ eyes gleam with excitement, and he flashes a too-toothy grin.

“I look forward to it.”



Chapter 57
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“You don’t have to do this.”

The Warrior glances up as she wiggles into the tight confines of her carbonweave leggings.
The Emperor is seated on the edge of their bed, still dressing for duty, carbonweave
underclothes and a single boot pulled on. The other rests on his knee as he watches her. She
tugs the black fabric the remainder of the way over her hips and laces up the front.

“Zenos asked me to help him, and I said I would.”

“He only stopped short of ordering you to do so,” Varis grumps. The Warrior does her best
not to roll her eyes.

“You could accompany us, if you want.”

The heel of his boot clunks loudly on the floor. “I would prefer not to distract Zenos from his
training. I am not oblivious to his discomfort in my presence.”

“Mm. Fair enough. What will you be doing today?”

The Emperor grunts softly. “Working with my council to draft a response to the Eorzean
Alliance and their repeated requests for armistice talks.”

“You think it a waste of time.”

“I am aware that the leaders of the Eorzean nations will only ever be satisfied if I order a full
withdrawal of forces from Gyr Abania, and the removal of our castra in Eorzean lands. That
is not an order I plan on giving, and so, yes, a meeting with them will come to naught.”

“I suppose with that attitude it might indeed be doomed to failure.”

Varis gives a little perturbed grunt. “It is not–”

“Why even bother trying to communicate with them if you’re convinced it will fail?”

He frowns at her. “I do not wish for this venture to fail. I just… cannot permit myself to get
my hopes up.”

The Warrior retrieves a sweater and pulls it on over her carbonweave top. “Well, you had no
hopes for any chance at making amends with Zenos. I would say that you were wrong on that
front.”

“He still does not like me.”



“Perhaps not, but I can tell that steps have been made toward some kind of reconciliation.
Small steps, but…” She laughs. “Would you have ever imagined you and he sitting
peacefully at the dinner table?”

“No, I cannot say that I would have. Certainly not without your intervention.”

“There’s nothing wrong with getting help. Maybe you just need help with the Eorzeans, too.”

“From you? My love, I fear I ask too much of you.”

“Nonsense. You would aid me were I to have to deal with one of your senators or legati.
While the leaders of Eorzea certainly do not think of me as being on their level of respect, I
have still dealt with them before. All of what you know of them is from reports.”

“Few of my reports speak of Eorzea in glowing terms,” Varis says. He rises and returns to his
armor stand. “I would have easily believed them all had I never got to know you.”

“Ah, well. I can’t say that everything and everyone in Eorzea is great. There are problems
there, just like here in Garlemald. People are people.”

“So you keep saying.” He looks down at her. “You look lovely.”

“You’re always invited to come along.”

Varis shakes his head. “No. He asked for you. I will not intrude. Though, I would hope you
might make use of your guard.”

“What, and have them stressed out while Zenos and I spar? I think not.” She glances up at
Varis’ amused chuckle. “I’m allowed to care about the well being of my guard, aren’t I?
Surely you care if Julia and Annia are doing alright.”

“Of course I do. That was why I ordered them not to intercede when we were dealing with
my grandsire.” He adjusts his breastplate after pulling it on. “Very well. Do as you will, my
love, but do not let it slip from your mind that Zenos still has the potential to be dangerous.”

“As do I. Arguably more so, as he can’t beat me in a fair fight.”

Varis sighs and kisses her forehead. “Just be careful. Please.”

“I will. If anything, I’m going to try and teach Zenos to be careful with that new arm of his.”

“You do so enjoy chasing your impossible dreams.”

 

It is no surprise to the Warrior to find her charge already waiting for her in the training center.
Zenos is in his training attire, standing with his hands on his hips and his eyes on the
attendant at the check-in counter. The soldier is, to their credit, doing their best not to let any
intimidation show in their posture, although they are very staunchly looking at the tablet in



their hands and not at their prince. Zenos immediately shifts his attention to the Warrior when
she opens the door.

“Ah, there you are,” he greets with gruff cheerfulness. “I was hoping to enter your allotted
training room and warm up before you arrived, but they will not let me do so.” Zenos
gestures at the attendant.

“If you wish to have your own timeslot, all you have to do is ask, Your Highness,” says the
soldier. “You cannot demand to use that of Lady van Umbrus.”

“What if I say he can?” The Warrior looks at the attendant.

“Well, I suppose if your ladyship grants him permission…”

“I will not be staying at the palace much longer. That will not be necessary.” Zenos waves
down the hall. “May we go now?”

“Of course, Your Highness.”

When they are in the privacy of the training room, Zenos removes the heavy dark blue
pullover he is wearing over his carbonweave and tosses it aside. The Warrior leaves her
sweater in place.

“I swear, Zenos, sometimes I think you just like to be difficult with the staff.”

“Perhaps I do.” He smirks down at her. “I mean–I tried saying ‘please’, as that is what you
would do, but the man just kept on insisting that the only available training room was pre-
assigned for you.”

“You knew that, though.”

He shrugs. “Never hurts to try and intimidate your way into what you want.”

The Warrior sighs and shakes her head. “I never knew that when everyone warned me of you
being a terror, they really meant that you were a brat.”

“I can be terrifying, if that is what you would prefer.” Zenos narrows his eyes down at her,
but there is no real malice present in the look. “However, for you I would rather not.”

“And, why is that?”

He flexes his hands and looks away.

“I know we haven’t really talked about it, Zenos, but… what did you mean? When you
blocked that attack that the Ascian had intended for me. You said–”

“I know what I said.” He grimaces. “Need I really elaborate?”

“I’m just curious, that’s all.”



Zenos busies himself with picking at the carbonweave glove that is covering his magitek arm.
“‘Tis embarrassing.”

“I promise, I will not judge you for your sentiment.”

The prince is quiet for a minute, fingers worrying a path over the black fabric. His brow
wrinkles in thought. When he speaks again, he is looking at his hands and not the Warrior
herself.

“You have cared for me, with the sort of blind drive only shown by a mother to her child. For
no real reason at all, you have shown me kindness and gentleness. You have ensured that I
was properly tended to when I was wounded. You… You did not let me give up, when death
was the only desire left in my heart.” He slowly shakes his head. “That is the closest to a
mother I have had in my living memory.”

The Warrior’s eyes sting. She looks at the floor. “You’re right. That is embarrassing.” Above
her, Zenos chuckles.

“At least we are in agreement.” He leans and gently rests his left hand on her shoulder.
“Though, I believe I have been inspired with an appropriate name for your gunblade.”

“Oh? I haven’t thought of anything.” Such things have not entered her mind as of late. She is
surprised that the prince has put any thought into the subject. Zenos nods slowly.

“‘Matrisiram’.” 

She blinks as her Echo translates the word. “‘Mother’s wrath’?”

The prince’s lips pull into a small smile. “You did so evoke the image of a wrathful mother
on the palace rooftop, when we fought the eikon together. And again, against the Ascian,
mine own great-grandsire. You stood in a fury against him. I may yet lose track of the times
that your anger has saved my life.”

She smiles. “I suppose that is sound enough reasoning, coming from you. I will have to put
some consideration into your suggestion.”

“Good.” Zenos steps away from her. “Now, that is enough sentiment for one day. Time for
training.”

“Ah. Yes, training. That’s why we’re here, isn’t it. Not to be all sappy about our shitty
childhoods.”

“Just so.”

The Warrior sets herself to business and studies the glove on his right arm. “What’s this for?”

“Magitek is not without its flaws and vulnerabilities–sand and other finer particles being
among them. I requested to have several of these made, to reduce the amount of wear and tear
the limb will experience should I be sent to one of the various inhospitable locations that
Garlemald has control over.”



“Ah. Very clever, though I would expect nothing less from you.” She gestures at his arm.
“Could you remove it, though? I want to see how the parts interact when you go through
various motions.”

“To what end, Lux? Or are you telling me that you are secretly an engineer now as well?”

“No, of course not. My experience with magitek in the field has been pretty much limited to
hitting it with a sword.”

“Not so far removed from our own field engineers, then,” the prince quips. He begins to
loosen the ties holding the glove in place.

“I did spend some time training with the goldsmiths in Ul’dah,” she says. “I know it isn’t the
same, but you’ll find me quite capable when it comes to basic maintenance on a mammet.”

Zenos arches a brow as he tosses the glove off to where his sweater has crumpled on the
floor.

“Goldsmithing? Why so many hobbies–isn’t being the hero of the realm enough a
distraction?”

She shrugs. “Curiosity. Boredom.” Another shrug. “Mostly boredom. Being an adventurer
had a lot of downtime, but I’d find someone who needed help, and they would teach me
something in return. It helped me take care of myself when I was out on some fetch quest or
another.”

“I can understand the boredom, at least.” 

Upon her instruction, Zenos holds out his magitek arm. She has it move through various
actions, extending and bending and flexing the hand this way and that. With each movement
she can better understand how the parts of the arm are interconnected, and how the magitek
serves to mimic the function of the native flesh that it has replaced. Zenos responds with
patient obedience as she has him lift his arm up over his head. The mechanisms in the arm
make scarcely more than a soft whirring sound as they go through each motion.

The prince does not flinch as she tugs up the hem of his shirt enough to expose the right side
of his chest. She has him repeat a motion, and observes the subtle movement of his muscles
underneath the scarred skin.

“So, how much of the arm is your mind controlling, and how much is your flesh
influencing?”

“I do not know the precise mechanisms,” says Zenos. “I believe Aulus stated that it was a
combination of the two input sources, that subconscious movements of the rest of my body
would influence the output of the arm.”

“Interesting,” she says, and pulls his shirt down. “I’m afraid that’s way out of the level of any
of my hobbying, though.”



Zenos smooths the fabric of his top. “Mine as well. As long as the device functions, I will not
stress myself too greatly over how it does so.”

“It might not hurt to at least know how to perform basic maintenance on yourself, just in case
you run into an emergency situation.”

“Should that happen, I will just remove the arm and use it to bludgeon my opponent.”

The Warrior chuckles and goes over to the racks of training weapons. She selects two short
swords and a simple lance. Zenos’ head is cocked to the side upon her return, and he is
staring down at her with open bewilderment.

“What are those for?”

“You haven’t forgotten how to use a sword already, have you?”

“N-no, of course not.” Zenos frowns. “The lance?”

“That’s for me.” She holds out one of the dull blades. “Left hand.” Zenos takes the weapon,
suspicion lingering on his features. She holds out the other. “Right hand.”

The Warrior watches as Zenos takes the second sword in his new hand. He frowns anew, the
metal fingers adjusting their grip on the hilt several times before coming to a stop. The prince
takes an impulsive swing, which she easily blocks with the shaft of the lance. She does not
miss the grimace that twitches across Zenos’ face.

“Not what I was expecting,” he murmurs. “I cannot feel the weapon in my hand, but I can
still feel the pull of it against my shoulder, even though the blade only weighs a ponz or two.”

“You thought it would feel the same as before?”

“...I wanted it to.”

“Well, that’s why we’re here training today, right? So you can get a better feel for things as
they are now.”

Zenos’ face contorts in anger, and she waits for him to snap at her, or to take another swing.
But he doesn’t move, and his angry gaze fixates on his magitek hand.

“Hey.” She lightly taps the lance against his shoulder. “This new arm is just another weapon
you have to learn how to use. One day, like any other weapon, it will feel like it is a part of
you that was always there. But right now, you are a novice with this weapon. Okay? No need
to be angry over your first steps.”

The tip of the blade lowers to the floor.

“Do you truly believe so? Or is that just your blind idealism speaking?”

“I do, but yeah, it might be.” She grins. “Come on now, Zenos. Even I wasn’t a master at
every weapon the first time I picked them up.”



Zenos closes his eyes and huffs out a sigh. The anger recedes from his face. “Very well. I will
listen to your tutelage today, Lady Lux. After all, you have beaten me in combat more than
once, so you must have at least a cursory amount of knowledge to share.”

“That’s a good man.” She taps the butt of the lance on the floor. “First things first, put down
the swords. The floor is fine. We’re going to spend a few minutes working on your motor
control.”

“I can control the arm just fine.”

“Can you? Can you hold a comb in that hand and not pull your hair too hard when using it?
Can you hold a razor and shave with it, or itch at something without bruising yourself?”

Zenos’ stare is nearly petulant. “I have not tried to do any of those things. They are not
relevant to combat.”

“Zenos, your body is like a living weapon. If I go by the word of outsiders, everything you do
is just prelude to combat. So even in the smallest, most insignificant motion you need to have
complete finesse and control over what you are doing.” She leans against the lance. “Do you
think you can do that yet?”

“No,” the prince admits with a scowl.

“Thank you for being honest with me, and with yourself.” She stands straight and holds out
her left hand. “I want you to put your right hand in mine. Gently, just enough pressure to
make contact, but not enough to actually move my hand.”

Zenos scoffs and reaches for her hand. He immediately pushes it down.

“Try again.”

After several more failed tries, the prince’s composed facade is cracking, and he looks
irritated.

“This is asinine,” he mutters.

“That doesn’t mean it doesn’t matter.” The Warrior lifts her hand again. “Imagine you have
found a chocobo, and are trying to pet it gently to gain its trust.”

“Why would I want to do that?”

“It’s just an exercise, Zenos.” She sighs. “Besides, chocobos can be quite effective in combat
when properly trained.”

He gives her a doubtful look.

“No, really! Their beak is powerful enough to break bone, and their talons can rend flesh as
easily as any blade. And some take quite handily to learning magic.”

“Garlean chocobos are mostly used as show and labor animals. Not in combat.”



“Well, Ishgard is quite proud of their warbirds.” She flexes her fingers. “So imagine that
there is a wild chocobo, and you’re trying to pet it. If you pet it too hard, the bird will take
offense and try to peck your eyes out, and then you’ll kill the bird in retaliation and there’ll
be a bloody mess and probably some bothersome paperwork because you killed someone’s
bird.”

“That is a rather elaborate fiction.”

“I’ve lived through stupider scenarios.”

 

And so the newly armed prince and the Warrior of Light spend several hours in the training
center. In truth, the Warrior loses track of the passage of time, so focused is she on helping
Zenos get used to his magitek arm. For the benefit of both of their sanities, Zenos is a quick
learner. Once he begins to truly take the lessons seriously, he rapidly becomes accustomed to
gauging distance and speed. He takes readily to re-learning how to pick up objects from the
floor, although he still uses his left hand to make sure the hilt of a sword is gripped properly
in the right.

The Warrior is pleased with his progress, and is letting the prince take a break when there is a
brief knock on the training room door. It opens immediately, and from the stiffening of
Zenos’ posture the Warrior knows that Varis is standing in the open doorway. She turns to the
door, and indeed her beloved stands there, hands idle at his sides. He is looking at Zenos.

“Oh, hello dear. Done with your morning meeting already?”

Varis blinks and shifts his gaze to her. “It is time for the midday meal. I thought I would
come and get you, as you seem to have lost track of the time.”

She smiles. “I’m afraid I did. Zenos has been practicing quite hard this morning. I think
you’ll be pleased with the results.”

“I am sure that I will.” Varis holds out a hand. “Come. Lunch awaits us.”

The Warrior looks back at Zenos. The prince is seated on the bench and idly drumming his
magitek fingers on his knee. 

“Zenos?”

“I will continue with my training,” he says, ever careful not to look at his father.

“Alright.” She stoops next to him. “Listen. You really did do good this morning. Thank you
for humoring me.”

Zenos just grunts and looks at the weapons rack. The Warrior smiles and shakes her head as
she makes her way to the door. Varis touches her cheek, and then the hand lowers to clasp her
own.

“After you.”



As they exit the training center, the Warrior pauses to address the attendant. She points down
the hall.

“Prince Zenos is to be allowed to remain in that training room for as long as he desires. He
isn’t hurting anyone.”

“Yes, Your–um–?” The attendant stammers and looks between the Warrior and the Emperor.
“I mean Lady van Umbrus. As you order.”

“Very good.”

 

Varis wordlessly matches her stride as they make their way back to their quarters. He hums
softly.

“What’s got you so amused?” she wonders.

“Ah, well. While you were out, I noticed that your linkpearl was chiming with a contact. It
kept ringing for some time, so eventually I got fed up listening to it and answered the call.”

“Oh dear.” She can only imagine the shock that one of the Scions must have gotten when her
linkpearl was answered by the Emperor of Garlemald.

“I was polite, of course, but the little angry woman on the phone did not really want to speak
with me, and barely listened to my explanation of where you were before disconnecting the
line.”

“Did she give her name?” She doesn’t want to tell Varis that ‘angry woman’ doesn’t entirely
narrow down who might have been calling her.

“I am afraid not.”

The Warrior chuckles. “Oh well. I’ll give them a call when we get back.”

Varis squeezes her hand while they walk, and she can feel the leather of his glove trace down
her ring finger and over the black band of her engagement ring.

“Tell me something,” he murmurs. “When you are alone with Zenos, does he ever… act
inappropriately?”

The Warrior blinks and looks up at Varis, but his expression is a mask of carefully schooled
neutrality.

“What, you’re more worried about Zenos acting appropriately than me staring at his butt?”
She bumps her elbow against his. “That carbonweave doesn’t leave much to the imagination,
you know.”

“I am well aware. However, I trust you.”



“You should trust Zenos, too.”

“Should I?”

She squeezes his hand. “You should, yes. Zenos has never been anything but a complete,
slightly bloodthirsty gentleman in my presence. A woman can tell when a lecherous thought
is in a man’s head.”

He rumbles doubtfully. “Can they?”

“I know that you looked at my backside when you first entered the training room,” she says.
“But, the sweater covered anything interesting and so you settled for glaring at Zenos,
instead.”

“I did not–” He stops his protest. “Perhaps I did without thinking. I cannot be blamed for
enjoying looking at you.”

“Maybe, maybe not. But I know that Zenos doesn’t look at me like that. He never has. The
only sort of excitement I’ve seen on him is when he is in combat. I’m not sure there’s any
room in his head for lustful thoughts.”

Varis doesn’t respond for several paces.

Then: “I have observed similarly over time. It has worried me, if I am to be honest.”

“What, that he isn’t interested in sex?”

Varis nods. “He’s a healthy man, and a prince, and of an age that one would expect to hear
rumors about whatever men or women he’s been spending his free time with. But, there have
never been any such rumors that have met my ear about Zenos.”

“Then, why worry about his behavior with me?”

“Because, you are different. You are special, and I know he finds you just as enthralling as I
do.”

She laughs. “Zenos is only enthralled by my ability to repeatedly beat him in a fight.”

“If you think so.”

“I do, Varis. You should spend your energy fretting over other things.”

“Very well.” He keys open the door lock and pushes open the door. “After you, my dear. Your
linkpearl is in the sitting room.”

Lunch has already been served, and the Warrior does indeed find her linkpearl resting on the
tabletop next to a still steaming cup of tea. She picks up the tea in one hand and the linkpearl
in the other, and takes a sip as she pushes the device into her ear.



Several rings and a delay later, and the Warrior is rewarded with Alisaie’s bright voice
anxiously crying out her name.

“Seven hells, Warrior, you can’t just let the bloody Emperor of Garlemald answer your
linkpearl like that! What if it had been Lyse calling?”

“Lyse never makes the calls. It’s usually your brother.”

“Yes, but could you even imagine? She would have an absolute fit.”

She settles back in the cushions and watches as Varis fills his plate. “From what Varis tells
me, you had a bit of a fit yourself.”

“I was justified in my reaction,” Alisaie responds primly. The Warrior chuckles.

“So, why the call earlier?”

“We wanted to check and see if you knew anything about the latest rumors.”

“Hm, I suppose it depends on the rumor.”

“Well, Y’shtola has been collecting information in Limsa Lominsa, and from what she’s
heard there’s some kind of war council rumored to be happening in Garlemald, and the
leaders of the Alliance are beginning to strategize for a potential assault from the empire.”

The Warrior snorts. “Assault from Garlemald? Don’t they realize that Varis is no longer
interested in wasting resources on that front?” She notices the Emperor’s gaze shift from his
plate to her ear.

“It would seem that the Gration’s lingering presence over the skies of Gyr Abania has put
people at unease. The Gridanians are highly concerned that the legion stationed there is going
to take back Castrum Oriens and make a push into the Black Shroud.” Alisaie lowers her
voice. “Word is, Prince Zenos has been seen leading his troops through drills outside Specula
Imperatoris.”

“That’s nonsense. Zenos hasn’t left the palace since we returned from the fight against
Shinryu. He’s been recuperating from his injuries.”

“What did Zenos do now,” Varis mutters. The Warrior waves a hand at him.

“That may be so, but the Ala Mhigans have been quite insistent that Garlemald is about to
start something.”

“Perhaps they are the ones who are planning on causing trouble,” she muses. “If Gridania
feels actively threatened, then they’re more likely to pledge aid to Ala Mhigo in order to try
and force out the imperial forces. And with the backing of the Alliance…” The Warrior
frowns in thought.

“Hence why I tried to contact you. If Garlemald really isn’t up to any mischief, then Ala
Mhigo might be trying to start a war again, in another bid to gain their freedom.”



The Warrior pinches her nose. “The giant dragon wasn’t enough, I suppose. Nevermind that
we have already been discussing what to do in the interests of making Ala Mhigo a more
satisfied part of the empire.”

“You have? Please, Warrior, tell me something I can tell the leaders of the Resistance.
Something to calm their fears.”

She considers her answer for a moment.

“You can tell them that the Warrior of Light said that Garlemald is not up to any wicked
mischief, and that if they continue trying to start a fucking war I will personally come to Gyr
Abania to stop them.” The Warrior sighs. “Use those words exactly.”

Alisaie laughs. “With pleasure.”

Chapter End Notes
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Chapter 58

“Another missive from the Eorzean Alliance.” Varis holds up a folded sheet of paper as he
returns to the royal chambers. 

“Oh? Have you read it?” The Warrior sits up on the study sofa and holds out a hand for the
paper. A few days have passed since the last time she spoke with the Scions, but Alisaie’s
warning of the shadow of war spreading in Gyr Abania is still fresh in the Warrior’s thoughts.

“I gave it a passing glance.” Varis sets the paper into her palm, and then stoops to press a kiss
to her forehead. “I believe this one might have been penned by your favorite Ishgardian.” The
tease in his tone sparks her curiosity.

“What makes you say that?”

“There is a postscript noting that they wish the best for the health of the Warrior of Light, and
hope to be able to enjoy a drink with her again sometime.”

She smiles and unfolds the missive. “That does sound like something that Ser Aymeric would
include in an official political document.”

Varis sits heavily at his desk. “He could just write you a letter directly.”

“That might be seen as untoward,” she says. “A man like him sending a friendly letter to a
woman like me.” She smiles at Varis’ soft snort.

“I am not going to try and prevent you from having friends, be they man or woman,” he says.
“I do not wish for you to feel alone and isolated here in Garlemald, with your friends and kin
off in Eorzea.”

“Thank you, Varis.” The Warrior scans the missive. The handwriting is familiar, certainly that
of the Lord Commander. She has received enough notes from the man to recognize the
particular flourishes of his penmanship. The missive itself is not very different from the
previous few that have made their way into the Emperor’s hands–politely pleading for the
empire to cease plotting whatever warmongering they have scheduled for Ala Mhigo, and to
agree to a meeting with the heads of the Eorzean Alliance. However, there is something
buried in the Lord Commander’s cordially florid language that gives her pause.

“What do you think?” Varis asks.

“He’s worried.”

“The Lord Commander? What makes you say that? Nothing about what he wrote struck me
as out of the ordinary.”

The Warrior chuckles and hands him back the missive. “True, but you don’t know Ser
Aymeric as well as I do. We’re friends, as you said.” She shakes her head. “No, the main



body of the letter is straightforward enough, though his preference of saying ‘the Eorzean
Alliance’ over simply ‘we’ is telling, as is the postscript directed at me.”

“What is his concern, then?” Varis grabs a pair of reading glasses and puts them on. He peers
again at the missive with a thoughtful frown.

“He is not of a like mind with the other nations,” she says. “But, Ishgard has only recently
rejoined the Eorzean Alliance, and he feels that Ishgard must fully throw itself into whatever
conflict the Alliance falls into. As a sort of penance, for not aiding in the previous conflict
against the empire, and the Calamity afterwards.” The Warrior thinks of her friend. “But,
despite the perceived debt to the Alliance, he is reluctant to join a conflict where he would
knowingly be sending his men to fight against their hero.”

“Ah. I suppose that would be a sticky situation.” Varis taps the paper against his knuckles.
“Strange that he is the only one to think so. Have you not been a hero to the other nations of
the realm as well? Saved them from eikons and Ascians and other problems?”

“Yes, but none of the leaders really think of me as a person.” She smiles ruefully over the
back of the sofa. “Much as on the outside you and Zenos are only known from the reputations
set by your combat records, I am little more than a soldier to the leaders of the Alliance. I am
a weapon, to be set against their enemies. It’s never really bothered me all that much–
everyone has their purpose in life. But, now I suppose it does create something of a
quandary.”

“Indeed.” He sets the missive on top of the mess that already decorates his desk. “So, in
wishing you the best of health, the Lord Commander is asking for some sort of assistance in
the potential conflict to come.”

“Something like that.” She sighs. “At this point, however, I believe I could stand before the
leaders of the Alliance in person, and they still would refuse to believe anything I told them.
Especially in regards to any peaceful activities of Garlemald. They likely think me tainted by
their enemy.”

“Except for Ser Aymeric.”

“That’s right.”

Varis echoes her sigh. “What would you advise, my dearest?”

“Give the Eorzean Alliance the parley they request. Keep your case clear and unambiguous,
and whatever happens, happens.”

“Will you accompany me?”

“Me? I’m no politician, Varis.”

“I know. However, your presence would bring me comfort amongst potentially hostile guests,
and may well serve to diffuse anything that might bubble to the surface.”

“I might prove to be a distraction,” she says. “As much to you as to the others.”



“We can find a way around that.” Varis squints through his glasses at the contents of his desk.
“Very well. I will pen a response to the Eorzean Alliance. We will see what they have to say.”

 

The Warrior keeps her linkpearl on her person after Varis’ letter is sent off to Eorzea. She
knows that the Scions will be contacted by whomever receives the letter, and that the Scions
will in turn contact her to check on the veracity of the news. She is waiting for Zenos in the
training center, five days after the letter was sent, when her vigil is rewarded.

“Word is, a missive was delivered to the Alliance forces stationed at Castrum Oriens this
morning,” Alphinaud says after the usual exchange of greetings. “Sent to the Eorzean leaders
from Emperor Varis himself. Is that true, or just another fraud from the rumor mill?”

“If it’s the same one I saw Varis writing, then it’s true.”

“I have not seen the letter myself, but I believe a courier was dispatched to take it still sealed
to Ul’dah. We’re expecting to be called in for consultation on the matter.” Alphinaud sighs.
“Would that you were here with us, Warrior. I swear, things are more tense now than they
were before Shinryu was summoned. The Ala Mhigans took great offense at the problem they
caused just being done away with.”

“What of the legatus?”

“There’s always word of Zenos being seen in the area, but Alisaie told me that you reported
that he’s been in Garlemald since Shinryu was destroyed. To her own credit, the legatus of
the Sixth has been nothing but civil in public. She regularly leads patrols, and any attempts at
confrontation from the Resistance have been met with the diplomatic equivalent of a
disinterested shrug. That, of course, only riles up the locals more, but there is something
charming about her.”

“Have you met her yourself?”

“Once, a few weeks ago. Alisaie and I were visiting Lyse, checking on things at Rhalgr’s
Reach. I accompanied Lyse when she went scouting, and we ran into none other than Lady
van Pruina herself. She was very calm and collected, and didn’t even draw her weapon when
her patrol happened upon us.”

“Oh dear, I hope Lyse held her tongue.”

The little Elezen chuckles. “To her credit, Lyse did maintain a polite quiet while I spoke to
the legatus. Lady van Pruina knew who we were, somehow, and addressed us as ‘friends of
Lady van Umbrus’. She seemed genuinely concerned that someone ‘of my age’ should be
entangled in the nasty business of politics.”

“If she only knew,” says the Warrior. They exchange a laugh.

“The letter from the Emperor, then,” Alphinaud says, blatantly steering the conversation back
to his preference. “Do you know what it contained?”



“I do, yes. I was there while he drafted it. In short, the Alliance has been pestering him to
parley over Ala Mhigo’s future. So, he is agreeing to meet with them to discuss matters
regarding Ala Mhigo and the future of the empire’s plans pertaining to the conquest of
Eorzea.”

“I see. He doesn’t–Is there something we should worry about him saying?”

“He doesn’t intend on giving up Ala Mhigo. However, he is less interested in trying to take
any more land on Aldenard. I think I’ve managed to convince him it’s more trouble than the
resources there would be worth.”

“That is at least partially something of a relief.” Alphinaud sighs. “Now, if only the leaders of
the Alliance can be so easily swayed.”

 

By the time she has finished her conversation with Alphinaud, the Warrior realizes that Zenos
is standing silently in the doorway. He is leaning on the frame, arms crossed and eyes closed.
She would believe him to be dozing on his feet, except his eyes snap open as soon as she
takes a step closer.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to keep you waiting.”

Zenos shrugs and steps into the room. The door clicks shut behind him.

“‘Tis of no concern. Business is business, and that was clearly a business call.”

The Warrior looks at her linkpearl before slipping it into her pocket. “Yes, I guess it was. I
was speaking with Alphinaud. He’s one of the Scions.”

“I am aware of the lad. He was the little half-grown Elezen on the roof in Ala Mhigo.”

She wonders how Zenos knows that. The prince was unconscious, nearly dead on the ground
by the time Alphinaud and Lyse had run up to the scene. Admittedly, her memory of that day
is still patchy at best. “How…?”

“Security footage from Father’s vessel. I reviewed it later.” He arches a brow. “You have
not?”

“I never thought to,” she says. “I didn’t really know that was something I could do. I mean, I
don’t really remember most of the fight…”

“You do not have to watch it,” Zenos says. “As you are yet unused to Garlean technologies,
you might find it unsettling to see yourself projected thusly.”

“I’m not sure I want to remember. Or learn.” She shakes his head. “I’ll worry about it later.
That’s all in the past, right?”

“Indeed. Aside from learning from one’s mistakes, there is little to be gained from dwelling
too heavily in the past.” He ambles over to the weapons racks. “Would that Father could



understand that.”

“He has a lot more past to bother him,” she says. “Don’t hold it too strongly against him.”

The prince just grunts and picks up a training sword. He holds it out to her.

“I will be deployed soon,” Zenos says. “The portion of my legion that is yet in Gyr Abania is
already being given their marching orders in preparation for relocation.”

“You must be excited,” she says, only slightly surprised at the prince hurriedly changing the
subject. “I know you have been terribly bored stuck here at the palace.”

Zenos retrieves another sword from the rack. He adjusts his grip with his left hand,
repositioning the thumb on the right. His brow furrows briefly in thought. 

“I am uncertain if I would qualify as excited. But I do feel a gladness, a desire to get back to
my duties. There is only so much I can do from here.” He takes a swing, and grins when she
easily parries the attack. “I wish to fight you again, before I depart.”

“Of course you do. That’s why you’re still alive, right?” The Warrior mimics his growly
voice. “To feel the fire in your veins, the thrill of battle, and so on and so forth.”

Zenos barks out a laugh. “Yes, just so.” He stares down at her. “Will you do me the honor,
Warrior of Light?”

“I will, yes. Can’t have you being sent out into the fray without proof that you’re truly ready
for it.”

His grin widens.

 

“They’ve received your missive,” she reports to Varis when they meet at lunch.

“Yes, I heard word as such not long ago.” He kisses her cheek and settles into his chair. “You
spoke with your Scions, I take it?”

“With Alphinaud, yes. He was quite relieved to know that you had been reaching out to the
Alliance for a meeting.” She hums while Varis fills her teacup. “He also said that Lady
Victoriana was quite pleasant.”

Varis chuckles. “It is always nice to hear good news before a meal.”

Feeling generous, the Warrior waits until after they have finished eating to tell Varis: “I’m
going to fight Zenos again, before he’s sent off on his next deployment.”

Her partner grimaces, but the look fades before he speaks again.

“I suppose that I should not be surprised. He will likely keep throwing himself at you until he
defeats you in combat.”



“I’m not going to just let him win,” she says. “There’s no fun in that.” She watches Varis sigh
into his coffee.

“I wish you did not face combat with such a frivolous attitude.”

“It’s not frivolous. For Zenos, it’s a necessity. I know he won’t seriously injure me, so there
isn’t any harm in fighting him.”

“Do you really hold that to be true?”

“I do. Zenos has had ample time and opportunity to hurt me if he really wanted to. The same
with you. If he was really a danger to either of us, we would know.”

“You really are too soft on him.” Varis’ lips work into a pout. “I hope you won’t be so
easygoing with our children.”

“There’s nothing wrong with wanting a child to feel loved, even if they’re a difficult child.”
She thinks of the brooding prince. “Especially if they’re a difficult one.”

“I–” He looks alarmed. “Is that what you are doing? Trying to make Zenos feel loved?”

“No, I mean–It’s not an intentional thing, Varis. I’m just being nice to him. The fact that you
think there might be something wrong with that is worrisome.”

Varis looks at the wall.

“You’re welcome to watch us fight,” she says. “I would think you’d want to, so you can see
how well he has recovered. You know, after losing his damned arm.”

“I will be there,” he murmurs. “To see you both fight.”

“Good.” The Warrior reaches over the arm of his chair to grasp at his hand. “Don’t be mad.”

“I am not mad. I am…” He shakes his head.

“There’s a lot going on in your head, I know. A lot of concerns. You’re worried about me,
and Zenos despite yourself, and the goings on with Ala Mhigo and Gyr Abania, and probably
a dozen or more other issues that I’m not even aware of.”

“Indeed.”

“Here.” She strokes the back of his hand. “How about this: while we’re in here, in this room,
and it’s time for a meal, I won’t bring up business with you. We don’t have to talk about
anything at all, if you don’t want to.”

Varis is frowning as he tips his head to look at her. His hand turns over to twine his fingers
with hers. “It does not have to be like that. I enjoy listening to you talk. But… thank you for
the offer.”



“Anything I can do to help. I am here for you, Varis. And Zenos.” She squeezes his hand.
“Because, we’re family now. But, like, the good kind of family, not the bad kind that makes
you feel like shit and then turns out to be an evil monster.”

“That still seems a novelty to me,” Varis says. He lifts their hands and kisses her knuckles.
“But, one I am willing to explore with you.”

 

The Emperor is indeed present when the Warrior meets up with Zenos for their scheduled
rematch. They again gather in the unused ballroom. The morning light is bright, and paints
broad stripes across the marble floor through the uncurtained windows. Zenos is pacing
slowly from one band to the next, fingers drumming on the hilt of the katana that is belted at
his left hip. The Warrior recognizes the blade, though she has not seen it since Zenos used it
in the battle against Shinryu weeks before. They are both dressed in full armor, as Zenos has
cheekily suggested this should be viewed as a contest between legati. They are only minus
their helmets, again by Zenos’ request.

Varis looks uncomfortable. The Warrior suspects he will always look uncomfortable
whenever the Warrior spars with Zenos. His concern is a gentle comfort to her as she takes a
few warm-up swings with her gunblade. Matrisiram, as Zenos has dubbed the weapon. She
hasn’t asked Varis about this yet. She has never been one to put an excessive amount of
import in a weapon’s name. She just needs the thing to work and not break when she is using
it.

The guards are all present as well, stationed over by the entryway. Julia and Annia seem
almost disinterested by the scene, at least compared to the Warrior’s guard. She isn’t entirely
certain that Caspian won’t faint while witnessing the fight, but they had insisted on attending
even after she told them they were free to go for the day. They are resolute, if not anxious for
her safety.

“Are you ready yet to begin?” Zenos calls. He stands in the shadows between two bands of
daylight.

“I think so. Are you ready?”

“I am always ready to battle,” the prince happily growls. For a moment, perhaps sparked by
the red crystal tucked into her armor, the Warrior is struck by one of her sole memories from
the battle against Shinryu. She sees Zenos, prone on the ground, all but lifeless. She recalls
being told of how the prince’s lungs filled with blood, and how he was nearly lost several
times on the flight back to Garlemald. To see him standing now, as whole as he can hope to
be, and champing at the bit to fight her–it is enough to make her eyes sting with tears. Instead
she finds a smile.

“I’m glad to hear that.” The Warrior turns to face the Emperor, and he bends to give her a
kiss.

“I’ll be cheering for you,” he whispers.



“Just cheer for a good fight. You know the winner doesn’t matter.”

“All the same.” He presses a kiss to her forehead before retreating to where the guards are
assembled. She waits until he gives a little nod before turning back to the waiting prince.

“Alright, Zenos. Let’s see what you and that new arm can do.”

The prince’s smile is a grimacing grin of too many teeth as he draws his katana from its
scabbard. The blade–the Storm, wasn’t it?, Zenos would want her to know–crackles with
violet aether along its length. She brandishes her gunblade and moves a few paces closer.

Zenos attacks first, throwing his bulk at her and swiping his blade with enough force to leave
the air crackling in its wake. She shields against the attack and counters, but he easily blocks
her own attack.

They trade several volleys of ineffective attacks against each other.

He knows how she moves, and she knows how he moves. They have battled together, and
trained together. Side by side, they are unstoppable against even the greatest of enemies.
Facing each other in combat, however, they are too equally matched to gain much headway
in either’s favor.

They push apart and circle slowly. The prince’s eyes are wild and yet intensely focused on
her every movement. The Warrior’s head aches from the siren’s scream of her Echo, but she
ignores the pain and keeps her attention honed on her opponent. Zenos takes another swing,
which she dodges, but chooses not to fully counter when she notices the prince scowl and
shake his head. He pivots, and moves his weapon from his right to left hand.

“Are you alright?” she asks, keeping her shield active just in case he is toying with her.

“Fine,” Zenos snaps. He gives his right arm a shake. “Some sort of aetheric feedback loop,
‘tis all. I will have to have Aulus look into the problem.” The sword is raised in his left hand.
“Hopefully you do not object to me continuing with the other hand.”

“I’ve no objections,” says the Warrior. 

“Good.” There is a brief surge of crackling levin along the length of the blade as it reacts to
Zenos’ aether.

The Warrior focuses on the crystal pressed into her skin. Unlike their first encounter, the
darkness that coils at the edge of her thoughts does not tell her that Zenos needs to die.

Fight to protect.
To make him stronger will keep him safer.

She understands, and guides her aether into her weapon.

The Warrior shields against a burst of red aether from the prince, and then immediately
dodges the charged swipe of energy that surges from a downward swipe of his blade. She



counters with aether of her own, spiking red and black from the floor. But Zenos is as nimble
on his feet as ever and has no trouble weaving between each crackling spike.

They attack, and parry, and counter. Over and again, leaving aetheric burns on the old marble
tiles of the ballroom floor. Zenos does not taunt her as he has in the past, instead remaining
silent and focused.

She throws herself at him again, gunblade singing with her aether. Something ticks in Zenos’
expression, and as he takes the force of the hit she knows she has made a mistake. The prince
sets after the Warrior as she steps away, and rams his shoulder into her sternum. 

Zenos lets out a rough, giddy laugh as she goes flying from the impact. The Warrior grunts as
she lands on her bottom several yalms away. The prince charges after her, ready to end the
fight. She scrambles to her gunblade, and then rolls onto her side to kick up at the man with
her right leg. Her boot heel makes contact with the bottom of the prince’s breastplate,
stopping him long enough for her to get back to her feet. He lets out an indignant sputter that
would have been adorable, had they not been in the middle of a fight.

They dance. He leads. She leads. They clash, blade to blade, face to face were he not so
damnably tall. They shove each other away. Zenos raises his weapon, and the blade flickers
as he wills his aether into greater action.

The Warrior focuses her aether, lifts her gunblade, and pulls the trigger.

A sparking shot of aether streaks from the muzzle. It strikes Zenos’ katana in the guard and
sends the sword flying from his hand. She throws herself at him and presses the flat of her
blade against his throat even as he starts to track the trajectory of his own weapon. Zenos
curses softly as his focus snaps back to his opponent.

“Yield,” the prince barks. “I yield.”

The Warrior immediately steps away and returns her gunblade to its holster.

“You fought well, Zenos.”

The prince stares down at her with wide eyes. His gloved fingers touch the skin of his throat,
as though feeling for a wound that is not there. After a moment his expression calms, and he
gives her a small nod.

“You clearly fought better.”

“I’m starting to think you like losing to me, Zenos,” she teases. The prince grits his teeth for
a moment, but rather than frowning, his expression settles into a contrite smile.

“Aye, or I must be a glutton for punishment.” Zenos picks up his katana and returns it to its
scabbard. “Perhaps next time.”

“Yes, there’s always next time.” 



As after her first sparring match with Zenos, Varis’ guards are barely able to contain their
enthusiasm about her victory.

“Splendid fighting, my Lady!”

“You are always an inspiration to watch, my Lady!”

Varis waves a hand at Julia and Annia. “Now, now. No need to cause a scene.”

The Warrior crosses her arms and looks up at him. “What, you didn’t find my performance up
to par?”

“Wh–of course I did, my love.” Varis clears his throat. “However, they should keep to
decorum.”

“If you insist.”

“I thought you fought very well, Lady Lux,” the centurion says softly.

“Thank you, Caspian.”

The Elezen’s helmeted head tips to the side as Zenos comes to a stop behind the Warrior.

“Ah, you fought well, too, Lord Zenos.” They fix their gaze on their boots.

“Do you think so? I lost.”

“Yes, sir, you were quite terrifying, sir.” The centurion shifts uneasily on their feet. “I really
thought you might beat Lady Lux, sir.”

Zenos lets out another rattling laugh. “At least someone did.”

“How is your arm, Zenos?” The Warrior touches the sleeve that covers his magitek limb.
“Was it hurting you?”

“‘Tis functioning normally. Indeed, it was before, but while using the Storm, the aether from
the weapon was… disagreeing with my own aether in the arm.” He gestures toward his neck.
“It caused a surge of aether to travel up the arm and jolt my neck and collarbone.”

“Oh, dear. I suppose you might have to stick to using a standard weapon with that hand.”

“Perhaps. I will have Aulus look into the matter.” Zenos gives her a curt nod. “However, I am
glad that the problem was discovered here, and not when I was out in the field amongst mine
enemies. They might have tried to take advantage of a moment of weakness.”

The Warrior smiles. “We can’t have that.”

“Indeed.” Zenos stares down at her for a moment, and then bends in a half-bow. “Thank you
for honoring me with another battle, Lady Lux. I look forward to the next.”

She laughs. “I bet you do.”





Chapter 59
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The Warrior is several chapters into a new book when Varis interrupts her quiet the next
morning.

“Is aught amiss?” She watches as the big man stands in the study doorway and rubs at his
chin. Varis peers down at her.

“No, nothing to worry about, my dear. I was merely wondering if you wished to accompany
me to the docks. Zenos is scheduled to leave in a short while.”

“Oh! Yes, of course!” She closes the book without marking her page and gets to her feet.
“Just give me a moment to make myself presentable.”

“Take your time.”

She feels a strange pang of sadness as she changes out of her sleep clothes and into
something more proper for appearing in public.

“I’m sad to see him go,” the Warrior admits to Varis as they walk down the long corridors.
Varis grunts softly and squeezes her hand in the crook of his elbow.

“It has been strange for me, having the boy around so much. However, I cannot say that I am
entirely eager to see him leave.”

“Really? I thought you would be glad to have him gone again.”

“He has a duty to the empire to fulfill. But, I am not oblivious to the fact that him being
around has given you something to distract yourself with.”

“Zenos hasn’t been a distraction, Varis. I care about his well being.”

“Like a doting mother.”

She blushes and remains silent as they pass a guard.

“I mean that in a good way, my dear. Zenos owes a great deal to you and your kindness. And,
so do I.”

“You’re still afraid of him, though.”

“Somewhat, yes.” He exhales a soft sigh. “That will take longer to be reconditioned, I am
afraid.”



“You’re doing better. Both of you are.” She smiles. “You can sit at the same table and eat
dinner and be almost civil with each other.”

“Only because you are there.”

The Warrior shrugs. “Whatever it takes.”

 

Varis is detained when a guard asks for a moment of his time in the corridor. The Warrior
continues on, until she reaches the entryway to the docks. Zenos is standing near the closed
doors, wearing his usual mask of perfected boredom. The expression shifts to one of greater
attention when the Warrior approaches.

“Here to see me off, are you?”

“Varis asked me if I wanted to, and I did.” She gestures over her shoulder. “He’ll be along in
a minute.”

“I see.” Zenos frowns down the hall for a moment before returning his attention to her. "As
you likely are aware, my men and I are being deployed to Bozja, in hopes that we might get
the situation there back in hand."

"I had heard, yes."

"We are there to be diplomatic, but should that fail, I am to begin killing those who refuse to
cease their insubordination."

She sighs. "Zenos."

The prince looks down at her, his lips pulling into a wry smile. "Fear not, Lady Lux. I will
subject them to all proper means of intimidation ere I draw my sword."  

“Thank you. I know it isn’t your preferred means of communication, so I really do appreciate
it.”

Zenos looks in the direction of the Emperor’s approaching footsteps. “I do it for you, and not
any of Father’s orders.”

“I won’t tell him.” The Warrior wraps her arm around the prince’s left side and gives him a
squeeze. Zenos freezes at the contact, but she is aware of a slight returning pressure before
she moves away. “I’m going to miss you, Zenos.”

He does nothing to hide the doubt on his face. “Why would you do that?”

“Oh, I don’t know. I suppose that I’ve gotten used to having you around the palace.” She
watches as his lips settle into a pensive frown.

“I do not believe anyone has ever claimed to miss me upon my departure from here,” he
murmurs.



“Well, we’ve already established that I’m a bit peculiar.”

“Indeed.” His expression shifts into a neutral mask as the Emperor comes to a stop next to the
Warrior. “Father.”

“Zenos. You look well. Ready to field test your new arm?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good, good.” Varis stares at his son for a moment, before uncertainly casting his gaze down
to the Warrior. She smiles up at him and touches his sleeve.

“We were just saying our goodbyes.”

Varis looks between them. “Of course.”

“I have been given word that preparations for departure are complete,” Zenos stiffly reports.
“Upon my word, we will depart for Bozja, where we are scheduled to meet with the
remainder of the Twelfth at Castrum Lacus Litore, thusly relieving the Fourth of its control
over the region.”

The Emperor nods. “Very good. Go forth with my blessing.”

To the Warrior, Zenos’ salute is quite elegant and precise.

“For the Glory of Garlemald.”

 

Zenos heads outside into the docks. The Warrior keeps close at Varis’ side as he trails a few
paces after the prince. Varis is quiet, his chin tucked toward his chest as they walk. 

The sky is cloudless, and the sun nearly overhead, having finally escaped the wintry grip of
the horizon. The Warrior smiles at the sky as she follows Varis out into the docking bays. It is
still cold, of course, they are still in Garlemald. She is still bundled in her coat, and her breath
yet fogs before her, but she is not bothered by the cold. Her lover’s presence is serene and
warm, and the Warrior feels all the better for it.

The legatus’ airship looms large in its bay, and there are a dozen soldiers lining the gangplank
that leads to its open doors. Zenos stands speaking to one of the soldiers, and turns to face his
father when the Warrior clears her throat at their approach.

“We are prepared to depart, Your Radiance.”

“Very good. I wish you and your men a safe journey, and a successful endeavor.”

The soldiers all salute their emperor.

Softly, the Warrior calls: “Stay safe, Zenos.”



The prince looks down at her, still close at the Emperor’s side. He inclines his head.

“You do the same, Lady Lux.”

Zenos’ armor rattles purposefully as he turns and traverses the gangplank. The soldiers
follow once he has disappeared inside, and then the doors close. A few minutes pass, and the
Warrior hears a faint bit of shouting in the distance before the prince’s ship rumbles to life
and begins to pull away from the docks.

Neither speaks until the warship is out of sight.

“What should we do now?” wonders the Warrior.

“Prepare for our own journey.”

“Oh. I was thinking more of you, me, a warm bath, and a bottle of mulled wine.”

For a long moment, Varis is silent as he stares up into the empty sky. Then, he smiles.

“Yes, I believe that is a suitable alternative.”

 

Varis calls for the bottle of wine while the Warrior prepares the bath. At first, she had
expected him to go back to his business, but instead he took her hand and led her away from
the lonely docks. Now, the Warrior looks through Varis’ collections of bath oils. She tries not
to think of Zenos, off on a new adventure of his own. She tries not to think of dealing with
Ala Mhigo. She settles her focus on just Varis, just for now, just for a few stolen moments
before the world goes back to making its endless demands of the both of them.

By the time the kitchen delivers the warmed bottle of spiced wine, the Warrior has already
finished filling the bath. She sits nude on the edge of the tub, her bottom a bit cold against the
floor tiles. Varis sets the bottle on the counter and begins to undress. His armor falls in a loud
pile on the bedroom floor as he carefully tosses each piece aside. The big man’s eyes never
leave the form of the Warrior. She looks over her shoulder, smiling as she observes him
through the open door.

“The bath is warm and waiting, my love, as am I. All we need now is you and the bottle of
wine.”

Varis rumbles a laugh as he removes his boots. “I will be glad to complete the equation, just
be patient.”

The Warrior slips into the warm water. Another minute or two pass before Varis retrieves the
bottle of mulled wine and pads over to the tub. He stoops and passes her the bottle before
carefully stepping down into the bath and settling next to her.

“There. Just as you desired.” Varis takes the bottle and pulls out the cork. The smells of
spices and a touch of citrus wafts to the Warrior’s nose. “Though, I never thought you much
of one for mulled wine.” He takes a gulp from the bottle and pinches his face in thought.



“Well, it’s quite the popular beverage in the colder climes of Eorzea,” she says. “The
Ishgardians are quite keen on it, so I must admit to having drunk my fair share of the stuff.
That and hot cider. Anything to ward off the chill.” She accepts the bottle from Varis and
takes a drink.

“Aye, ‘tis of a similar fashion here in Garlemald.”

They pass the bottle back and forth for a few minutes.

Eventually, she asks: “Are you glad that Zenos is gone?”

Varis takes a drink from the bottle and sets it down at the edge of the tub between them.
“Strangely, I cannot say that I am entirely glad for his departure. I am glad that he lives, and
that he is capable of continuing to fight for Garlemald.” He licks his lower lip, eyes not
leaving the bottle. “But, I would be lying were I not to say that a small part of me will miss
him being home.”

“Because I’ll miss having him around, right?” The Warrior picks up the warm bottle and sips.
“That’s what you said.”

“Perhaps.” Varis shrugs and gestures at the bottle. “What do you think of the wine?”

She takes another sip from the bottle. “It’s alright. They use a better mix of spices in
Ishgard.”

“Maybe something to consider in a trade agreement.” Varis smirks as she presses the bottle
into his hand.

“It’s certainly a start.”

After another passing of the bottle, the Warrior settles back against the wall of the tub. She
draws her knees nearly to her chest, enjoying the pleasant tingling in her brain from the
alcohol. Varis rests a hand on her knee, his fingers completely caging the joint.

“So, my dear, were you thinking of just drinking in the tub, or did you have aught else on
your mind?”

She grins. “I always have something else on my mind when I’m in the tub with you.” The
Warrior takes another swig of the warm wine. “Thought you would’ve noticed that by now,
love.”

“I may have noticed a pattern, yes.” Varis takes the bottle back. He drains the last of its
contents and then sets it on a towel. “Not that I have ever felt inclined to complain about said
pattern.” He kisses her, and she eagerly leans into it, chasing the spices on his tongue with her
own.

When the kiss breaks, she gasps: “I’m rather inclined to think this was a brilliant idea on my
part.”



“You are gifted with a certain sort of genius, yes.” Varis nips at her lower lip before moving
to kiss at her jaw. She giggles and tips her head back, allowing his lips access to the line of
her throat. Her back arches a bit as his mouth moves lower, dipping just beneath the surface
of the water to travel over the curve of her right breast. She lets out a little gasp as his lips
and tongue find her nipple.

“Ah!” Her hand moves to grab at the back of his head, fingers tangling in his soft hair. Varis
hums contently as he tugs lightly at the sensitive flesh with his teeth. His nose holds just
above the surface of the water, and each breath causes a small ripple that can only hint at
what is happening below.

Further down, Varis’ hand leaves her knee and begins to work its way along the length of her
thigh. His fingers trace along the line of a scar, and then another, knowing the markings
without having to see them. His fingers seek out their destination as though by instinct. They
squeeze lightly at her thigh, and she draws her other leg out and away to permit them to
continue.

He emerges from the water, mouth leaving her breasts to retake her lips. His fingers tease a
long, slow line over her thigh. She moans into his mouth as the first finger slides into her, and
then the second. Varis’ hand knows the heat between her thighs well. His fingers thrust into
her in a steady rhythm for several minutes, while his lips capture the lascivious noises that his
efforts extract from the Warrior. She is already clenching around his thick fingers by the time
he adds his thumb to the mix. She cries out and trembles as the rough pad teases a slow track
around her clit.

Varis murmurs her name on her own breath, and whispers in encouragement as he draws her
ever closer to the edge of release. When she finally does come, it is with a broken,
shuddering cry of his name. His lips find hers again, and he guides her back down from her
pinnacle.

“Thank you.”

“My pleasure.”

Her nether still tingling and gripping needily at his fingers, the Warrior shifts her position to
allow for better access to her lover’s body. Her fingers trace a line down his powerful chest,
slipping beneath the water to trace lower over muscle and scar and fine hair. Varis lets out a
low groan as her hand nears its destination.

His cock is already hard, standing erect from his hips and bobbing slowly in the warm water.
Her fingers trace the circumference of its base, and then tease down to explore below. Varis
groans again, hips twitching into her caress. Her name escapes his lips in another groan as her
fingers return to encircle his girth. His fingers in her curl slightly, as though trying to draw
her hips to his.

“My turn,” she whispers. Varis rumbles softly in protest, but makes no further move of his
own. She meets his gaze and holds it as her fingers begin to stroke slowly up the length of his
cock. His pale cheeks, already pink from the wine and lust, darken further as she slowly
slides her hand up and down his shaft. 



His body is arguably easier to please than her own, and it only takes a few minutes of slow
stroking before his hips are twitching and thrusting his cock between her fingers. She traces
her forefinger over the head of his cock and feels his body tremble against hers.

Into the scant space between them, she whispers: “Will you come for me, my love? I want to
feel it.”

Varis’ eyes widen and then squeeze shut. His head jerks in a single, desperate nod.

“Good.”

She stills her hand, fingers lightly caging the swell of his cock, the head bumping eagerly
between her fore and middle fingers. He thrusts roughly, nearly forcing her fingers apart,
until with a final blissful groan of her name his body tenses and strains against her touch. A
burst of warmth flows between her fingers, and a shiver of delight courses down her spine.

Panting, Varis slumps against the wall of the tub. His fingers slip from between her folds, and
the Warrior scoots closer to his side. She strokes him a few more times until his cock begins
to soften, and he lets out a final groan of pleasure.

“That’s good,” he mumbles, and wraps his arm around her. “Very good.”

 

They lay in the tub until the water has begun to cool and the bottle of wine is a long distant
memory. The Warrior remains warm in her lover’s embrace, resting her head on his chest and
listening to the steady beating of his heart. Varis’ fingers idly comb through her hair, gently
untangling the mess that was made of her hair during their passions.

A thought makes its way to the forefront of the Warrior’s mind, and she lets it out unbidden.

“When do you suppose you would like to have a child?”

Varis’ soft hum catches in his throat, and his fingers still. For a moment he is silent and
unresponsive. 

“Ah. Well–’Tis as we have discussed before. It is your body, my love, and so it is your say
when the time for children comes.”

“Yes, I know. But, it’s your say, too, Varis. I’m fully aware that it’s my body, and so my
decision. I’m likely fully capable of carrying your child. But, are you ready yet for that
responsibility?”

His fingers move again in an absentminded caress. “I–if I had true control of the situation, I
would prefer that the world we were bringing a child into was safe and peaceful. But, I know
that such a perfect world does not exist, and even our best combined efforts will not make it
so.”

The Warrior makes a noise of agreement. “Were I to wait until there is no longer a chance I
might be called to action, then I would miss out on motherhood for waiting.”



“Indeed.” She feels his sigh against her scalp. “So, we must do our best with the world that
we have.”

“That’s right.”

Varis hums thoughtfully. “I would say at least we should wait until we are wed. It would be
unwise to tempt further scandal.”

“True.” She captures a stray lock of pale hair that has fallen over her shoulder and twists it
between her fingers. “When should we be wed, then?”

Another thoughtful rumble. “Not just yet. It has scarcely been a year since we first met.”

“More scandal?”

“Aye. Perhaps in the summer? Autumn? Not–not to directly coincide with the date of
Regula’s passing, of course. But…”

“What is the Garlean tradition?”

He chuckles. “Any season but the winter is seen as acceptable. Winter is the season of death
and decay, and not seen as a fitting time to bind a couple in marriage.”

“There’s a lot of spring weddings, then?”

“Aye. But, of course, a lot of it depends on the whims of war and fate and all of that. An
autumn wedding is probably more appropriate for a man of my age.”

“Your age? Love, you don’t even have any gray hairs, yet.” She brings the captured lock of
hair to her face. “Not a one.”

“My hair will likely turn white like my grandsire’s, not gray.”

“You don’t even have a beard yet, Varis, how can you say you’re too old to have a spring
wedding?”

“You will not let me grow a beard,” he points out.

“You’re still too handsome to cover up with a beard.” The Warrior stretches to kiss at the
stubble on his jaw. Varis’ cheeks pink, and he wraps his arms around her.

“You are always overflowing with flattery for me.”

“It isn’t flattery if I’m telling the truth. Then it’s just me telling you a truth that you’re
uncomfortable with.”

He grunts in disagreement and presses his face into the curve of her neck. “It is not a message
I am used to receiving.”

“What, didn’t Regula ever tell you how beautiful you were?”



“No in so many words. But, he was never inclined to that sort of poetry.”

“A pity. You deserve to be reminded of that every day.”

He huffs a laugh against her skin. “Do you not think that will make me vain?”

“A little vanity never hurt. You don’t have to go overboard like your grandsire.” She kisses at
his hair. “I’ll keep you in line.”

“Thank you, dear.”

 

Eventually the tub loses their interest, and the couple emerge from the cooled waters. Varis
rubs the Warrior down with a fluffy blue towel. He lingers at her midsection, fingers tracing
over a small scar there before feathering down over her belly button.

“Something wrong?” she wonders.

“Mm? No, just trying to visualize how you might look…” Varis trails off, and with a
flustered noise continues to hurriedly rub her down with the towel. She giggles when he
drops to a knee before her as he dries her calves.

“My, it is quite easy to get you on your knees, Your Radiance.”

Varis kisses one of the scars on her thigh. “I do not mind. The view down here is quite
spectacular.” The Warrior bursts out laughing as he winks at her.

“Such cheek. What would the rest of the world think, if they saw the great emperor of
Garlemald kneeling before me?”

He gives her a pat on the bottom with the towel as he stands. “There are some who would be
envious of my position, to be certain. More now than before.” Varis retrieves her robe from
its hook and holds it out to her. “They would be foolish enough to believe that you were
another prize to be claimed, along with the throne.”

“I am your prize only,” she says as she slips into the silk. Varis shakes his head with a
reserved smile.

“No, my dear. You are no prize. A gift, perhaps.” He watches as she twists her hair into a
braid.

“A gift?”

“Aye. To me, to Garlemald, to the star at large… who is to say?” Varis hums as he dries
himself off. “Perhaps no one.”

“Ah, well.” The Warrior permits herself an eyeful of his long legs as he bends to dry off his
calves. “I wonder…”



“Hmm?”

She shakes her head. “Nothing.”

“You can tell me, can’t you?”

“I was just…I wonder if this is what Hydaelyn had in mind, those years ago, when She gave
me Her gift. Did She see this future? That I would end up here, with you? Or, have I strayed
from the intended path?”

Varis scratches at his tailbone and gives a thoughtful grimace. “I cannot say. What do you
think?”

“I don’t know.” She laughs softly. “I mean, I know my gift remains intact. I know—I know
what it feels like to have it removed. So, I don’t think I’ve done anything to betray Her trust
or expectations, even if there are people in Eorzea who might disagree. But, I cannot say if I
am on the course that meets Her expectations.”

“Are you worried?” Varis gazes down at her, a wrinkle of concern between his brows.

“No, not really. I mean, you don’t love me just because I’m blessed by the Light, right?”

“Not in the slightest.” His big hand captures her cheek, and she leans into the touch. “While I
am fully aware that we would not have met without it, that is not what drew me to you. But,
perhaps your god was aware of our meeting when she chose you. Perhaps it was all part of
her design, to have you bring the Light to Garlemald, to save our people. To save me.”

“Do you consider yourself saved, Varis? By a god you have no faith or belief in?”

“No.” He smiles. “Just by you.”

Chapter End Notes

And here we are, the final chapter of 2021! To think we started the year way back at
Chapter 27, that feels crazy, doesn't it?

Hope everyone has a safe holiday, and we'll meet again next year to continue this story...



Chapter 60

Though the Warrior initially has her doubts, she does become aware of the subtle progression
of spring in Garlemald. It still snows, though not the heavy blizzards of the winter. When the
sun comes out of hiding its brightness melts the snow in patches on the roofs and in the
courtyards. Three days after Zenos departed for Bozja, the Warrior goes out into the
courtyard that the prince had told her was a favorite of the previous empress. Her guard is in
attendance, but they hang back near the door as she steps out onto the stone walkway.

“What, are you worried that Zenos is going to drop out of the sky and attack you?” she
teases.

“Or pop up out of a bush,” they say, as though it were a serious possibility. The Warrior
laughs and shakes her head.

The morning air is calm and cool, but the remote sound of troops training out in a distant
yard still meets her ears. There is also the persistent sound of dripping, as snow melts on the
rooftops and drains along the eaves, drop by drop. There is still plenty of snow present in the
courtyard, as the surrounding building blocks much of the day’s sun from reaching the
corners and overhangs. However, there are patches of silvery-green grass visible, dotted with
spots of white. There are little walls of stone surrounding many of the patches, and the
Warrior realizes that someone, years before, had tracked where the sun did reach and blocked
it off for usage.

She crouches next to one of the beds. A closer look at the white spots in the grass shows her
that she is not seeing lingering snow, but many small white flowers. There are dozens of the
tiny white lilies that Zenos revealed to her weeks before, spread in a careful, sweet carpet.
Other blossoms scattered here and there, some as big as her palm.

All of the flowers are white.

“Is something wrong, Lady Lux?” the centurion calls when they notice her shaking her head.

“Oh, no. I’m just looking at the flowers.”

Caspian leaves the safety of the doorway and moves to stand next to the Warrior. “They’re
lovely, aren’t they?”

“Yes, but... They’re all white. Why none with color?”

They make a thoughtful noise and drum their fingers on the chin of their faceplate. “I believe
that is a natural occurrence in Garlemald. It discourages hungry herbivores from munching
on the flowers, since they cannot discern it from patches of snow.”

“Clever, I suppose. Though, I must admit to being a bit disappointed. I would have thought
the empress would have imported something with color, to liven things up.”



“Well, you do find some with a touch of color, but those are mostly viewed as weeds. For
decorative flowers, we don’t have anything colorful that would survive long outside here in
Garlemald.”

“I see.” She stands and brushes off her knees. “Perhaps we need some weeds, then.”

“There are the old glasshouses,” says the centurion. “But, they’ve been neglected since the
emperor passed, so I’m not sure what still grows there.”

The Warrior dimly recalls her guard having mentioned the glasshouses before. “Where the
fishing ponds are, right?”

“Ah, yes, that’s right. Good of you to remember, my Lady.”

“I still haven’t taken the time to look at any of them.”

“Well, you have been quite busy since last we talked about the glasshouses. You fought the
eikon, and there was all that business with Prince Zenos…”

The Warrior smiles. “You’ll have to remind me again after everything is resolved with Ala
Mhigo.”

“Of course, my Lady.”

 

When the Warrior’s fingers have begun to chill through her gloves, she leaves the blossoms
to their sunshine and heads back inside. The centurion makes a soft noise of alarm as she is
stuffing her gloves into her coat pockets. The Warrior looks up to see the form of a soldier
approaching. Not one of the usual standing sentries, the soldier is wearing a pale yellow sash
across his uniform front that denotes him as a messenger appointed by the court.

She waits until they have stopped and saluted before asking: “Is something wrong?”

“No, Lady van Umbrus. His Radiance simply wished to relay a message to you.”

“Oh.” She frowns. “How did you know where I was? I didn’t tell Varis my morning plans.”
Not that she had any to share. The messenger taps at the side of his helmet, and then points at
her guard.

“The communications relays between the guards.”

“I see.” She squints at the centurion for a moment, but when they do not budge from their
ready position, she looks back to the messenger. “Well, what is it?”

“His Radiance wished for you to be alerted that the legatus of the Twelfth arrived in Bozja
yesterday morning, and he and his troops have safely completed the transfer of power from
the Fourth.”



“That’s a relief.” The Warrior rubs her cold hands together. “Why wasn’t I told of this until
now?”

The messenger’s shoulders jerk in a restrained shrug. “Lord Zenos did not send word until
this morning.”

“Of course.” She nods at the messenger. “Thank you for your expediency. You may return to
your post.”

The messenger salutes again and hurries off.

“‘Tis good that Lord Zenos made it to Bozja,” says the centurion. There is something cheeky
to their modulated voice that gives the Warrior pause.

“And, why do you say that?”

“Because, it means he isn’t here at the palace. In fact, it means he is far, far away, and I do
not have to worry about him causing trouble here for the foreseeable future.”

“Caspian!” She swats their arm, and the guard bursts out laughing. The Warrior smiles and
shakes her head. “Yes, I suppose for the time being, he’s the Bozjans’ problem.”

 

Lunch for the Warrior is highlighted by a hot bowl of soup. Next to her, Varis seems
determined to see how many slices of toasted bread covered in butter and honey he can shove
into his mouth in a single seating. She knows better than to interrupt his eating.

“Busy afternoon planned?”

Varis swallows and washes down his latest piece of toast with a gulp of coffee. “Aye. We’ll
be leaving in the evening.”

She blinks. “What?”

“To travel to Gyr Abania. The weather reports from the Wastes have indicated that tonight
will be the best time to make the trip.”

“So suddenly?”

He shakes his head and picks up another piece of bread. “‘Tis not sudden. I merely have not
been boring you with the details of preparations for the meeting with the Eorzean heads of
state.”

“You should have mentioned something.”

“My apologies, love. I did not mean to keep you in the dark.”

“I know you don’t. But, you need to start taking a moment to think ‘do I need to tell her
about this?’ when making decisions that will affect me.  Even if I’m technically a legatus,



I’m not just someone for you to order around. I’m to be your wife, your partner, and not just
an underling.”

Varis’ eyes widen. “I–” He looks away and stuffs more bread into his mouth.

“Just be more mindful of communication. Or, I’ll have to start daily asking you if there’s
aught I should know about the day’s business.”

He nods.

“Now, that’s enough business for this meal. We can discuss your plans during the flight.” She
picks up her spoon. “Let’s discuss something more pleasant. Like… the glasshouses.”

Varis swallows and echos: “Glasshouses?”

“Yes. My guard is quite insistent that there used to be glasshouses kept during your
predecessor’s reign, with greenery and foreign flowers and fish ponds and the like.”

“There were, yes, but I don’t think I have stepped foot in one of them since before my
grandsire’s passing.” Varis refills his mug. “They were mostly a pet project of my
grandmother, but I know that Zenos sometimes would disappear into one of them when
Grandsire was in a foul mood.”

The Warrior cannot help but think of a young blond boy, hiding among a tangle of greenery
and flowers. She thinks that perhaps, in his inherent loneliness, little Zenos could sense the
love that his great-grandmother had put into the flora.

“Give them to me,” she says. “I will revitalize them, so that they can be a place for people to
enjoy again.”

Varis stares at her for a moment over the lip of his mug. He takes a quiet sip of coffee.

“They’re yours then, my dear. I’ll see to it after our venture in Ala Mhigo.”

 

The Emperor disappears off to another meeting after lunch, but returns later on with two
attendants toting wooden trunks. The Warrior, seated on the study sofa with her knees tucked
up to her chest inside her too-large silvery sweater, nearly falls off said sofa in her haste to
not look like she was being somewhat slovenly. As it is, the book she was reading still
tumbles loudly to the floor. Varis chuckles as he pokes his head in the open doorway.

“‘Tis just I, no reason to panic.” He waves a hand and the servants continue down the hall,
paying no mind to the Warrior. She huffs softly and pushes up the sleeves of the sweater.

“I was just reading, that’s all.”

“What today?”



She retrieves her book from the floor. “A collection of old faerie stories from Gyr Abania. It
was part of the library storage, in one of the crates of tomes they never got around to
destroying.”

“An interesting choice.”

“The tales told to children are often indicative of the moral and religious values of the people
telling the stories,” she notes. “At least, that’s been my experience. The stories in Ishgard, for
example, are full of brave dragonslayers, deceitful heretics, and beautiful maidens being torn
between the two.”

“Sounds exciting. And Ala Mhigo?”

“Mm.” She looks at the book in her hands. “There’s a lot of pages torn out. But, what is there
is mostly about brave warriors, brave mercenaries, brave heroes, and so on.”

“Very big on bravery, then.”

“They’re a martial people. But, you already knew that.” She smiles. “There are a few little
tales about a salt witch, those are fun.”

Varis chuckles. “Perhaps you can read a few to me during our trip.” He nods at the servants
as they disappear back out of the royal chambers. Then he gestures down the hall to the
bedroom. “We’ll pack a few things for the trip, and then be off about a bell after sunset.
Assuming the weather holds in the Wastes.”

“And, if it doesn’t?”

“Then we will be packed and ready to go when it clears.” Varis looks down the front of the
sweater. “Are you… wearing aught under that?”

“Just my smallclothes.”

His cheeks pink. “Yes. Yes, very good.”

 

Eventually, after the Warrior proves that yes, in fact she is only wearing her smallclothes
under the sweater, the couple sets about packing for their trip to Ala Mhigo.

“Should I bring my armor?” wonders the Warrior.

“If you wish to.”

“I should bring some supplies for my menses, in case the trip runs long.”

“It does not hurt to be prepared.”

She tries to think of other things that might be needed. The last time she traveled she had
only brought her pack, but Varis has insisted that they will need a greater variety of attire for



this trip. She watches as Varis folds a pair of trousers and places them into the chest.

“Could we bring flowers?”

“Hm?” He pauses in his packing efforts to look down at her. “Flowers?”

She nods.

“Alright then.” Varis returns to his wardrobe. The Warrior nearly frowns in her surprise.

“Just like that? You aren’t even going to ask me why?”

“Mm, I know how you work, my love. You wouldn’t ask to bring flowers if it wasn’t for a
good reason. And, I see no harm in letting you bring some along.” He glances at her again.
“Am I not correct?”

“No, I mean–yes, you’re right. I just didn’t expect you to phrase it like that.”

Varis hums in thought. “Why do you want to bring flowers to Ala Mhigo?”

“I thought it would be a nice gesture. A lovely little bouquet of flowers to display on the
meeting table. I could get some from the flowerbeds out in the courtyard. You know, the ones
your grandmother grew.”

“Who told you about that?”

“Zenos did,” she says. “Why, was it some kind of secret?”

“No. They are just flowers. I just… I suppose I would not expect Zenos to care about the
history of the flowerbeds, or to pass it on to you.”

She shrugs. “All the same. I’ve seen the ones out in the courtyard. All white and pretty and
non-threatening. They would be a gesture, like, ‘see, there are lovely peaceful things to be
found in Garlemald, not just violence’.”

“The climate of Gyr Abania is warmer than here. I am uncertain that the flowers would last
very long, even if the weather in the Spring is not as hot as later in the year.”

“Oh. Yes, I suppose there is some truth to that.” The Warrior frowns. “It was a silly
suggestion. I’m sorry.”

Varis shakes his head. “Not silly. You meant well with the idea. The blooms will keep well
enough in refrigeration for transport, and we can chill the vase or bowl or what have you.”

His suggestion is enough to bring a smile to her lips. “And, there is no shortage of ice here in
Garlemald to keep the flowers fresh.”

“Just so. And, I am sure that would be a novelty for our guests: flowers that grew in the
frozen wastes.” He hums. “The Ishgardians might even be keen to get their hands on some,
wouldn’t you think?”



“They might. I don’t think they’ve really been able to cultivate any flowers that grow in the
snow.” She shakes her head. “Until rather recently, they were more preoccupied with trying
to survive in said snow, while also driving off dragon attacks.”

“What preoccupies them now?”

“Hm. Rebuilding, primarily. That and their debts to the Eorzean Alliance. If fighting breaks
out involving the Alliance, then the Ishgardians will have to send some of their home defense
to aid in the fighting.”

“Home defense?”

“The Temple Knights and the Knights Dragoon. Just because they aren’t fighting with the
dragons anymore doesn’t mean that there isn’t internal strife and wild beasts and monsters
roaming about for them to worry about.” She opens her wardrobe. “You know, the usual
defense issues and public safety concerns.”

“Of course.” She can see Varis watching her in her peripheral vision. “You care about Ishgard
and its safety. More than that of the other Eorzean nation states.”

“I do, yes.” The Warrior shrugs. “I would likely still be in Ishgard, staying there to help them
out, if I were not here or dragged off to aid in the fighting in Gyr Abania or elsewhere.”

“I suppose that would give me another reason to strive to keep the peace, then.”

“You don’t have to look at it like that, Varis. Strive to keep the peace because it’s the best
option for everyone, not just Ishgard.”

“Sometimes it is easier to do good things if they are rooted in some level of selfishness,” says
Varis.

“Baby steps, then.” She smiles. While considering which robe to pack, she looks over at her
partner. He is neatly folding a carbonweave top. An idea occurs to her. 

“What if you don’t wear your armor to the parley?”

Varis does nothing to hide his doubtful expression. “Why would I not wear my armor to the
meeting? I need to make a solid impression.”

“You could do just as well in court attire. Presenting yourself to the leaders of Eorzea in full
armor, well, doesn’t that put you on a more aggressive footing from the getgo?”

The doubtful expression does not budge.

“They likely expect you to arrive in Ala Mhigo, sword drawn and cannons firing. Why not
subvert what they are expecting of you?”

“I like my armor.” He sounds nearly petulant.



“As do I. You’re lovely and intimidating in it. Why not present yourself to them as more
regal and stately? As a ruler, not a warlord.”

His lips pinch in a thoughtful frown, and he considers his armor on its stand. “Is there a
difference?”

“I think so.”

Varis continues frowning. The Warrior can tell he is trying to think of an argument.

He tries: “I will be more vulnerable without my armor on. It would not be the wisest of routes
to take, entering a room with mine enemies and no protection.”

“Julia and Annia will be there. And I will be there, too. Aren’t we protection enough for
you?”

She watches his lips part, and the frown falter.

“I–It is not for a lack of faith in your abilities. You know that. It is a perceived vulnerability.
The leaders will think me weaker for–” Varis stops and taps a finger thoughtfully against his
upper lip. “Ah. I believe I may see your point. You are suggesting to use their misconceptions
against them.”

“In so many words, yes.” She pats his arm. “You can still wear your armor to Gyr Abania.
Make a big show of stomping around in it in Ala Mhigo. And then, enter the meeting in
proper court attire. They wouldn’t know what to think.”

“Is it wise to unsettle them so?”

The Warrior shrugs. “They won’t make outright offense. And, if they do, just ask them if
they’re there for war or for peace. And, if it is war they are present for, then offer to change
your attire.”

“‘Tis a tempting suggestion.”

“Pack for both possibilities.”

Varis considers for a moment, and then nods. “I will be wearing my armor, so it will be easy
enough to pack something more appropriate for the court.”

“If not for them, wear it for me.” She walks her fingers along his arm. “I do enjoy seeing you
all gussied up in your court finery.” She smiles as Varis instinctively preens at her words.

“Do you, now? Well, I suppose that is reason enough for me to at least bring it along.”

 

Despite the Emperor’s intent of sharing his meeting plans with the Warrior during their flight
to Gyr Abania, the couple spend most of the trip sleeping. Weather in the Wastes delays the
airship’s departure until the middle of the night, and Varis totes his slumbering beloved in his



arms out to the docks and into the private compartment of the ship. When the Warrior rouses,
it is to the faint rumble of the airship’s engines. Varis is warm at her back, an arm draped over
her middle. She blinks blearily in the near darkness, debates the merits of getting out of bed,
and then ends up closing her eyes and dozing back off to a dreamless sleep.

Daylight is peeking through the curtain of the room’s single small window when she opens
her eyes again. Varis has not moved, and the pattern of his breathing tells her that he is still
fast asleep. She carefully wiggles free of his arm. The floor is warm beneath her feet, and she
is glad for that because she has absolutely no idea where Varis stashed her footwear. The
Warrior combs her fingers through her hair and smooths it back before quietly slipping out of
the room. The guard posted outside salutes and directs her to the bathing room.

After taking care of business, the Warrior wanders down the dark corridor and peers out a
viewport. The landscape flickering below is a seemingly endless stretch of white and gray.
Still traveling over the Wastes, she muses. She returns to the guard.

“How long until we’re due to reach Gyr Abania?” 

“Another two bells or so, ma’am.”

“I see.” She thinks of Varis, still peacefully snoozing away the malms. “When we are thirty
minutes out, please have a pot of coffee delivered to our room. And, see if you can call ahead
to wherever we’re landing in Ala Mhigo and have the morning meal prepared for the
Emperor. I’d hate for him to go hungry.”

“Of course, ma’am.” The guard salutes and lifts his hand to his helmet to relay her requests.

Varis has shifted position on the bed when she reenters the room, having rolled onto his belly
with his face pressed into her pillow. The Warrior pads over to the bed, leans in, and pats the
big man gently on his bottom. Varis grunts softly.

“Yes, yes, I am awake.” He tips his face to the side and squints up at her. “Where did you
go?”

“Had to pee,” she whispers cheerfully, and perches on the edge of the bed. “The guard said
we’re still a few hours from our destination.”

“Mm.” Varis fumbles in his coat pocket and pulls out his pocket watch. “That late already?
We must have run into quite a strong headwind.”

“Are you in a rush?”

“No.” He presses the lid closed. “Our meeting with the Alliance is not scheduled until
tomorrow morning. However, I would appreciate some time to myself before having to face
that firing squad.”

“Well, that’s understandable.” The Warrior reaches and strokes her fingers through his hair. “I
asked a guard to have coffee brought for you half a bell before we land.” She smiles as Varis
lets out a content humm and presses himself into her touch.



“Thank you, love. I believe I am inclined to just remain where I am until that time.”

“Fair enough.” She continues petting his hair until he has drifted off back to sleep.

 

Coffee comes too soon, as it seems to the Warrior that she has just gotten comfortable again
in the bed when a sharp knock sounds at the door. Varis lets out a low whine of protest when
the Warrior slides off the bed. He grabs her hand to halt her progress, and she laughs and
stoops to kiss him.

“Let me fetch your coffee, Your Radiance.”

“No,” he mumbles. “You should just stay here with me.”

The Warrior laughs again and gently pulls her hand free. “I cannot let the world fall to ruin
while staying snug in bed with you, my dear.” She opens the door. A soldier stands there,
patiently waiting with a tray in their hands. The smell of the coffee in its pot is enough to stir
a faint grunt from the bed. She takes the tray with a smile.

“Is there aught else you or His Radiance are requiring?”

“Not right now, thank you.”

Varis has shifted his bulk into a seated position by the time she returns with her bounty.

“Ah, well. I cannot say you do not have my best interests in mind.” He accepts a mug of
coffee with a reserved smile. “Speaking of best interests, I am certain your guard will be
cross that they were not asked to attend you on this trip.”

“It’s difficult to tell with the helmet on, but I think Caspian might have pouted at me at the
news,” she says. Varis chuckles into his coffee.

“It is refreshing to find another soldier so eager to perform their duty.” He sets the mug down.
“But, they were readily informed that their service was not needed for this outing. You will
be with me.”

“And you with me,” she adds pointedly.

“Indeed. I scarcely feel as though I need Julia and Annia around when I am with you, but I do
have an image to maintain in public spaces.”

She smiles. “I’d hate to put them out of a job.”

 

The palace at Ala Mhigo is steeped in mid-morning quiet when the Warrior eventually
follows Varis off of the transport vessel. There is no crowd gathered in the yard, no lines of
soldiers or fanfare playing. This surprises her, but she does not think to complain. The few



soldiers and officers that are present snap to attention and salute as their leader passes, but the
Emperor and his companion are left alone as they make their way up the stairs.

The royal couple takes breakfast alone in the grand dining hall, and is then left to their own
devices. For the remainder of the morning, this means lounging about in their suite wearing a
minimal amount of clothing. By mid-afternoon, they receive word that the legatus of the
Sixth has returned from business at Specula Imperatoris, and they agree to meet her for the
evening meal.

Lady van Pruina is already seated when they arrive for the meal, but she hastily rises from the
table and salutes the Emperor before returning to her seat.

“Ah, Victoriana, you’re looking quite well these days.”

The legatus’ lips pull into a thin smile. “You’re looking quite hale yourself, Your Radiance.”

As she sits in the chair Varis pulls out for her, the Warrior realizes she has indeed seen the
legatus before. It has been half a year or more now, but the tall woman with her snow white
hair and third eye is definitely the same whom she met briefly on the Gration immediately
following Regula’s death. The woman offers her another reserved smile.

“Lady van Umbrus, isn’t it now? I am glad to see that you have recovered well from your
battle against the eikon.”

“Thank you, Lady Victoriana. How has Gyr Abania been treating you?”

The legatus chuckles mirthlessly. “Quite well, once I got used to being growled at by the
locals.”

“Oh dear. I suppose your job might feel like a thankless one at times.”

The legatus shrugs and picks up her glass. “‘Tis to be expected, in this line of work. Some of
the locals have been more amenable to my proposals than others, but there have been enough
to give me hope for the future.”

“The future is what we are working towards,” agrees Varis.

“Mm. Thinking of the battle against that eikon, how fares Prince Zenos?” The legatus looks
at the Warrior across the table. Her pale brows lift in surprise when it is Varis who answers.

“He is doing quite well. Lux was instrumental in his recovery after the battle against the
eikon.”

Lady van Pruina smiles and nods at his words. “That is good to hear. He was quite badly
injured, wasn’t he?”

“He was, yes.”

“He has returned to duty, then? I know the majority of his remaining forces left their posting
in Gyr Abania not that long ago.”



“Indeed. Zenos and his legion have been relocated to Bozja, to deal with matters there.”

The legatus clucks her tongue. “Gabranth won’t care for that.”

“He can barely keep things under control in Dalmasca,” grumbles Varis. “Though, I am half
inclined to believe he is mismanaging on purpose.”

In a careful tone, the Warrior says: “Surely matters of business can wait until after dinner,
can’t they?”

“Ah–” Varis clears his throat. “You are quite right, dear. There will be plenty of time to
discuss such matters later.” He scratches his chin before looking across the table. “A different
topic, then. Tell me, Victoriana, how are your daughters faring these days?”

 

The Warrior excuses herself after the meal, as Varis and the legatus seem quite content to
continue chatting, first about distant family, and then about matters of the empire that do not
directly concern her. She wends her way through the halls, thinking back to the last time that
she was at the palace here in Ala Mhigo. The feeling in the air is different now, lacking the
subtle charge of malice from the presence of the eikon. Shinryu is nothing more than an
unpleasant memory now. Well–a memory, scars, and a magitek arm.

She eventually finds her way to the correct stairwell that leads to the roof of the palace. The
Warrior lets herself out onto the rooftop. The evening is cool and somewhat cloudy, and the
sky is already beginning to tint with pink as dusk approaches. She takes a few deep breaths of
the brisk air and looks around.

The gardens are still in a state of disarray. An area near the reflection pool is blocked off with
rope, and as she moves closer the Warrior sees that the tiles have been removed from the
floor in this area. The flowerbeds are mostly empty at the moment, their brilliant pink
blossoms having faded with the worst of the winter months. There are signs of construction
here and there–a few cracked columns have been removed, and new ones wait in their
wooden transports to be installed.

Scanning the area, the Warrior tries to remember more details of the fight against Shinryu,
but they remain an elusive blur in her mind. The tiles that have not been removed still show
signs of distress, and she notices an area several fulms in diameter that is covered in a half
faded, dark brown stain. Blood, she thinks as she crouches next to the mark. This was where
Zenos fell at the battle’s end. She wonders why no one made a greater effort to clean up the
blood. Did no one care, or were they afraid to touch it? Were they ordered not to touch it?

The Warrior is pondering these questions when she hears the doors to the roof creak open.
She rises to her feet as Varis’ voice echoes her name across the rooftop. He meets her
halfway and immediately stoops to press a kiss to her forehead.

“I needn’t tell you to be careful up here,” he says. “You are not foolish enough to injure
yourself.”



The Warrior smiles. “I was just looking around. There was more damage than I realized.”

“Well, the eikon caused a great deal of structural damage while it was thrashing about. I am
not surprised that in the rush of the battle you did not have time to notice as much.”

“True. I was too busy trying to keep myself alive.” She looks back to the stained tiles. “And,
so was Zenos. I mean, he was trying to keep me alive.”

“Do you think so?”

“I do. He cared less about his own fate.” She recalls the prince’s miserable declaration later in
the infirmary. “He was expecting his own death.”

“I know.” His words are nearly whispered. Varis kisses her forehead again. “Come inside?
The chef has prepared some local sweets for dessert, and I would not want you to miss out.”

The Warrior laughs and hugs his side. “Of course.”

 

When the couple returns to the royal suite, the room is cast in the blue light of the ceruleum
lamps that have been lit during their absence. The Warrior looks out one of the windows. The
distant mountains are only visible as dark shapes, and the moon scarcely lets out enough light
through the cloud cover to illuminate the lazily fluttering ivory standard far overhead.

“It is strange,” she muses aloud, “that such a peaceful landscape can birth such a violent
people.” Varis grunts pensively from where he has seated himself at the dressing table.

“A serene facade often hides turmoil,” he says. “You’ve seen Zenos.”

“I have, yes.” She leans against the windowsill and watches as Varis starts to undress. “And, I
have seen myself, too. And you.”

“Fair enough.” He smiles. “I have seen your fury, my love, and it is just as lovely as your
face.”

The Warrior laughs and pushes away from the window. “You dare to flatter the future
empress of Garlemald?”

“I do indeed, and I shall until my dying breath.” The smile lingers on his lips as the Warrior
situates herself across his lap. “Though, I scarcely consider such words to be flattery. They
are the truth to me, my beautiful warrior.”

She kisses the corner of his mouth. “And, you are beautiful to me. Your strength, your caring,
your concern. The way you have tried, for me, to break down that wall in your heart between
you and Zenos.”

Varis looks away. “I–it was not on purpose.” The Warrior laughs and kisses him again. 

“Good.”



He sighs and wraps his arms around her, holding her against his chest. “Thank you. For being
here.”

“Where else would I be?”

“Sitting on the other side of the table tomorrow,” he murmurs. “If you had never returned to
Garlemald, to me–” Varis clamps his mouth shut against the unpleasant thought.

“Well, I did return to you. I’m no fool.”

Again, he says: “Thank you.”

The Warrior wants to tell him that there is no need to thank her, that she was merely
following the orders of her heart.

Instead, she murmurs: “You’re welcome.”

Looking at the man, she can tell from the particular pout and pinch of his lips and tuck of his
brows that he is letting his mind dwell too heavily on the sour might-have-beens in his life.
She shifts her weight on his thighs.

“So, the meeting tomorrow. Where will it be held?” She is relieved when a bit of the gloom
recedes from his features.

“It was agreed upon that we would meet at Castellum Corvi. ‘Tis a small outpost not far from
Castrum Oriens. It is close enough that the visitors will not have to worry too greatly about
being beset by some of the wildlife.”

“That’s considerate of you.”

“It was more their insistence than mine, if I am to be honest.” He flashes her a sheepish grin.
“I could have been a right prat about it and made them travel all the way to the palace. But,
let them have what they want.”

“My generous emperor.” She kisses his cheek. He rumbles with a laugh.

“The transport will leave in the morning to fly us over to the castellum. Do you plan on
getting dressed here or there?”

“Dressed?”

“In your disguise, of course.”

“Oh, yes.” The Warrior idly combs her fingers through his hair. “If you think we will arrive
before their coterie, then I will wait to change until our arrival.”

Varis nods slowly. “I believe the set of armor Julia found will fit you well enough for the
task. All you have to do is wear it, and stand there.”



“I know, I know.” She sighs at a twinge of apprehension in her breast. “I hope they do not
take too strong an offense to my deception.”

“It is only deception if they ask and we mislead them. You standing there is not a falsehood
on its own. If they ask where you are, I will be honest.”

“They might still get cross with me.”

“Let them get cross. I will protect you.”

She blushes. “And I will protect you.”

Varis nods and nuzzles at her hair. “Just as it should be.”



Chapter 61

The morning breeze wafts from the south, bringing with it the sharp smell of salt. The
Warrior is only slightly surprised to find the sheets empty at her side. The parley has the big
man ill at ease, and he likely abandoned sleep hours ago.

There is a piece of paper on the bedside table, with a simple message scratched onto it: 
Business. See you for breakfast. 

Ah, she muses. Of course there might be imperial matters for the Emperor to tend to so early
in the morning. The empire waits for no one, certainly its leader least of all. Varis would
likely be glad for the distraction of some petty business called in from another province.

The Warrior washes up before making her way to the grand dining room. As she expects,
Varis is seated at one of the chairs. A mug of coffee sits near his right hand, and the table in
front of him is covered in a scattering of reports. She smiles at the sight of the man peering
through his reading glasses, a familiar pensive frown pinching the corners of his mouth.

“No rest for the wicked, eh?”

Varis blinks and looks at her approach. After a moment he sighs, and the Warrior thinks he
looks very tired. “I am forever paying for the wickedness of my grandsire.” She stops next to
his chair, and he tips his head back to accept a gentle kiss on his brow.

“You could disband the empire,” she says. “Give all the conquered lands their freedom,
withdraw all your forces, and so forth.”

He grunts. “You do not mean that.”

“No, I don’t.” The Warrior slowly shakes her head and perches lightly on the arm of his chair.
“Maybe I would have before, but… That would hurt the people of those lands more than it
would help them, wouldn’t it? Even the provinces that are vocal and violent in their protests
to being controlled by Garlemald.”

“Do you truly believe so?” His brows lift in surprise. “Perhaps I have been a bad influence on
you, my dear.”

“I wouldn’t say so if I didn’t believe it. You care about the people in the provinces, just as
much as those in the capital. I know you do, even if they don’t–even if they have trouble
accepting it.” She looks at the papers. “Not every nation has the benefit of having someone
there ready to rule it. What if Doma did not have Prince Hien there to look out for them?
Who would have stepped up for them, to lead them?”

“Not something you thought about earlier.”

“No, it wasn’t. I could have done them more harm than good in asking you to free them.” She
frowns. “But, you did it anyway.”



“I did. However, your concerns about leadership are precisely why a portion of the Twelfth
remained in Doma after the nation was given back its sovereignty, and why a cohort remains
there even now. I am looking out for them.”

“So, what are your plans for Ala Mhigo?”

Varis hums softly and reaches for his mug. “I plan on giving them the option of playing
nicely, so to speak. If they refuse to do so, then I will offer them a heavier hand.”

“Would it have been better to just lash them into submission?”

“Easier, certainly, but you should know well enough that I could have easily had Zenos and
his men do that last year if I believed it to be the better course of action. Instead, I had him sit
bored and restless on the Ala Mhigan throne for months on end.”

“That could have been just to spite Zenos.”

“That may have been part of the original intent, yes.” Varis clears his throat as the doors to
the dining room creak open and admit servants carrying breakfast trays. “I have had light cast
into the shadows of my thoughts since then.”

“I see.” The Warrior kisses his cheek before sliding off the arm of the chair and moving to the
next seat over. “I’m proud of you, you know.”

“What, for doing the right thing?” He grunts and pushes the paperwork into a pile.
“Grandsire had these lands conquered twenty years ago, but did absolutely nothing to do
anything to appease the hearts of the conquered. His intent was always to foment resentment
and future violence among the people of Ala Mhigo. Always.”

“Are you going to talk to them about the eikon?”

“Perhaps, if the need arises. I do not intend to… punish them for that incident.”

“It might be wise to assure them of that fact.”

“It might.” Varis quiets as the servants unload breakfast on the table before them, and the
Warrior takes that as a cue that he is done talking about the matter for the time being. She
can’t really blame him for a small reprieve from the unpleasantness of his business.

After a few minutes, she asks: “Were you planning on returning to Garlemald immediately
after the meeting?”

“That is dependent on the outcome, and the weather,” Varis says after swallowing a mouthful
of toast. “Why?”

“I thought perhaps… Since we’re sort of in the area, it might be nice to have a chance to go
visit the Scions.”

“Ala Mhigo is not exactly ‘in the area’ of Mor Dhona,” he notes.



“All the same.”

“You are more than welcome to visit your associates. Just give the word, and I will have a
transport arranged for you.”

The Warrior smiles. “Really? You don’t mind?”

“I’ve told you: I have no intention of keeping you apart from your friends. Should you wish
to visit them, I will not stop you.” He flashes a rueful smile. “Merely, please do not take
offense should I not wish to accompany you on the journey.”

“You’re just trying to get some time away from me,” she teases. Varis chuckles and picks up
his coffee.

“I could say the same of you, my dear.”

“Ah–true, I suppose you could. It isn’t that.”

“I know.” He stares into the mug before taking a sip. “In Garlemald, we have a saying:
‘Distance pulls at our heartstrings, but does not break them.’”

“Heartstrings?”

“Mm-hmm.” He wags a finger between them. “It is thought that bonds are forged between
the hearts and souls of men. Connections that never completely fade away, even with the vast
distances of time and space and death. It is how we feel the warmth of another’s love in a
memory, even if we have not seen the other person in years, or even if they have passed on.”

“That’s a surprisingly sentimental thing, coming from such a tough people.”

“Do you think so? Such bonds are what have kept us going for centuries.” Varis tips his head
to look at one of the banners hanging on the wall. The Warrior looks as well, and considers
the linked diamonds on the white background. Despite her time in Garlemald, she still feels
the pull of longing to see her friends again, to spend time with the Scions and others that she
has grown close to during her adventures in Eorzea. Becoming the empress of Garlemald will
severely limit her ability to spend time with those people.

“It’ll just be for a day or two,” she says. “I just want to see them.”

“Then, I will have transportation ready to take you to Castrum Centri.” Varis sets down his
mug and folds his hand over hers. His palm is warm from the coffee, and his smile is tender
and a bit teasing. “At the least, it will give the legatus of the Fourteenth the ability to present
herself to some of her cohorts.”

The Warrior laughs, even though she feels a pang of nervousness at his words. “Oh dear, I
hadn’t even thought about that.” She shakes her head. “That will be awkward. Perhaps an
airship can just let me jump out in the swamp instead.”

“You will do no such thing.” He squeezes her hand, and the Warrior sighs in good natured
defeat.



“I suppose that is something I will have to face eventually. You may have pardoned my
violence against the empire, but that doesn’t mean that the soldiers have forgotten, that their
families have forgotten. To say nothing for forgiveness.”

“They do not have to forget or forgive. I cannot make such demands of our people. However,
I will expect them to hold their tongue when in your presence, as you are their commanding
officer.”

She stares at their hands. “Have you forgiven me?”

“You were doing your job. I hold no ill in my heart towards your past actions.”

“That isn’t what I asked, Varis.”

“I know.” He nods. “Yes, I have forgiven you.”

“Thank you.”

Varis lifts her hand and presses his lips to her knuckles. “Do you feel guilt over it?”

“Remorse,” she says. “Every time I have had to take a life, I have felt it to the depths of my
soul. I could have done differently. I could have done better. I should never have taken a life,
even if it was the will of the star itself.” The Warrior squeezes her eyes shut as they begin to
sting. “But, I have done it all the same, because I am the Warrior of Light, and that is what is
expected of me.”

“Perhaps that is why you were chosen,” Varis murmurs. “Your goddess knew that you would
do your duty with no levity, no laughter. That the lives you took for the sake of others would
not be forgotten.”

“I still feel bad about it sometimes. I–” She stops and swallows down her words. “Hells, I’m
ruining breakfast, aren’t I?”

“No. But, if you would like to change the topic, I will not stop you.”

“Thank you.” The Warrior smiles dolefully at him. “Do you think it’s too early for a glass of
wine?”

He barks out a laugh that is soothing despite its roughness. “No, my dear, I do not think it too
early. I might do well to have a glass to settle my nerves, myself.”

 

The couple manages to not get tipsy over breakfast, despite the Emperor’s cheeky suggestion
that they just continue drinking and skip the parley. Afterwards, they dress and take a
transport vessel to the southern end of Gyr Abania. The Warrior is covered from head to toe
in a borrowed set of standard armor, but still feels exposed. If anyone were to look, surely
they would be able to figure out that she is not just another soldier. Even Julia and Annia’s
assurances that her appearance is acceptable are not enough to completely calm her nerves.



Sitting next to her on the transport, Varis is poised and regal and not at all radiating any of the
uneasiness she knows he is harboring about the day’s meeting.

“Maybe this was a bad idea,” she says.

“Perhaps, but you already talked me out of backing out of it.” He tips his head to the side
with a small smile. “We will be fine, as long as we are together. Is that not what you told
me?”

“It is.” The Warrior sighs. She rests her head against his arm, and remains there until the ship
lands just outside of Castellum Corvi.

Varis stands and tugs at the collar of his coat. “How do I look?” His voice betrays a bit of
anxiety that his steely expression does not. The Warrior peers up at him, taking in the long
white dress coat with its golden trim and pauldrons. A red cloak is pinned at his shoulders
and flutters down his back, serving as an alluring bed for his pale hair. Aside from a stray
forelock, which seems forever determined to escape, his hair is freshly brushed and braided
and gleams in the ceruleum lighting. To her, he looks the picture of refined dignity, and the
Warrior can only hope that the Eorzean contingent can see the same.

She smooths a hand over the crisp white fabric of his coat. “You really do look handsome in
this attire.”

“Do I?” Varis clears his throat and again adjusts the high collar.

“Yes, you do indeed.” The Warrior ghosts her fingers down his front, and enjoys the pink that
splashes his cheeks when her palm reaches the front of his trousers.

“I am glad you approve, but now is hardly the time for you to be, er, overtly appreciative.”

She laughs and beckons, and he stoops to kiss her.

“I will save my appreciation for a more appropriate time, then.”

He smiles against her lips. “I trust that you will.”

Varis helps the Warrior put her helmet on, and then chuckles as she gives him a crisp salute.
His expression becomes somber as he turns away. Her gentle lover is again the Emperor as he
steps off the transport. Julia and Annia follow, and the Warrior herself joins a small group of
soldiers that bring up the rear. The Emperor is greeted by a centurion, who salutes and
welcomes him to the camp.

“Everything is prepared as you requested, Your Radiance,” the centurion says, his voice
trembling slightly. “Also, our scouts have reported that a gathering has formed in the main
courtyard at Castrum Oriens. We expect our guests to arrive shortly.”

“Very good.”

The centurion looks behind the Emperor. “And, what of Lady Lux, Your Radiance? Is she not
attending this meeting as well?”



“She will be along in due time,” says the Emperor, keeping his expression neutral.

“Oh. Yes, of course.”

The Emperor casually gives orders to his accompanying soldiers, last pointing at the Warrior.

“You will follow in and mind the door after everyone has arrived.”

She gives a small nod, and watches as Varis strides off to one of the buildings. Julia and
Annia follow him inside, and the Warrior stations herself outside the building’s main
entrance. She does not have to wait long–nary half a bell–before one of the perimeter guards
calls to announce the arrival of their Eorzean visitors. She feels another flutter of nerves and
squashes it down, hoping that no one bothers to look too closely at the gunblade strapped to
her back.

The western gates of the castellum creak open a few minutes later. The Warrior observes as
the representatives of the Eorzean Alliance enter the camp. Leading the procession are
Merlwyb Bloefhiswyn, Nanamo Ul Namo, and Kan-E-Senna, each looking more uneasy than
the last as they and their personal guards make their way through the open gates. They are
followed by Raubahn and Lyse, then Alisaie and Alphinaud, and Ser Aymeric at the end of
the line. The Warrior’s heart leaps a bit when she sees the twins, and she is struck by just how
much she has missed her friends and found family in the Scions. The only one of the group
who seems to be almost completely at ease is Ser Aymeric. Even the twins appear to be a
touch nervous, their matching gazes sweeping the sparse grounds of the base for any sign of
danger. Alisaie expects a trap–that much is plain on her face.

It takes all the self control that the Warrior can muster to remain standing in place. She does
not move as the group is greeted by the centurion in charge of the base, or as they are invited
into the meeting hall where Varis is already waiting. She waits until they begin to file inside,
and then moves to bring up the rear behind Aymeric. The guards of the Eorzean
representatives wait outside, and she can feel their suspicious gazes on her as she steps inside
and quietly pushes the door shut.

The Warrior, having not had a chance to see the interior of the room before the meeting
began, quickly glances around to get her bearings. Two large tables have been pushed
together, and these take up the majority of the space in the room. There are eight chairs–
scrounged from around the castellum–on one side, and a single high backed chair on the
other. The Emperor, having chosen not to make a grand, dramatic entrance, is already seated.
Julia and Annia are posted at the wall behind him, on either side of a crisp ivory standard.

Varis has not yet looked up at the assembling guests. His hands are folded on the hardwood
of the tabletop, and his eyes are focused on the crystalline bowl at the center of the table. It
bears a collection of white flowers, each blossom carefully arranged in its bed of ice water.
The Eorzean leaders and Scions sit one by one, the twins sitting side by side next to Lyse.
The last to be seated is Ser Aymeric, at the far end of the table. He pauses as he pulls out his
chair, half turning and looking directly at her. For a moment his dark brows furrow, and a
confused frown pinches his lips. Then he shakes his head and takes his seat. The Warrior
cannot say if he is merely suspicious of a guard standing in front of their exit position, or if
he thinks he knows who is wearing the armor.



The Emperor does not look away from the flowers until Aymeric has settled and the
gathering has gone silent. He lifts his eyes and scans the line of men and women.

“Esteemed representatives of the Eorzean Alliance, I thank you for coming here today. As
this meeting was arranged at your cumulative insistence, I will not waste your time, and
instead open the floor for you to speak.”

The leader of Ul’dah shifts to speak, though from where the Warrior stands she cannot tell if
the young woman is merely sitting up or standing on the chair in order to be seen over the lip
of the table. 

“Thank you, Your Radiance. I, Nanamo Ul Namo, seventeenth in the line of Ul, shall be the
first to speak on behalf of my allies today.”

Varis gives her a blank look. “Why introduce yourself in such a fashion? There is nary a
person in this room who does not know your identity, sultana.”

Nanamo falters in whatever speech she has planned. “I–it is simply the way we–’tis custom,
Your Radiance.”

“I am sure that it is. But, introductions are not necessary. I am well versed in the identities of
every man and woman at this table. And, though I have only served as emperor for a
relatively short time, I would still expect the same recognition as you would grant each
other.” Varis shifts his weight, and the decorations on the pauldrons of his coat jingle softly.
He looks at each person in turn.

“Elder Seedseer Kan-E-Senna, leader of Gridania. Chief Admiral Merlwyb Bloefhiswyn,
leader of the pirates of Limsa Lominsa. Nanamo Ul Namo, the Sultana of Ul’dah. Raubahn
Aldynn, formerly the general of the Immortal Flames in Ul’dah, but more recently known to
be acting as a commander to the resistance forces here in Ala Mhigo.” He tips his head
slightly to look at the other half of the table. “Lyse Hext, of the Scions, but also of Ala
Mhigo. My source says you throw a solid punch. Alphinaud and Alisaie Leveilleur, of the
Scions, native to Sharlayan. My source speaks quite fondly of the both of you, and is quick to
note your acumen and bravery.”

“Would that your source were here today,” Alisaie mutters under her breath. Varis does not
acknowledge this. Instead he looks at the last guest.

“And, finally, Ser Aymeric de Borel, of the Holy See of Ishgard, Lord Commander of the
Temple Knights, Lord Speaker of the House of Lords, and current de facto leader of the
people of Ishgard.” The Emperor stares at Aymeric for a beat too long, and then looks over
the line of visitors again. “I do hope I did not mispronounce anyone’s name.”

“Close enough,” murmurs Merlwyb.

The Emperor looks keenly at the Lalafellan woman. “Now then, sultana. Please proceed.”

Nanamo has taken this time to recompose herself, and speaks calmly as Varis stares down at
her.



“Thank you again, Emperor Varis. We representatives of the Eorzean Alliance, whom you
have so thoroughly identified, have come here today to speak to you upon two matters.”

The Emperor says nothing. He has read their missives.

“The first matter being the freedom of the peoples and lands of Gyr Abania. The second
matter is our appeal for information regarding Garlemald’s intentions in consideration of their
ongoing attempts to conquer the lands of Eorzea.”

His lips pull into a reserved frown. “It is quite the bold strategy, to demand of your enemy
their plans for battle. I suppose it must grow tedious, waiting for a missive with crucial
information to fall into your hands.”

“We utilize our spies as much as you do your own,” says Kan-E-Senna.

“What need for spies have you? From my understanding, the Eorzean Alliance holds within
its resources the members of the Scions of the Seventh Dawn. Were you to truly want to gain
information from within Garlemald, you would merely need to speak to them.” The Emperor
gestures over the bowl of flowers in the direction of the twins. “The Scions remain in contact
with the Warrior of Light, even while she has chosen to take up a life in Garlemald. The
Warrior of Light is my advisor, and I have made few restrictions on what she is permitted to
tell her fellow Scions. You could have saved yourselves the trouble of this meeting, had you
simply asked.”

The Eorzean leaders bristle as they exchange looks. At the other end of the table, Ser
Aymeric is left out of this silent conversation. He is leaning back in his chair, fingers curled
in thought beneath his chin.

“Be that as it may,” says the sultana. “We would prefer to hear the empire’s plans directly
from you, Emperor Varis.”

“Of course.” The Emperor’s gaze drifts down to the bowl of flowers, and he reaches out to
delicately adjust the positioning of one of the blossoms. “You all came here today, spoiling
for a fight, for a reason to declare war upon Garlemald. Well, I am not here to give you any
such reason. Should you find cause for war in my words, that is your doing, and not mine
own.”

“Give us your answers, then, and we shall see.”

The Emperor squints down at Nanamo for a moment. He closes his eyes, and his brow
furrows. To the others, he must seem to be in thought, but the Warrior knows otherwise. She
knows he is still worried about how they will take his answers. She knows that he remains
steadfast in his desire to hold onto the territory in Gyr Abania. When he opens his eyes, he is
the picture of flawless resolve.

“I am certain that some of your desire for the freedom of Ala Mhigo stems from the freeing
of the nation of Doma half a year ago,” says the Emperor, his voice carefully measured.
“However, the freeing of Doma was a unique situation, and one that Garlemald has no intent
of repeating. There will be no haphazard liberation of territories, no matter how petulant their



citizenry might become. Plainly: I have no intention of releasing the empire’s claims over Ala
Mhigo. There is no reason to do so, when planned reforms will mitigate the woes of her
people just the same, if not to a greater extent.”

“The only ‘reform’ the people of Ala Mhigo will accept is liberation,” Lyse says, nearly
biting the words out. “Nothing less.”

“I did expect an immediate impasse on the subject.” The Emperor’s face remains a careful
mask of composure.

“The people of Ala Mhigo cannot continue to endure under the conditions that have been
wrought upon them by Garlemald,” says Raubahn. “We would rather die than remain under
your repressive rule.”

“You are very quick not to listen to the words that come from my mouth,” says the Emperor.
“The hubris of your people is notorious across the star. Far afield in Othard they speak of
your pridefulness, and just across the wall in Gridania they gather and wonder what will
happen if Ala Mhigo goes free. Will they turn their eyes again to the west, when there is no
fight to be had in their own lands? The Autumn War is not so far removed in history as to be
forgotten.”

“A warmonger like yourself has no business bringing up such matters,” snaps Raubahn. The
Emperor raises a brow.

“Do I not? I will not deny the many crimes of my own people. I am the emperor of a nation
that expanded through violent conquest. Such was the way of my grandsire. And such is the
way it could easily continue to be. But, to pretend that I am the only one in this room leading
a group of people with wicked tendencies would be to ignore the flaws of every nation
represented in this room.”

There is an uneasy shifting in seats. Alphinaud and Alisaie look at each other, and the
Warrior can tell they are debating stepping in to interrupt the flow of the conversation.

“I have read and listened to a plenitude of reports relating to the affairs of the Eorzean nation-
states. Your alliance is only one of convenience, flimsy chain knit together in hopes of
protecting yourselves from whatever your current enemy is. Ala Mhigo, Garlemald, it matters
little to you. When there is no greater threat, you cease to concern yourself with the business
of your allies. Even before the Calamity threw everything into chaos, you had not the
diligence to properly tend to your own people and lands. I know your ways are as sinful as
those of Garlemald.”

The Warrior watches as enmity briefly flickers across the Emperor’s face, but it is quickly
masked again.

“I know of your discrimination of the Duskwights in Gridania, and of your general contempt
for outsiders and anyone you perceive not to be blessed by the Twelveswood. I know of how
the people of Limsa Lominsa broke their treaties with the local beastmen when it no longer
was convenient for them to maintain that peace, and how they view piracy against Garlean
ships as acceptable because Garlemald is the enemy. Willfully turning a blind eye to how



often such actions have left Garlean soldiers and civilians hungry because necessary
shipments did not arrive.” The Emperor squints down again at the sultana. “And I scarcely
need to elaborate on how the wealthy of Ul’dah treat the destitute of their nation. You cannot
be bothered to find service for the lowest of your society, and so you would rather let them
die starving in the streets.”

Nanamo bows her head, and the Warrior sees her little bejeweled hand curl into a fist. 

“I will not deny the sins of my people,” says Aymeric, speaking up before the Emperor can
continue. “We waged war for a thousand years. We fought to achieve peace. But… Yes, some
amount of conference between the Ishgardians and the Dravanians was also needed to help
bring about the end of the war. It would not have been possible without the aid of the Warrior
of Light, and her… peculiarly unique ability to make even the greatest of oppressors bow
their head to listen to her.” He folds his hands in his lap. “It would seem she has had a similar
effect on you, Emperor Varis.”

“Indeed she has,” murmurs the Emperor. “I suppose that is one of the most valuable lessons I
have learned from the Warrior of Light: that my enemies are people, too.”

Lyse says: “Then you should take the desires of the Ala Mhigans into more serious
consideration, Your Radiance.”

“You are indeed a persistent child.” He exhales a faint sigh. “Much like my own son, you are
wont to cling to your own desires, heedless of the damage it might cause to others.”

“How dare you compare me to that wild dog!” Lyse’s voice rises, and she half stands from
her chair. The Emperor’s expression does not change, but the Warrior is not blind to
something cold that flickers through his pale eyes.

“Lyse!” Alisaie hisses her name in a scolding tone.

“Take care how you speak of my son. Especially if you value your good relations with the
Warrior of Light. From what I have observed, she has taken him under her wing.” His
expression softens marginally as he gazes again into the flowers. “She aided Prince Zenos in
his recuperation from the grievous injuries he sustained while they dispatched the eikon that
was summoned by members of the Ala Mhigan resistance. The warmth and kindness of the
Warrior of Light has been extended to even he, a man that most would readily write off as a
scourge to the rest of the star.” The Emperor closes his eyes. “Myself included.”

“She must have felt forced to, then,” mutters Lyse. “The Warrior of Light knows the
difference between friend and foe.”

“Indeed she does,” he agrees coolly.

Carefully, Alphinaud says: “Setting aside the matter of Prince Zenos…”

“Zenos is indeed not intended to be part of this conversation. However, I would be remiss if
the summoning of the eikon was not addressed.”



They look expectantly across the table. 

“It is truly a pity,” muses the Emperor, “that so many good men and women of Garlemald
and Eorzea perished for a misbegotten battle. That the blood of so many would be used to
summon a monstrous eikon. And that, in the end, the summoning of the eikon, and all of that
loss of life, accomplished absolutely nothing. The dead are still dead. The people of Ala
Mhigo still foment their rebellion. Garlemald has done nothing to resolve the strife that led to
such miserable occurrences.”

The other side of the table is silent. They stare at the Emperor with cold eyes.

“No longer. I am resolved that Garlemald will become a beacon of hope for the star. And that
will begin with the fostering of peace and prosperity for all of its territories. Even the most
rebellious.”

It is Rauhban who is the first to speak. “Pretty words, Lord Varis, but we have seen no
indication that there is any sincerity to them. The people of Ala Mhigo would not be seeking
their freedom from Garlemald were they not suffering under its tyrannic yoke.”

“That is why I have formulated plans for changing the way that Garlemald handles affairs in
Ala Mhigo and other territories.”

“The only change that would benefit all of Eorzea is if you grant Ala Mhigo its freedom.”
Lyse waves a hand in the direction of the leaders to her left. The Emperor does not hide a
brief smirk.

“And are you truly so certain that your neighbors are completely keen on Ala Mhigo having
its freedom back?”

“Of course they would be,” says Lyse. “Anything would be preferable to having the Empire
on their doorstep.”

“Would it?” The Emperor’s golden gaze traces the line of leaders for a moment. “Correct me
if I am wrong, but the peoples of Ala Mhigo are not well known for playing nicely with their
neighbors. They can scarcely contain themselves under healthy leadership. Were this not true,
you would have not been so easily conquered twenty years ago.”

Lyse gives a frustrated huff.

“Certainly there are those in Eorzea that yet remember the pall of war that Ala Mhigo
brought to their people. The children of the Shroud would certainly be able to tell you.”

“Plenty more of the Shroud would be able to speak against the Empire,” says Kan-E-Senna.
“The Wood suffers and screams against the injustices of the machina that yet tear it asunder.”

“Of course.” The Warrior is impressed by how unruffled the Emperor remains. “But perhaps
Eorzea might rest easier knowing that its historically aggressive neighbors will keep to
themselves under the firm but gentle guidance of the Empire. Should the Empire pledge not



to push any further into Eorzean lands, that would surely bring a peace of mind to all
parties.”

“A pledge from the Empire wouldn’t be worth the paper it was written on,” snaps Lyse. The
Warrior can see a few other heads move slightly in agreement. Varis’ eyes flick briefly over
the top of Lyse’s head, to look at the Warrior, before returning to the table.

“Perhaps Eorzea would feel differently depending on who was making the pledge.”

There is an exchange of uncertain glances down the line of the table.

“What do you mean by that, Your Radiance?” asks Alphinaud.

“What if it was your esteemed Warrior of Light making the pledge on behalf of Garlemald?”

“She wouldn’t do that,” says Alisaie, but even as she does, she looks to her brother. “Would
she?” Alphinaud’s head bows in thought.

The Emperor’s face is a mask of impassive calm, but she knows the man well enough by now
to recognize the faint glimmer of mischief in his eyes.

“It is as I said. Why do you not inquire the Warrior of Light’s thoughts on the matter directly
from herself, rather than extrapolating from what you think you know of the woman?”

The others frown.

Merlwyb says: “Would that we could, Lord Varis, but I am afraid that the Warrior of Light is
not around to be asked.”

“Indeed, you did not see fit to invite her to today’s proceedings.” The Emperor tips his chin
back to look into the flowers again, but the Warrior notices that the motion causes him to
briefly look between the chairs to where she is standing. “However, that does not mean that I
thought so little of her.”

“She isn’t here,” mutters Lyse.

“Of course she is,” Varis says, and his mask cracks just enough to let the corner of his lips
quirk in amusement.



Chapter 62

Chapter Notes
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Alphinaud and Alisaie exchange another puzzled look, as do the leaders of the Alliance.

“With all due respect, Emperor Varis, you are mistaken.” Alphinaud shakes his head. “She
gave us no word of her planning on attending this meeting.”

The smile on Varis’ face spreads nearly to the point of insufferable smugness. “Neither did
you deign to call her on your linkpearl and ask her yourself.”

The leaders are all frowning, but for Aymeric. The frown has already fallen from his lips, and
he has tilted his head to look over his shoulder. He looks in the Warrior’s direction, and after
a moment of consideration, his dark brows lift in surprise. Aymeric mouths her name, and she
gives a small nod. 

Leave it to Aymeric.

Though, she considers, perhaps she should not be so surprised that he would recognize her.

Across the table, Varis lets out a mirthless chuckle. “At least one of you is capable of
recognizing the one in whom you have placed such value.”

“I beg your pardon?” Lyse visibly bristles.

“The Warrior of Light is indeed here,” Aymeric says, his tone conveying a sudden
understanding of the situation. “She has been present this whole time.”

“What are you talking about, Ser Aymeric, we–” Alisaie stops as the Lord Commander points
over his shoulder.

“That is the Warrior of Light,” he says.

Everyone on their side of the table turns in near unison to face the guard that they have
ignored since the beginning of the meeting.

Alisaie blurts her name in a loud, disbelieving voice.

The Warrior waits a moment, silently savoring their surprise before reaching to the back of
her helmet and carefully releasing the latch that holds it in place. She removes the helmet. 

“Hello, everyone,” she says, and flashes a cheerful smile as she smooths her hair.

The meeting all but falls apart after that. A few of the Eorzean leaders call a temporary
adjournment to the proceedings once it becomes obvious that the present Scions and the



leader of Ishgard are completely distracted by the revelation of the Warrior of Light’s
presence in their midst.

The twins are both babbling and excited, and Alisaie will scarcely let go of the Warrior’s
hand. The Warrior is similarly happy, as she has not seen the little Elezen since she left Mor
Dhona months before. Lyse is smiling, though there is no denying the uneasy looks she keeps
shooting in the Emperor’s direction. Varis stands at quiet attention, his gaze shifting between
his lover and the cluster of Scions and Ser Aymeric.

“Oh, look at you, look how tall you’re getting!” The Warrior laughs and ruffles Alisaie’s hair.

“We haven’t grown an ilm!” Alisaie scoffs with a smile. “If anything, Alphinaud has gotten
shorter!”

“I have not!”

“We had no idea that you were going to be here,” says Lyse. “There wasn’t any mention of it
in the missive from Emperor Varis, or any other communications.”

The Warrior shrugs. “We chose to keep it a secret.”

“You were observing us,” Alphinaud notes.

“I was.”

Lyse frowns. “Why? Don’t you trust us anymore?”

“Of course I do. But, I knew my presence would influence how you and the others would
behave. I wanted to see what everyone really had to say to Garlemald.”

“You mean the leaders of the Alliance, not us.” Alisaie glances toward the exit of the
building.

“”That’s right.” She shakes her head. “I suppose they acted in the way that I expected.”

“I’m sorry if I said anything hurtful,” says Lyse.

“You spoke from your heart, and I would hope that you would continue to do so, even
knowing that I am here.” The Warrior pats the Hyur’s shoulder with her free hand. “Varis
isn’t interested in empty platitudes. He knows what the situation looks like from the Garlean
viewpoint, and he wants to know the Ala Mhigan viewpoint. He wants to bring peace to the
area.”

Lyse’s voice lowers to an urgent hiss. “If he really wanted to do that, he would just grant Ala
Mhigo its freedom and leave the continent entirely.”

“Do you really think the solution is that simple?”

“Why wouldn’t it be?” Lyse frowns. “You haven’t sided with them, have you?”



“I have interests on both sides.” The Warrior looks over to Varis. The big man is still
watching she and Ser Aymeric in turns.

“Well, my interests are here in Ala Mhigo. We do not wish to be Garleans, we are Ala
Mhigans!”

“And, you will always be Ala Mhigan, Lyse. No one can take that away from you. Even if
Ala Mhigo remains a Garlean state, it will not change who you are as a people.”

“They want us to change,” says Lyse. “They have been trying to change us for twenty years.”

“Well, it clearly hasn’t worked. So, they won’t anymore.”

“What are you up to, Warrior?” Alphinaud wonders.

“That isn’t for me to say. Just… Please, at least listen to what Varis says. He really is trying.
Whenever the meeting rejoins, at least give him a chance to speak his part.”

“We will listen, for you,” says Alisaie. She looks at Lyse. “Won’t we, Lyse?”

“I–” Her lips set in a grim line, but she nods. “I will listen. I can’t guarantee anything from
the others. But, I will at least let him speak his piece. For you, our friend. We trust you.”

“Thank you.” The Warrior smiles. “It means a lot to me, it really does.”

Alphinaud asks: “Should we tell Thancred to stop snooping around the camp, then?”

“Oh, no, leave him be. They know he’s there, and the guards are already instructed not to
harangue him as long as he is behaving.”

“You–” The twins both laugh. Even Lyse smiles and shakes her head.

“Perhaps having you on the enemy’s side could work to our advantage, Warrior.”

“Well, it will at least keep Thancred out of irons.”

 

The Scions depart to meet with the other Alliance leaders. The Warrior returns to where Varis
is still waiting with the last of the guests. Julia and Annia have moved to stand by the exit.

“Ah, done chatting with your friends?” Varis smiles immediately at her approach.

“For now, yes. They went to speak with the others and get something to drink. Hard to be
diplomatic when you’re thirsty, or so says Alphinaud.”

“A wise young man,” Varis says. He gestures in the Lord Commander’s direction. “I believe
Ser Aymeric was still waiting for a chance to speak with you.”

“I do not intend on intruding,” says Aymeric. The Warrior chuckles.



“Of course you do, Aymeric. You’re still standing here.”

“Ah, well–” The Elezen clears his throat and looks down. “I should reconvene with my peers.
Perhaps I can speak with you later, my friend.”

“Join us for some refreshments, then, Lord Commander,” says Varis. The Elezen jerks as
though his foot has been stepped on.

“Oh, I really shouldn’t. I’m sorry, but that would be inappropriate of me.”

“As the guest of the Warrior of Light, not myself.”

Aymeric hesitates. “Permit me to speak with my associates first. I would not want to cause a
scene, simply for accepting an invitation from a friend.”

“Very well.” Varis gestures at Julia and Annia. “If you choose to join us, look for the building
with my guards posted outside. They will grant you entry.”

“Thank you, Emperor Varis.” Aymeric looks at the Warrior. “It truly is good to see you again,
my friend.” She can tell that he wishes to speak to her further, but decorum is holding his
tongue.

“You as well, Ser Aymeric.”

He gives a polite half-bow. “Until next we meet.”

She watches Aymeric leave. When she returns her gaze to Varis, she finds that he is staring
down at her. The Warrior approaches, lifting a gloved hand to touch his cheek.

“Are you alright?”

“I am fine,” he rumbles. Varis tips his face into her touch.

“You didn’t have to invite Aymeric to tea.”

“I was being polite.”

“You didn’t invite any of the others to tea,” she says. The big man shrugs.

“None of the other leaders showed any interest in you before leaving.” He sighs. “You were
correct, my love. They did not know what to do when presented with their own
shortcomings.”

“No one does.” She hooks her hand around his arm. “I think I’m going to change out of this
armor, now that the secret has been revealed. Will that be any trouble?”

Varis smirks. “As long as I stay out of the room while you do so, no.”

“Very funny.”

He hums as they leave the meeting room. “You were right, though.”



“About what?”

“The Lord Commander. He is indeed as attractive a fellow as you claimed.”

The Warrior laughs.

 

After a quick change into more comfortable attire, the Warrior accompanies Varis to the
camp’s small dining hall. To both of their surprise, Ser Aymeric is standing outside the
entrance, looking out of place between Julia and Annia. The Elezen is shifting on his feet and
glancing around as though he is waiting to be attacked. When his eyes spot the Warrior and
her companion, a smile of relief appears on his handsome face.

“Ser Aymeric, you’re here!”

“The general consensus was that it would be rude to turn down an invitation from the Warrior
of Light,” says Aymeric.

“And, what of an invitation from the Emperor of Garlemald?” Varis asks in an airy tone.

“Ah, well, forgive me, Emperor Varis, but it felt better to leave that part out when speaking to
my peers.”

“Hm. Understandable, I suppose.” He waves the Warrior through the door, and follows in her
wake. Aymeric follows last, under the careful scrutiny of the guards.

Inside, the usual spread is already waiting on the table–a large pot of coffee and another
smaller pot of tea, along with a platter of various small cookies and cakes. Varis gestures at
the table as he takes his seat.

“Please, Ser Aymeric. Help yourself to whatever you fancy.”

“Thank you, Lord Varis.” The Lord Commander watches as the Warrior takes her seat at
Varis’ right side before seating himself on the other side of the table. Aymeric watches, brows
lifted in surprise, as Varis fills his mug with coffee and takes a noisy sip.

“What’s wrong?” The Warrior picks up the teapot.

“I just–ah, ‘tis no matter.”

“I am a grown man,” murmurs Varis. “I can handle pouring coffee for myself when in
private.”

“Of course.” Aymeric clears his throat. “I must say, this is a lovely selection of pastries.” He
picks up the teapot when the Warrior returns it to the table. “Should you visit Ishgard, I will
have to make certain that you are introduced to the variety of baked goods that we have to
offer.”



“Varis does have something of a sweet tooth,” the Warrior says. She smiles as the Emperor
gives a soft grunt of agreement into his mug. Aymeric chuckles.

“Well, perhaps Ishgard has something we can offer Garlemald in trade after all.”

“Yes, dear, what is the current exchange rate between cakes and ceruleum heating coils?”

The Emperor smirks into his mug. “I will have to check with the national treasurer. She keeps
track of those numbers.”

They sit briefly in silence, sipping their drinks. After a few minutes, their guest sets down his
cup.

“You’re looking quite well, my friend,” says Aymeric with a smile. “I’m glad to see that you
aren’t wasting away in Garlemald.”

“Quite the contrary,” she says. “They’re very big on hearty meals in Garlemald.”

“Well, I can understand that. Few things are more enjoyable than a warm drink and a full
belly after a day out in the snow.”

“Indeed.” Varis rumbles out the word before biting a cookie in half. Aymeric glances at the
Emperor, nervously clears his throat, and then shifts his focus back to the Warrior.

“I was, ah–” He stops, the tips of his ears pinking slightly. “Nevermind. This isn’t the proper
venue for such conversation.”

“No, go ahead. Whatever you have to tell me, you can say in front of Varis.”

Aymeric wets his lips and fidgets his cup between his long fingers. “I… Worried about you.
You left Ishgard with hardly any warning, just word that you had to return to Garlemald.”

“I’m sorry, Aymeric. It was a decision made and acted upon in some haste. I did not want to
linger. I knew that if I did, people would try to change my mind about returning to
Garlemald. People like you.”

“Ah, yes. A fair enough assumption.” He flashes a rueful smile “One cannot help but wish to
cling to a good thing when it stumbles across their doorstep.”

“If it is any comfort, she has spoken to me quite fondly and at quite a great length about
Ishgard,” Varis says. “I daresay she is a touch homesick for it at times.”

“That is good to hear. You are always welcome to visit us in Ishgard, Warrior,” says Aymeric.
He hurriedly adds: “Not as a political visit, mind you. But as a friend. If you wish to bring
your partner on the journey, he is most welcome at your side.”

Varis wonders: “Are you certain that is wise, Lord Commander?”

“In the current political climate, perhaps not. However, the offer stands.” Aymeric fixes them
with a serious look. “Should the savior of Ishgard also become the Empress of Garlemald, so



be it. She will always be welcome in the Holy See.”

“Aymeric…” The Warrior squeezes her eyes shut. “I…”

“‘Tis alright, dear,” murmurs Varis.

“I’m going to cry into my tea,” she whispers. Aymeric lets out a startled laugh.

“We can’t have that, can we, Emperor Varis?” He smiles. “How about I tell you some of the
latest gossip from the Congregation. There’s been quite a bit of scandal since you left.”

The Warrior smiles tearily across the table. “Yes, thank you. That would be lovely.”

 

The remainder of the meal is blessedly uneventful. Aymeric is quite skilled in polite
conversation, and easily weaves around any potentially sensitive subjects while chatting with
the Warrior and the Emperor. The Warrior is quite relieved to find that the men are relaxed in
each other’s presence. Varis remains quiet for most of the chat, though he does occasionally
pipe in with a comment or question regarding something Aymeric has said.

When the drinks are done, the men stand and shake hands.

“If it would not be too much trouble, Emperor Varis, might I have a moment to speak with
the Warrior of Light in private?” Aymeric lifts his hands. “I promise you, nothing untoward.
Just a word with a friend.”

Varis glances at the Warrior. “I would say that anything you might tell her will end up in my
ear later on, but very well. I will be outside when you are done.”

“Thank you, Emperor Varis.”

“Of course, Ser Aymeric.” Varis makes a point of kissing the Warrior’s forehead before
exiting the room, Julia and Annia trailing behind.

“Is something wrong?” the Warrior wonders once they are alone. Aymeric exhales a soft sigh.

“No, not exactly.” 

“How did you know it was me? In the meeting room, I mean.”

“Ah, well, I didn’t, not exactly. I just recognized that you were not standing the same as the
other soldiers I had seen. You were out of place.”

“The others didn’t seem to notice.”

Aymeric shrugs. “The others are on high alert. They expect a trap, treachery, and the like.
But, I knew that you would have sent some word of warning to the Scions had you believed
that something foul was afoot.”



“I see.”

“I am quite glad that it was you.” His brows pinch in thought as his gaze sweeps over her.
“You do look quite good, my friend. I was worried for you.”

“I’m fine, Aymeric, really.” She smiles. “I promise you, I am with Varis by choice.”

“Aye, and therein lies a small problem.” Aymeric picks up his cup from the table, refills it
with the dregs of the teapot, and gulps down the contents. “You see, my friend, the other
leaders of the Alliance only permitted me to sup with you and Emperor Varis because they
were hoping I might deduce some means of separating the two of you.”

She frowns. “To what end?”

“To convince you that it would be best for all parties involved if you returned to Eorzea.
Permanently.” Aymeric looks into the empty cup and sets it down. He whispers her name.
“I’m sorry. I only agreed to what they said because I missed you. You are my friend, and you
just up and disappeared again, and I–” The Elezen clamps his mouth shut.

“It was never going to work between us, Aymeric.”

He shakes his head. “I know. But, I still care about your well being. I want you to be happy.”

“So does Varis.”

Aymeric smiles. “Yes, I could tell during our meal. He’s plainly very fond of you, and for that
I am glad.”

“You aren’t jealous?”

“Maybe a little.” His smile does not wane. “But, it wasn’t meant to be, that’s all.”

“What about you and Estinien?”

“What? We’re not, I mean–” He breaks off into a nervous stammer. The Warrior muffles a
laugh. “I don’t think he would be all that interested in me.”

“You might be surprised.”

Aymeric’s lips purse, and he clears his throat. “I might put that into consideration later.”

“Good.” She looks to the door. “So, the Alliance? What are you going to tell them?”

“Some version of the truth, even if they do not care for it. Don’t fret over that, I’m quite good
at the political business. The leaders of the other states mean well, even if their good
intentions don’t entirely extend past their own borders.”

“Not the kindest sentiment, Aymeric.”



His armor rattles softly as he shrugs. “You’ve dealt with them all. You know how they can
be.”

“Do you think yourself any different?”

“I hope to be. Your deeds have paved the way for Ishgard to be less… insular. It is only right
that we aid others as we have been aided.” He looks at his hands. “And, I would hope you
might think of me differently than the others.”

“I do, Aymeric.” The Warrior reaches and brushes her fingers through his perpetually messy
black hair. “I know you care deeply for the people of Ishgard, and their future. And, I know
you are not above looking for outside help.”

“Indeed.”

“Just between us, but… Would you consider opening some trade negotiations with
Garlemald? Not right this minute, of course, the other nations would have an absolute fit.
But, while living in Garlemald I’ve found myself time and again saying ‘this sort of thing
would make life so much better in Ishgard’. They’ve gotten really good at living in a
miserably frozen climate.”

“‘Tis a tempting offer,” Aymeric says. “Though, I’m not sure what Ishgard would have to
trade in return, other than desserts.”

“There’s time to consider that.”

The Lord Commander nods. “I will put more thought into your offer after this business with
Ala Mhigo has concluded. If Emperor Varis is sincere in his desire to have a more amiable
coexistence with Eorzea, he will have to convince the other states first.”

“And Ishgard?”

“I know that you care for Ishgard, as a second home, and would not willingly let your
beloved do anything to harm the See or her people.”

“Yes, that’s true.” She smiles and presses a hand over her heart. “Even when I am the
Empress of Garlemald, I will still hold Ishgard in my heart. How could I not?”

“That is truly a comfort to hear.” Aymeric casts a regretful look toward the door. “The
meeting will reconvene soon. I must make my way back to the others.”

“What will you tell them?”

He looks at her again, lips pursing in thought before slowly pulling into a smile. “I shall tell
them the truth, as I see it: that I have absolute faith in the goodness of my friend, the Warrior
of Light, and whatever course she has chosen to take must be a righteous one.”

“Aymeric…”



The Elezen leans and presses a chaste kiss to her cheek. “Don’t let me down now, my friend.
Alright?”

She nods. “Okay. I will do my best.”

“You always do.”

 

The Warrior takes a moment to compose herself before exiting the dining hall. Aymeric has
already headed off to wherever the Alliance and Scions are currently conferring. Varis is
standing a few yalms from the exit, arms crossed over his chest, his gaze set off to some
unknowable middle distance. If the trees were not blocking the view, she might think him to
be looking at Castrum Oriens. Perhaps he is thinking about that lost outpost.

Varis turns at the sound of Julia and Annia chirping a polite greeting to the Warrior. His
hands drop to his sides before reaching out at her approach.

“Is everything alright?” he asks, pressing a fresh kiss to her forehead. The Warrior smiles up
at him.

“As well as can be hoped, yes.” She looks around the castellum grounds and notices several
soldiers idly observing their leader while trying to look busy with their work. A few guards
from Gridania and Ul’dah are also less subtly observing them. “Might I give you a kiss?”

“You know you needn’t ask, my dear.” Varis stoops, rumbling with satisfaction as the Warrior
presses her hands to his cheeks and gives him a lingering kiss. He nuzzles her hair before
righting himself. “Are you trying to ruffle someone’s feathers?”

“Perhaps.” She smiles up at him. “Do you wish to know what Aymeric spoke to me about?”

“Will it influence the conversation I am about to attempt to have with the Eorzean Alliance?”

The Warrior considers his question. “Not really, no. Nothing he said came as a real surprise to
me, and so I’m sure you’ve already put thought into the matters.”

Varis looks toward the building where the meeting will soon resume. “Go on, then.”

“The other leaders permitted Ser Aymeric to dine with us in hopes of sussing out a means of
separating us. They still cling to some hope that I will realize that helping Garlemald is the
wrong thing to do, that I will turn my back on you and return to Eorzea.”

He grimaces, and rests a big hand on the small of her back. “Was that the Lord Commander’s
goal? To lure you away from me?”

“No, dear, it was not. Aymeric still fancies me, yes, but I sincerely believe that he only
wishes for me to be happy. That was why he told me of the Alliance’s intent.” She watches as
a frown holds fast at the corners of his mouth. “What are you thinking?”



“I am thinking…” Varis looks at her. “I believe you should sit next to me during the
remainder of this meeting. Your position should be made clear.” He wets his lips. “That is, if
you wish you.”

“I will,” she agrees without hesitation. “They need to understand that you are not alone in
your desires for the future. It will make my position clear.”

“Unless they believe you to be doing so under duress.”

“Ser Aymeric and the twins will know I am there by choice, and Lyse will too, even if she
doesn’t entirely like it. That’s half the room you don’t have to worry about.” She smiles in
relief as the sour look fades from her lover’s face, and he chuckles softly.

“That is indeed a brighter way of looking at things.” Varis rubs her back in a delicate caress.
“I will call for another chair to be set out for you.”

The Warrior nods. “Good. We do this together.”

 

When the meeting resumes, the Warrior seats herself in the chair that has been placed at the
Emperor’s right side. This places her facing the somewhat less agreeable half of the Alliance
representatives. She meets their vaguely suspicious looks with a placid smile. At her side,
Varis is visibly more at ease now than he was when she was standing on the other side of the
room.

This feels right, the Warrior thinks. To be seated at Varis’ side, and supporting him in his
duties. As she looks down the line of the table, she realizes with startling clarity how easy it
would be to give in to desperation and frustration when sitting alone against so many
unfriendly faces. The Emperor of Garlemald has no allies to support him.

Just her.

She sits a bit straighter, and folds her hands in her lap. It is not necessary to look directly
across the table to see the mildly suspicious looks that the leaders of the Eorzean Alliance are
fixing her with, and so instead she looks to the other half of the table. Aymeric is leaning
back in his chair, hands folded primly on the tabletop. He is doing a poor job of looking as
though he is not staring at her. The twins are a touch fidgety, looking between she and Varis
and the Eorzean leaders. Alphinaud’s brows are drawn in thought. Alisaie is drumming her
fingers on her arm.

Lyse is staring at Varis.

Her gaze reminds the Warrior of spectators in Ul’dah, intently watching a gladiator and
waiting for them to make their move. She is waiting for the Emperor to do something, say
something, to show his hand and reveal the sinister truth behind the meeting. What will they
do when they learn that there is no ill intent seated before them? Will they be able to accept
the truth as such?



There is only one way to find out.

“Seated next to the emperor, Warrior?” says Merlwyb. “It seems you have chosen a side.”

“I’m afraid that your side of the table is already quite crowded. I hope you don’t mind.” The
Warrior flashes them a polite smile.

“It’s nice to get to see you face to face,” quips Lyse. “Usually we’re just standing behind
while you lead the charge.”

The sultana loudly clears her throat. As before, the Warrior cannot tell if the Lalafell is
standing in her chair. She resists the urge to look under the table.

“Now then, seeing as we are all gathered again, I would hope this meeting could continue.”

“Of course, sultana,” says the Emperor. Nanamo squints up at him for a moment before
speaking.

“Before we adjourned, Your Radiance spoke of reforms in Ala Mhigo. Would you elaborate
on these plans?”

“I will, if you will listen.”

The leaders stiffly nod, not quite in unison.

“If it would please you, Emperor Varis, we will hear what you have to say,” says Nanamo.
“Please continue the subject you had begun before we were interrupted.” Her big green eyes
flick an accusatory glance at the Warrior. The Emperor nods in turn, fingers fidgeting with a
small sheaf of papers resting in front of him on the table.

“Thank you. As I said before, though unable to elaborate at the time, I have been working on
a series of reforms for how the conquered lands of Garlemald are governed. The ongoing
strife and rebellion in various territories is an unwanted strain on the national resources.” His
pale gaze flicks to Lyse. “And, while I know you will be quick to say that such woes could
readily be ameliorated by the liberation of these lands, I come before you with an alternate
solution.”

“We will listen,” grunts Raubahn. Lyse reluctantly nods in agreement, briefly looking to the
Warrior before forcing her gaze back to the Emperor.

“I am well aware of the grievances of the peoples of Ala Mhigo. More so in recent months, as
my conversations with the Warrior of Light, as well as the latest events in Ala Mhigo have
driven me to deepen my research on the problems the region is facing. I know you think me
uncaring, and the legatus unobservant, but we have been paying close attention. It is easy
enough for me to say that the woes of Ala Mhigo are the woes of Garlemald, but as you
would be quick to point out, those are mere platitudes if there is nothing to back them.” He
studies the papers for a moment before continuing. “I cannot deny that the territory has been
mismanaged during the years since it was originally conquered by Garlemald. The people
have suffered, emotionally and physically and financially. My predecessor set a precedent



that cannot be perpetuated if we are to work together toward peace and prosperity for all of
Garlemald.”

His audience remains silent, expectant. The Warrior presses her boot heel to his, and after a
returning pressure the Emperor continues.

“The late legatus of the Fourteenth legion let his men run rampant in Gyr Abania, causing
anguish and suffering to many of its people. Lady van Pruina, legatus of the Sixth, is under
strict orders to permit no such behavior among her soldiers. The people of Ala Mhigo are
Garlean citizens, and will be afforded the same respect as any citizen walking the streets of
the capital city itself.” He taps a fingertip on the table. “With that consideration in mind, my
first major objective will be to reinstitute the church of Rhalgr in Ala Mhigo.”

“What?!” Lyse yelps the word out in surprise. Raubahn narrows his eyes in suspicion.

“Why would you do that?”

“Because, my grandsire was wrong in his attempts to extinguish the faith of the conquered
lands. And I do not wish to continue following in his misguided footsteps.” He laces his
fingers together. “As long as the actions of the church remain peaceful and for the personal
benefit of the people of Gyr Abania, I see no reason why they cannot resume their functions.”

“You mean, as long as no one goes summoning another primal,” says Lyse.

“Indeed. My grandsire’s fear of the eikons was a contributing factor to his choice in
banishing the local religion.”

Alphinaud asks: “What led you to this decision, Lord Varis?”

“Quite simply: I listened to my advisor.” The Emperor looks at the Warrior and smiles. “Your
Warrior of Light is quite insightful. She possesses an enviable acumen for looking into the
hearts of the people she interacts with. She… sees beyond the surface, beyond the obvious
flaws, and lets her light shine upon the hearts of men.”

The Warrior cannot help but blush as the leaders of the Alliance fixate on her with curious
stares.

“The Emperor merely asked what he could do to make his people happy. I can take no credit
for whatever actions he chooses to take.”

Lyse wipes her eyes. “Lord Varis, I am uncertain that you understand quite how meaningful it
would be for the people of Ala Mhigo to be able to freely worship their god again.”

“Your tears tell me much, Miss Hext.” Varis shakes his head slowly. “I have come to
understand that just because I do not share your beliefs, does not mean they are without value
or meaning.”

“Do you really mean that?” wonders Raubahn. “It’s easy for you to say the words, but do you
really mean them? Do you really care?”



“I know that you are doubtful and suspicious,” says the Emperor. “The last twenty years have
given you little reason to feel otherwise. That is why I ask for a year. I cannot show the depth
of my intent in a few minutes at a meeting table.”

“And what of Eorzea?” Nanamo speaks up. “Will Garlemald be turning its ravenous gaze
upon our lands once more, after making peace with Ala Mhigo?”

“No. The conquest of Eorzea is no longer in the interests of Garlemald.”

“More of the influence of the Warrior of Light?” suggests Kan-E-Senna.

“To an extent, yes.” He looks at the Warrior for a moment before returning his attention to the
other side of the table. “However, while my predecessor and his men blindly believed that the
resources held by Eorzea were worth expending a large amount of resources to obtain by
force, I do not remain of the same mindset.”

“To what end?” asks Nanamo.

“Why, my good sultana, certainly you understand the value of a solid trade agreement.
Garlemald has access to trade from both Ilsabard and Othard, and would give the nations of
Eorzea easier access to such goods, rather than relying on some of the more… shady dealings
of the freelance agents. We would, of course, hope that such open trade might reduce the
amount of pirate attacks our vessels experience, but…” Varis flashes a thin smile. “One thing
at a time.”

“So you wish to open trade with Eorzea, instead of opening fire upon her.” Merlwyb sounds
doubtful.

“In so many words, yes.”

“It is a more peaceful sort of conquest,” the sultana says slowly. “What if we decline the offer
for trade?”

“Then, that would be a loss for both parties.” The Emperor looks between Raubahn and Lyse.
“Additionally, any refugees would be permitted to return to their homeland, without any
consequences. As long as they contribute to the growth of their nation, no questions will be
asked. No persecution–at least, not from the Garlean soldiers.”

“Our people could come home,” whispers Raubahn.

“Much the same they could if Ala Mhigo were free.”

“The Syndicate would be quite gladdened if the streets of Ul’dah saw a reduction in the
population of refugees,” muses Nanamo. Raubahn looks down at her and nods solemnly.

“Indeed, it might go far to improving your standing with them.”

“However, there is no proof that we would be better exchanging the favor of one bad
company for another.”



Lyse ignores the sultana’s musing and remains focused on Varis. “What else did you have
planned for Ala Mhigo? What of the excessive taxes you levy against our people?”

The Warrior glances up at Varis. She is pleased to find that, despite the lingering hostility
presented by the Ala Mhigans, the Emperor is gazing at Lyse with calm consideration.

“While we do not have immediate provisions in place for a reduction of the taxes collected
from the citizenry, a portion of the tithe will now be set aside as an infrastructure fund for
each community. It will go towards the construction and maintenance of roads, schools, trade
centers, and the like. We are also considering the possibility in the future of building an
extension to this castellum to act as a trading depot with nations from outside of the empire.”

“Why do all of this now?” asks Lyse. “Why were these things not implemented when Ala
Mhigo was first conquered?”

The Emperor stares down at her. “Because, quite frankly, my predecessor cared naught for
the well being of the lands he conquered. He would have greatly preferred that you continued
to suffer.”

“And you don’t?”

“No, I do not.” Varis looks at the Warrior. “Because, I have been taught that it is not enough
to say I care about the people of my empire. I must put forth the effort to make sure the
people are truly cared for. From the greatest to the least.” He shifts his gaze back to Lyse and
Raubahn. “Neither myself nor the future empress of Garlemald will be satisfied knowing that
a citizen of Garlemald was suffering, due to something that we could have done aught to
change.”

“I would hope you will trust me to keep him accountable,” says the Warrior. Lyse gives a
small nod.

“We’d like to, yes.”

“And, in the interest of such accountability, or at least… communication, we will be laying
the groundwork for a representative council in Gyr Abania. They will be a group with
members selected from each village, who will report the needs of their people to the officer
assigned to relaying the information to Lady van Pruina.”

“Will the villages be able to appoint their own representatives?” asks Raubahn.

“Of course. They may select whomever they believe to be the best voice for their people.”
The Emperor taps his fingers on the papers. “Now, these changes cannot be implemented
overnight. As I said: give us, give me a year, that is what I ask of you. A year, to prove that I
am sincere in my goals to bring peace to the lands of Garlemald.”

“We will have to discuss your offer with the others,” says Raubahn. “But, we will grant them
consideration.” Lyse nods in agreement. The Emperor flashes a small smile.

“I am glad to hear it.”



“And, what of the rest of Eorzea?” It is Merlwyb who speaks up now. “It is well and good
that you do not intend to make new overtures into our territory, but the empire still has its
castra littering the landscape. What of those outposts?”

“For the time being,” the Emperor says, speaking slowly, “I do not intend to remove the
Eorzean castra from their current locations. It would be a waste of resources that are better
spent elsewhere. Neither do I intend on simply handing over the properties. The Fourteenth
legion will remain in their castra, though I believe that the current legatus of that legion has
her own thoughts regarding the activities of her soldiers.”

The Emperor tilts his head and very pointedly looks at the Warrior.

After a moment, the gazes of the rest of the table shift to stare at her as well.

“What do you mean?” Alphinaud asks.

“The legatus of the Fourteenth is Lady van Umbrus, known better to you as the Warrior of
Light.”

Ser Aymeric coughs to cover up a bark of laughter. The rest of the table is silent.

“Well then, Lady van Umbrus,” Merlwyb begins in a tepid tone, “what are your thoughts on
the future of the imperial castra still active in Eorzea?”

The Warrior feigns consideration, even though this is a matter that she and Varis have idly
discussed before. “Well…” She looks down the line of the table.

“It’s alright, friend. We know politics are not your usual battle of choice. Just give us your
honest thoughts.” Alphinaud gives her an encouraging smile, and the Warrior looks at the
bowl of flowers in a bid to hide a laugh.

“The… various castra built by Garlemald during their admittedly failed incursions into
Eorzea were usually located in places of strategic value. Castrum Centri in Mor Dhona,
Occidens in La Noscea, Marinum in Thanalan, and so on. With that in consideration, I
believe that these outposts could still prove beneficial to both Garlemald and Eorzea, while
still remaining in the ownership of the empire.”

“In what fashion?”

“Ah, well–” She gestures at Merlwyb. “There are means of profiting off the Garleans other
than piracy. If the upper crust of Garlemald were encouraged to venture to a warmer clime on
a holiday, the beaches just south of Castrum Occidens could prove very appealing to those
travelers. While some of that land is owned by that Gegeruju fellow, certainly enough of the
coastline remains for Limsa Lominsa to make some coin from. Limiting the number of
permitted visitors would create an artificial increase in demand, and enable you to keep the
asking price of visiting reasonably high, and Castrum Occidens would make a safe and
reliable transport hub for the Garlean visitors. Even a reasonable tax for usage of the local
water and air space would be enough to line the city’s coffers, should Garlemald agree to it.”



“I will admit, we have never put consideration into Garlean tourism before,” murmurs the
admiral in a thoughtful tone. “We would have to find something else for the pirates to chase
after, of course…”

“Castrum Marinum would prove a useful depot should trade arrangements be made between
Ul’dah and Garlemald,” continues the Warrior. “I’ve spent enough time in Thanalan to know
how dangerous the wilds there can be, and there is quite a bit of that spread between Vesper
Bay, Horizon, and the gates of Ul’dah proper. Garlean soldiers stationed at Marinum would
be able to protect those trade routes at no additional cost to the sultanate or the Syndicate.”

“That is supposing, of course, that we agree to trade with Garlemald,” says Nanamo in a
careful tone.

“Of course,” says the Warrior. She glances to the other end of the table. “I’m sure that
Ishgard could be interested in trading goods and technology with Garlemald, seeing as
Garlemald is quite skilled in living comfortably in the perpetual cold. And that is without the
Garleans being any closer than Castrum Centri.”

“And what of Gridania, Lady van Umbrus?” There is something icy to the elder seedseer’s
voice when she speaks up. “We have little interest or need of trade with our enemy.”

The Warrior laces her fingers together and stares at the horned Hyur. Kan-E-Senna stares
back, patiently awaiting her response.

“‘Tis true. Gridania has long remained quite self-sustaining. The Twelveswood provides
greatly for its people. And, the presence of Garlean forces have done little to assuage the
emotions of the Elementals that were stirred up during the Calamity. In all honesty, I’m
uncertain that Garlemald has anything to offer Gridania other than a solemn promise to leave
the Twelveswood alone. The Wall and Castrum Oriens–which presently remains in Eorzean
control–would prove to be a clear and indisputable demarcation line for how far Garlean
forces are permitted to tread.”

Kan-E-Senna nods slowly. “At least you understand that we want nothing from Garlemald.”
She hesitates, before adding: “However, Castrum Oriens might also serve as a small trade
center between Gridania and Ala Mhigo in the future.”

“There are, of course, other locations in Eorzea that will likely face a full decommissioning,”
the Emperor says, speaking up for the first time in several minutes. What remains of Castrum
Meridianum being the primary target of those efforts.”

“We would request that the lands of Carteneau remain untouched,” says Raubahn. “Both out
of respect for those that perished there, and as a reminder of the folly of the empire.”

“Of course.” The Emperor’s chin tips downward. “Many of my countrymen would benefit
from the reminder that we are not infallible. After all, we were so easily brought low by a
single woman.”

“You should not speak so of the Warrior of Light,” says Alisaie.



The Emperor smirks. “On the contrary, Miss Leveilleur. I can think of no greater woman to
be humbled by.”

 

Eventually, after more grilling from the Eorzeans, the meeting again adjourns before the
commencement of further talks between the Alliance and the Emperor. 

“I must admit to being impressed,” says Alphinaud. “One would almost think you had those
answers for the council pre-planned.”

The Warrior smiles at the Elezen. “Come now, Alphinaud. I’m a warrior. Do you think I
would be so unwise as to come to a battle unprepared?”

“Ah–I suppose not.” His pale cheeks pink for a moment. “Do you think Emperor Varis really
means what he says?”

“I do. However, whether or not any progress is made is up to the leaders of Eorzea.”

“That is true, yes.” Alphinaud looks toward the entrance to the meeting room. “Alisaie and I
were given leave to depart, as our presence is not requested at the deliberations between
Emperor Varis and the Alliance. What about you, Warrior? What are your plans for the
remainder of the day?”

“Actually, I was planning on performing a bit of my duties as the absentee legatus of the
Fourteenth, and visiting some of the soldiers under my command. You know, to get a proper
feel for how they are doing out here in Eorzea. I should imagine sometimes they feel like
they have been stranded alone, stationed so far from home.”

“That would be quite good of you.” Alphinaud lets out a small cry of protest as his sister
nearly shoves him aside.

“It would be even better of you, if you were perhaps to make a tour of Castrum Centri!” says
Alisaie. “And, maybe if you had a few free hours you could stop in and visit at Revenant’s
Toll.” For a moment she looks bashfully at the ground. “I mean, you don’t have to, of course.
It was just a thought.”

The Warrior smiles at the twins. “I think I might be able to work that into my schedule later
this afternoon.”

“Excellent! We’ll round up Thancred and head back to Mor Dhona.” Alisaie looks at her
brother, who nods in agreement.

“Everyone will be quite happy to see you again,” says Alphinaud. “We haven’t had a proper
chance to sit down and chat with you since you last left Mor Dhona.”

“Well, you should hurry on then. I will see you later.”

 



She finds Varis seated at a small table in the centurion’s office, gulping down a mug of coffee
and tapping an inkpen on the surface of a sheet of paper.

“They have agreed to sit for further discussion of my plans,” he says. She thinks he looks
uneasy.

“That’s a good thing, isn’t it? It’s what you wanted.”

“Yes, it’s just… dealing with so many people inclined to try and talk down to me reminds me
a bit too much of my grandsire for comfort.”

“They’re just concerned about their own people. Just as you are for yours.”

Varis nods. “I know.” He sets his mug down and reaches for her. “Will you be heading off,
then? I sent word to Castrum Centri to expect an impromptu inspection this afternoon.”

The Warrior takes his hand and sits lightly on his knee. “I spoke with the twins and told them
I will be in Mor Dhona later today, yes. They were quite excited to have me visit.”

“That is good to hear. I know you harbored concern.”

“I still do. But, seeing them all in person will help with that.” She lifts his hand and presses a
kiss to his fingertips. “I will likely spend the night there. Is that alright with you?”

“No,” Varis says, his tone playful. “I shall lay in bed and weep for your absence. Especially
after spending my afternoon conversing with the leaders of the Alliance.” He smiles when the
Warrior laughs and shakes her head.

“My poor dear. I will be certain to call you on my linkpearl, so you might stay your tears for
the night.”

He sighs. “I would permit your trip either way. You deserve the time with your friends, even
if it is just for a few bells.”

“Thank you, Varis.”

“Of course, my love.” 

She stretches and kisses his chin. “And if they give you any trouble, just remind them that the
Warrior of Light is but a linkpearl call away.”

Chapter End Notes

Apologies for this chapter being so very long. I really just wanted to push through the
rest of the parley in one go.



As a reward, there is this!:
If you have a character on the Aether datacenter, feel free to visit the 'AGoG House'! It's
an AGoG-themed (imperial getaway cabin) house that you can check out.
Location: Midgardsormr server, The Goblet, 24th Ward, Plot 48

Take a look! Sign the guestbook! If nothing else, check it out because Caspian is on
guard duty at the house!



Chapter 63
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“Lady van Umbrus? We are making our approach to Castrum Centri and will be landing
shortly.”

The Warrior opens her eyes and looks up at the soldier who has addressed her. It is the co-
pilot of her transport vessel, standing a carefully respectful distance from where she is seated.

“Ah, yes. Thank you.” The Warrior shifts in her seat and glances around the small cabin. The
co-pilot is returning to her seat next to the pilot, who is focused on the figures and diagrams
dancing on a screen in front of them. There are two other soldiers standing off to her sides,
and the Warrior can only presume that they are a standard security detail. There is always the
possibility of running into trouble while in enemy airspace and having to make an emergency
landing.

Goodness knows she has caused difficulty for such crews in the past.

She closes her eyes against the fluttering of shame the memory brings, and tries to focus on
anything else. The hum of the magitek engines is almost a familiar, comforting thing as the
transport vessel descends through the vibrant skies of Mor Dhona. Part of her wishes she was
in armor, or at least had a helmet on to hide her face. She knows the soldiers of the
Fourteenth will soon be staring at her, and their judgment is not something that the Warrior is
certain she can handle. She knows what she has done in the past, the lives she has ended in
the name of Eorzea. Even if the soldiers of the Fourteenth say nothing about their past
interactions, the Warrior will be helpless before the burden of memory.

She is uncertain that there is anything she will ever be able to do to make it up to them. There
is no way to undo her actions, no way to bring back the dead. The people of Garlemald will
always look upon her with the knowledge of her past actions. Even if they embrace her as
their empress, the bloodied past remains.

The Warrior is still absorbed in these thoughts when she feels the vessel shudder to a stop,
and the engines fall silent. The pilot announces their safe landing at the castrum. She thanks
the crew for the safe trip and disembarks.

Soon, the transport is gone again with a promise to return on the morrow, and the Warrior is
left alone at the base of the landing station.

“Lady van Umbrus?”

Well, no, not entirely alone. She takes a breath to steady herself before turning to face the
speaker. There stands a tall centurion, flanked by two soldiers. Despite their helmets, the
Warrior is fully aware of the intensity and scrutiny of their stares.



“Yes, that is I.”

“Oh, very good, my Lady. We’ve been awaiting your arrival. It has been quite some time
since any member of the upper leadership has bothered to visit us out here in the savage
lands.” The centurion jerks slightly at his own words, but does not correct himself. “We have
been operating on standby procedures for months.”

“You must all be doing quite well, if Emperor Varis has deemed you all capable of operating
without direct supervision.”

“Perhaps so.”

“Would you rather be stationed somewhere that was seeing more combat action?”

The centurion hesitates. “I’m sure that everyone here has their own opinion on that matter. It
is difficult at times to feel that we are doing a great service to Garlemald when we aren’t
particularly actively doing anything.” He clears his throat. “If it pleases you, my Lady, our
soldiers are gathered in the courtyard to meet your arrival.”

She nods, trying to ignore another twinge of guilty nervousness. “Of course.”

The centurion salutes crisply and walks off, a purposeful step to his stride. The Warrior
follows, aware of the other two soldiers a few paces behind her. 

“Isn’t she the–” One of the soldiers gets shushed by the other. “But, we let her in before,
didn’t we?”

The officer pauses in mid-stride to turn on his soldiers.

“Will you all kindly keep your thoughts to yourselves?” The centurion startles at the sound of
the Warrior laughing into her hand. “M-my Lady?”

“At ease, all of you.” She cannot help but smile, despite her own nervousness. “Your jobs
here must be very dull, if you remember a woman’s face from half a year ago.”

“Ah, well–They aren’t wrong, are they? I wasn’t on duty that day.” The officer shakes his
head. “But, you are the Warrior of Light.”

“I am. But, I am also Lady Lux van Umbrus. Your commanding officer.”

The officer slumps a bit. “We live in a peculiar world.”

“I am well aware, yes.” She looks between the three. “And, to settle any potential bets that
might be running, yes, I was more or less given this position because I slept with the emperor.
And, yes, you will have to address me as ‘empress’ some time in the future.”

The centurion lets out a nervous chuckle. “A royal wedding, eh? We’ll be glad for the
holiday, your ladyship.” 

“Glad to hear.”



They continue on to the courtyard. She is surprised by the relatively small gathering,
especially thinking back to the multitudes that had waited to greet the emperor when they
arrived in Ala Mhigo prior to the battle against Shinryu. Counting the three soldiers
accompanying her, there are fewer than two dozen men and women gathered at Castrum
Centri. All the same, the centurion puffs up a bit as he gestures at the soldiers.

“These are the men and women of the Fourteenth, of the cohort that is stationed here at
Castrum Centri.”

“The ranks are a bit thinner than I expected,” she admits.

“If I might speak freely, Lady van Umbrus…” The officer hesitates.

“Go ahead.”

“You know why our ranks are thin. You and your Eorzean allies saw to the depletion of our
numbers during the operation that led to the fall of Castrum Meridianum and the death of our
previous legatus, Lord van Baelsar.”

The Warrior stares at the centurion. She feels the eyes of the gathered soldiers on her.

“My apologies. We were all doing our duty that day. I had no foreknowledge that I would be
standing here in this position.” She looks out over the small lines of soldiers. “I cannot make
up for the loss of friends and family at my hand. I do not ever enjoy taking a life, even that of
my enemy. Because, an enemy might just be someone you do not know yet, someone who
might one day be an important friend or loved one to you. So, I apologize, for hurting you all,
and for failing you.”

The soldiers stand silent before her. The Warrior is painfully aware that any one of them
could draw their weapon and attack her. However none of them move, and none of them
make any indication that they wish to speak. Whatever it is–loyalty or training or something
else, none of the soldiers move from their lines.

“I understand that some, maybe all of you, find it disagreeable to serve with me as your
legatus. If you wish to request a reassignment to a different legion, I would be more than
amenable to sign the paperwork. You didn’t ask to serve under me, after all.”

“If I may, my Lady,” the centurion pipes in again. “We have known that our new legatus was
the Warrior of Light since the appointment took effect some months ago. A few did request to
leave, but those that remain are here by choice.”

She blinks and looks at him, surprised. “Really?”

“Yes, Lady van Umbrus. Be you the Warrior of Light and former enemy of the state, His
Radiance had enough trust in you to give us to your charge. We know that you are one of the
most capable fighters on this star. While we might still harbor some misgivings, we have all
chosen to be here.”



The Warrior looks between the centurion and his attendants, and then out to the other
soldiers. “His Radiance will be quite gladdened to hear that.”

She steps down into the courtyard and walks slowly between the columns. As she remembers
from previous ventures, the ranks of the Fourteenth are populated by all walks of life. A
diminutive Lalafell here, a towering Roegadyn there, and so on. They remain motionless,
even as she leans in to better inspect their armor.

“I must say, I am impressed,” the Warrior says as she makes her way back to the front of the
lines. “Your gear is all in excellent condition. I would be hard pressed to tell that you all had
been mucking around in the swamps for weeks on end.”

“We take pains to maintain regulation, even so far afield,” says the centurion. She nods.

“Very good. I’m pleased to see you are all managing quite well without any direct
supervision from a legatus. And, I hope you can continue to do so, even with my absence.”

“Of course, Lady van Umbrus.”

For a moment, the Warrior mulls over what else to say to the gathered soldiers. She thinks of
her many conversations with Varis, and with the more recent meeting in Ala Mhigo.

“My primary reason for visiting you all today is to deliver you a message from the emperor.
From this day forward, the mission of the Fourteenth Legion will no longer be the conquest
of Eorzea. Instead, ours will be a mission of diplomacy. Emperor Varis, in his great wisdom,
has decided that the empire stands to profit more from forging connections with the Eorzean
states through peaceful means, rather than violent conquest.”

For the first time, the soldiers break their careful composure, their helmeted heads tipping to
look at each other as though they do not entirely comprehend her words.

“Then the rumors are true?” The centurion fidgets his hands in the air before him. “That
Garlemald is ceasing its Eorzean campaign.”

“The conquest part, yes.” The Warrior takes in the uneasily shifting of the soldiers. “I’m sure
that such news might make you feel as though your deployments have all been superfluous in
nature, but that is far from the truth. By faithfully maintaining your posts, you have set an
example for the Eorzeans to witness. You have shown the locals that the empire is not
inherently wicked or violent. Your presence, while perhaps imposing, has primarily been one
of non-aggression. At least, since the events that occurred at Castrum Meridianum.”

One of the soldiers, she cannot tell who, speaks up: “So, we are to be commended for doing
naught more than standard guard over this bog?”

She smiles. “Indeed. You have done exactly as His Radiance asked of you. He would be quite
disappointed to find that you had been running raids on Revenant’s Toll or some other
untoward business.”

“We would never want to disappoint His Radiance,” murmurs the centurion.



“Good. For the time being, you are to continue your guard duties as you have, and wait for
further word from the capital. Emperor Varis is presently in the midst of talks with the leaders
of the Eorzean Alliance, and the outcome of that meeting will determine your future orders.”
The Warrior smiles impishly and adds: “Should these orders not be to your liking, and you
wish for more action, you are more than welcome to request a transfer to the Twelfth Legion.
I hear that Prince Zenos is busy intimidating the Bozjans.”

“Ah, I believe we will be happy right where we are, your ladyship.”

“Very well.” She schools her expression to some seriousness, though in truth she is
wondering what sort of mischief the prince might be getting into at his new deployment.
After a minute of her silence, the centurion clears his throat.

“What were your plans for your visit, Lady van Umbrus?”

“Oh.” The Warrior turns away with deliberate stiffness. “Actually, I’m going to be leaving
the castrum and calling on my comrades at Revenant’s Toll. I will likely stay the night and
return tomorrow sometime.”

“I see. Do you have any orders for us?”

She thinks for a moment. An idea comes to mind, only slightly silly. “Have a card tournament
tonight. You choose the game. Winner gets an extra shift off during the next rotation.”

He sounds plainly confused. “My Lady?”

“You heard me, officer!”

“Oh, yes! Of course, Lady van Umbrus, as you will it!” The centurion salutes and turns to the
soldiers. “Well, you heard her!”

The soldiers all salute, and the Warrior tries not to let them see her laughing as she hurries
away from the courtyard.

 

The sky overhead is full of a comfortingly familiar magenta miasma as the Warrior emerges
from the main gate of Castrum Centri. She leaves the castrum behind with little more than
her Garlean linkpearl in her pocket and her gunblade strapped to her back.

As she walks along the edge of the swamp, the Warrior thinks back to her first adventures
here with the Scions. It has been years now, but the memories still feel fresh. The danger and
excitement of messing with the Garleans in order to save her friends feels as though it just
happened. She has to remind herself of all that has happened since then, and that one of those
rescued friends is now gone.

A few people are peering down at her as she climbs the hill to the western gates of town.
And, as before, she barely makes it to the gates before being intercepted by two very excited
young Elezen. The twins grab her by the hands and drag her to the Rising Stones, talking
over each other the whole way.



“Everyone is here,” says Alphinaud. “They’re all quite keen to talk to you, especially after so
long apart.”

“Even Thancred and Urianger!” adds Alisaie. “Everyone except for Lyse, of course. She’s
still busy in Ala Mhigo, but you know all about that.”

“I do, yes.” The Warrior smiles. “You aren’t throwing a party, are you?”

“No, no, of course not!” Alphinaud smiles a little too wide for belief. “What are your
thoughts on chocolate torte? Tataru made one with a recipe she got from Ishgard.”

“I can’t turn down a good Ishgardian torte. Or a bad one, after a few drinks.”

“Tataru said that if you like it well enough, she’ll make another for you to take to Emperor
Varis. I think she’s rather eager to be able to claim that an emperor liked her baking.”

Alisaie pushes open the doors to the Rising Stones. She yells into the main hall: “She’s here!”

They scarcely reach the bottom of the ramp before being set upon by several members of the
Scions. The Warrior is pulled into a hug by Thancred.

“It’s so good to see you safe and whole,” he says. “I worry every time we get word of
Garlemald.”

“Thancred is becoming overly sentimental in his old age,” teases Y’shtola. She smiles.
“Though, it is indeed heartening to see you here again, dear friend.”

“It’s nice to be back,” says the Warrior.

“I had your old room prepared when we got word of your visit!” Tataru nearly pushes
Thancred aside as he steps away. “If you’re planning to stay the night, that is.”

“I believe I am.” She smiles down at the smallest Scion. “And, I heard that there was
chocolate torte to be had?”

“You heard right!”

 

Dinner is a warm, raucous event, with the Warrior mostly enjoying her food while the Scions
vary between impatiently waiting their turn to speak and talking over each other during
exciting points in the conversation. They manage to steer their way around the recent events
in Gyr Abania, and instead choose to regale the Warrior with gossip about each other and
some of the residents of Revenant’s Toll. She is told about the departure of many of the
Doman refugees who had been calling the town their home, and of various curious
discoveries made at the excavation site near the Crystal Tower.

Mention of the Crystal Tower reminds the Warrior of the peculiar young man that had
disappeared into the tower and sealed it shut behind himself. What had happened to G’raha
Tia afterwards? She has no way of knowing if he has perished, or if some strange magic of



the tower is keeping him alive. To what end, she cannot imagine. But, G’raha had chosen to
go into the tower, and so there is nothing now she can do for the man. If he is still even alive
inside, the Miqo’te would likely chastise her for her impatience in waking him up too soon.
He had been quite steeped in the confident swagger of youth and knowledge. It had seemed,
and still somewhat seemed a waste of his talent and potential, to lock himself away in the
Crystal Tower forever.

Talk of the Domans gives the Warrior something to talk about in return. She tells the Scions
of her venture out to Doma. They already were aware of that trip, but she had not had the
time or cause before to fill them in on some of the grittier details. The Warrior speaks to them
of the impressive architecture, the polite but wary people, and the walking, talking catfish she
had an encounter with.

“I think I should like to meet a catfish person the size of a Lalafell,” enthuses Alisaie. “Do
you think they would eat a Lalafell?”

The Warrior laughs and waves a hand. “Oh, no. Their mouths aren’t that big. Tataru would be
able to ward them off by getting them drunk on a pot of her best tea.”

Speaking of what happened with Prince Hien is a more delicate subject. The Scions are all
curious about the man, as during the intermission of the day’s meeting the Eorzean leaders
had expressed some interest in potentially seeking Doma out as an ally.

“He is a good man, to his people, and to those who he considers to be friends.” The Warrior
watches Urianger pour more tea into her mug and recalls her last encounter with the prince.
“His is an aggressive sort of politeness.”

Y’shtola arches her brows. “Was the prince rude to you?”

“No, not exactly. I suppose it would depend on your definition of rude.” She scratches her
chin. “In the simplest of terms, Prince Hien is not a fan of the empire, which is
understandable. So, even though I was the person primarily responsible for the liberation of
Doma from Garlemald, he still treated me like something of an enemy. Politely, but just so.”

“I suppose ‘tis only to be expected. He would have spent his whole life knowing the Garleans
as his oppressors.” Y’shtola slowly shakes her head. “A few months of freedom is not enough
to undo that much damage.”

“I know. I kept that in mind while dealing with him.” The Warrior collects her thoughts as
she takes a sip of tea. “It was that knowledge which prevented me from letting my guard
punch the man.”

Alisaie and Thancred burst out laughing, but Alphinaud tips his head with wide-eyed
surprise.

“You had a guard?”

“Have one, now, though I left them back in Garlemald for this trip.” She explains the
circumstances that led to Caspian being assigned as her personal guard. “They’re a darling,



though, very focused on their duty.”

“I could have been your guard,” Alisaie says with a pout.

“Don’t be silly, Alisaie. You would get bored having to stand around doing nothing but
guarding all day.”

“I suppose so,” she says with a dramatic sigh.

“So, are we to take it that palace life is a dull affair?” Thancred asks this in a suggestive tone.

“Dull to an extent, yes. It certainly wouldn’t behoove you to trek into the frozen wastes of
Garlemald to go on a reconnaissance mission,” says the Warrior. “Though, I’ve been told that
the spring and early summer months can be quite lovely.”

“What does that mean, fewer blizzards?”

She laughs. “So far, not even that much. But, there are flowers growing, so that’s a nice
change.”

“What happened with the Ascian you warned us about?” Alisaie gestures with her cup.
“Emet-Selch, wasn’t it? You haven’t called in a few days about that issue.”

“Ah, he–he left,” says the Warrior.

“What, without a fight?”

She shrugs. “A minor scuffle, but without any real combat on my part.” She looks into her
tea. “I cannot profess to truly understand what happened. But, the Ascian, he… conceded
defeat, in a manner of speaking. Perhaps I just scared him off, I don’t know. He said he would
be watching, but he left the palace. There hasn’t been any sign of his presence since then. Or,
at least, nothing that Zenos or myself have noticed. I mean–”

“Zenos can see Ascians?” Alphinaud asks, immediately catching her slip up. “How is that
possible?”

“Um, he seems to have some version of the Echo.” The Warrior shrugs again. “I’m not really
sure how he got it, but he can definitely see when there’s an Ascian that is roaming free
without a vessel.” She chooses to leave out some of the other details she has learned about
Zenos and his combat abilities.

“Most curious,” murmurs Urianger, tapping his forefinger against his chin. “However, not
entirely without precedent.”

“I thought the same,” says the Warrior. “After all, we have knowledge of at least one half-
Garlean who has been gifted with the Echo.”

“You mean Arenvald?” Alphinaud’s brow furrows in thought. “True, but it is peculiar that
Hydaelyn would choose someone like Prince Zenos to bestow with her gift.”



“Zenos himself does not really believe that he has the Echo. He feels that his skills and
combat prowess are solely his own, and not owed to an outside force.” She smiles. “But,
that’s to be expected. He is quite the prideful little princeling.”

“You sound almost fond of him.”

The Warrior laughs and shakes her head. “I suppose I have a soft spot for headstrong young
men that need a guiding hand.” She reaches and ruffles Alphinaud’s hair. The young man
immediately cries out in dismay and tries to fix the damage. “He’s like anyone else. Just
needs some positive reinforcement in his life.”

“It is strange to imagine someone with such a notoriously monstrous reputation as being in
need of…” Alisaie trails off.

“Kindness,” says the Warrior. “Just kindness. Imagine growing up with no affirmative
encouragement from the adults in your life, without hearing your parents tell you they love
you.”

“Father used to squabble with us quite regularly about our willfulness,” says Alisaie. “But, he
only ever meant well.” Alphinaud nods in agreement.

“He was greatly opposed to our coming to Eorzea. But it was not out of malice. Just
concern.”

“Well, Zenos did not have that luxury in his childhood. To be quite honest, it’s nothing short
of a miracle that he is a functional adult at all. His mother died when he was a babe, his father
was away from home more often than not, and he was left to be raised by tutors and nannies
and a blackhearted Ascian masquerading as his great-grandfather.”

“How fares the prince now?” Y’shtola asks. “Lyse and Alphinaud reported that he was quite
grievously wounded during your fight against the primal.”

“He was, yes. The medici ended up having to amputate his right arm, as it was too badly
damaged to function again. Zenos… pined for death. He felt himself a failure. It was quite
tragic, really.”

In a careful tone, Alisaie says: “Some would call you a villain for not granting him his wish.”

“And you?”

The girl shrugs. The other Scions shift about but say nothing.

“A magitek arm was crafted for him, and I must say that it works quite impressively. It isn’t
perfect, of course, but it will give him back a large measure of his independence.” The
Warrior takes a sip of her tea, but frowns upon finding that it has already started to go cold.
“He was recently declared fit for duty, and he and his legion were sent to remedy the situation
in a place called Bozja.”

“We noted the departure of a great deal of soldiers only a few days ago, but knew not its
cause.” Thancred nods to himself. “That would explain it, though. Does that mean the Sixth



is remaining in control of Gyr Abania?”

“For now, yes. Var–the Emperor is hoping that the results of today’s meeting with the
Eorzean leaders will grant some measure of peace in the area for the foreseeable future. Not
that the Sixth cannot fight, but they did suffer a great deal of losses during our confrontations
with the Warring Triad.”

“Not to mention just general bloodshed between them and you,” says Alisaie. When the
Warrior frowns, she adds: “Sorry.”

“No, it is true. I am responsible for the deaths of many in the empire. Even though it was for
the safety of Eorzea, it is… still not something that I am particularly proud of.” She sighs.
“Hell, I had to stand before the men and women of the Fourteenth stationed here at Castrum
Centri, knowing full well I had been the cause of death for many of their number.”

“‘Tis only a matter of contention because you began to spend time in Garlemald,” Y’shtola
says. The Warrior shakes her head.

“No. It always bothered me. I’ve never really enjoyed striking so many down. Fight to
protect, yes. But to kill to protect…”

“Thou doest what must be done,” says Urianger. “The truest path is not often the most idyllic
one.”

“I know.”

“Is that why you are so keen to bring peace to Garlemald?” Alphinaud scratches the tip of his
ear with a thoughtful expression. “To prevent more deaths?”

“Isn’t that reason enough? The Emperor has no intent of freeing Ala Mhigo. If we can make
it so the Ala Mhigans don’t want to wage another battle for their freedom, then both sides are
saved from losses in battle.”

“‘Tis a nice thought. But, what if the Ascians decide to stir up trouble in Ala Mhigo again?
They likely did it not long ago, which led to the summoning of Shinryu.” Thancred ticks on
his fingers. “Then there was the business in Ishgard, and the Ultima Weapon, which Lahabrea
was involved with, and the Meteor Project before that.”

“We can only be diligent, and keep our eyes and ears open to anything that might imply
Ascian involvement,” says Y’shtola.

“Knowing now that the first emperor of Garlemald was an Ascian does explain why the
Ascians were involved with so many of the empire’s more destructive projects.” Alphinaud
frowns. “Goodness knows there are likely other plots of Garlemald that the Ascians were
involved in that we are not yet even aware of. And, should the Ascians find themselves
blocked from being active in the empire, they will likely search for a new place to cause their
chaos.”



“Indeed. The star is rich with fertile soil for the Ascians’ wicked schemes.” Urianger’s brow
lowers over his eyes. Thancred chuckles and pats the other man on the back.

“Don’t worry. We’ve got eyes all over the place. If the Ascians try their tricks elsewhere, we
will find them.” The others nod in agreement. Fortunately, the somber mood is pierced by a
lilting voice.

“Now then, that’s enough talk of business! I won’t have you spoiling dessert with talk of
war!” Tataru approaches the table, a large platter in hand. The dish barely contains the mass
of the torte that she has prepared for the gathering.

“She is quite right,” says Y’shtola. “Enough talk of dread. Let us find a better topic.”

“What’s it like living in a palace?” Alisaie asks, looking at the Warrior. “Is it really so terribly
dull?”

The Warrior laughs. “I’m afraid so, when our lives aren’t being threatened. Unless you find
the finer details of interior decorating to be exhilarating.”

Alisaie’s nose wrinkles, and they laugh.

 

It is long into the night before the Warrior finally makes her way to the sleeping room that is
prepared for her. A bit tipsy, she locks the door behind her before stripping down to her
smallclothes and flopping on the bed. The mattress is distantly familiar, as this is the same
room she used to occupy on the off days where her adventures led her back to the Rising
Stones. That feels like ages ago now to the Warrior, and as she lays and thinks about it, she
realizes that it has been more than a year since she has slept regularly at the Scion
headquarters. Prior to journeying to Garlemald, she had primarily been sleeping out in the
wilds, or in a bed at her room in House Fortemps.

She wonders if her adopted Ishgardian family is still keeping a bed waiting for her.

The Warrior rolls off the bed and picks up her trousers. She retrieves her linkpearl and
presses it into her ear before returning to the bed.

“I was half worried that you were not going to call,” says Varis after a few rings. The Warrior
laughs.

“Hello to you, too, love.”

“Mine apologies. It has been a long afternoon.”

“I’m guessing yours was not as enjoyable as mine.” She hums. “Or, at least, you didn’t have
any chocolate torte.”

“You went away and had chocolate torte without me?” Varis manages to sound playfully
dismayed. “Nay, I spent several bells in conference with the Eorzean leaders, listening to all
their various concerns about Garlemald’s continued presence in Eorzean lands.”



“I’m sure they weren’t all that happy to learn who the current legatus of the Fourteenth is.”

“Mm, they were all rather perplexed by that development. Except for Ser Aymeric–he was
quite accepting of the fact, though I cannot say if that is due to a lack of Garlean presence in
Coerthas, or his general fondness for you.”

“Perhaps both,” she says. She idly kicks her feet in the air. “I’m staying at my old room in
Revenant’s Toll tonight, not the castrum. I’ll fly back to Ala Mhigo sometime tomorrow
morning.”

“I will sleep poorly without you.”

The Warrior laughs again. “My poor darling. You can survive a few more hours without my
presence.”

“Survive, yes. But, not enjoy.”

“If you enjoyed your time without me, I might get worried,” she teases. “But, I don’t want
you to be miserable. Did you eat supper, at least?”

“Yes, yes. I ate what they had prepared for me at the palace upon my return. And now I am
lying alone in this big bed, listening to the beasts howl out in the Lochs.”

“Don’t worry, darling. We’ll be together again tomorrow.” She giggles. “Would you like me
to sing you a lullaby to help you fall asleep? I’ve been practicing that Garlean one you shared
with me.”

Varis sighs gently over the line. “That would be quite nice.”

Chapter End Notes

Thank you to everyone who has visited the AGoG house! Caspian has greatly enjoyed
meeting all the visitors (and the garlic bread).



Chapter 64

 

“You look like shite.”

“Good morning to you, too, Alisaie.” The Warrior accepts a steaming mug of coffee from the
little Elezen and brings it to her lips. The smell meets her nose, and she is immediately
reminded of Varis. She takes a sip. “Maybe if I hadn’t stayed up so late drinking wine and
swapping stories with Thancred and Hoary, and then stayed up even later talking to Varis on
my linkpearl, I would look less like shite.”

“You don’t really look that bad,” Alphinaud says in a helpful tone. “Perhaps just a good
brushing of your hair? A quick jaunt over to Coerthas to rub your face in the snow?”

“Thanks, kiddo.” She picks up a piece of toast and takes a big bite. The bread and butter are
not as flavorful as those back in Garlemald, though she wonders if some new bias is coloring
her experience. Perhaps it is just due to the slight hangover. All the same, the Warrior eats her
breakfast without complaint.

“When do you plan on returning to the castrum?” Alphinaud asks. He and Alisaie are
watching the Warrior drink her third mug of coffee.

“I was planning on heading back later this morning.”

“I wish you could stay longer.” Alisaie sounds mournful. “It’s so dull without you around.”
The Warrior smiles at her.

“Surely you can find trouble to get yourself into without me being around.”

“Yes, but it isn’t the same!” She pounds a petite fist on the tabletop. “Yes, quelling a flock of
hippogryphs that are running amok is fun the first few times, but there’s only so many times
you can punch a beast in the beak before it starts to lose its color. There’s no meaning to it
all.”

“I’m sure the people here in the Toll and over at the research camp appreciate the modicum
of safety you grant them with your violence against hippogryphs.”

Alisaie pouts. “I suppose I got spoiled by following you around on world-changing
adventures.”

The Warrior smiles. “I suppose I got a bit spoiled, myself. But, that’s part of life.” She pats
the back of Alisaie’s fist. “Soon I doubt I will be getting all that much traveling in anymore,
unless it’s some kind of diplomatic business on behalf of the empire.”

“Don’t you get bored?”



“Sometimes. I’ve gotten a lot of reading done, which has been nice. And, when Zenos was
here I helped some with his recuperation after the fight with Shinryu.”

“I don’t know how you do it,” Alisaie says with a sigh. 

“To be quite honest, I’m not sure I could handle my life being one unceasing string of wild
adventures.” The Warrior drums her nails on the side of the mug. “It’s nice to have time to
myself.”

“But, what about helping people?”

“If I am truly needed, I will join the fight. What happened against the primal should be proof
enough of that.”

Alisaie frowns. “Yes, but what happens when you’re too busy being the empress and
throwing tea parties or raising children? Will you drop everything then to aid against threat to
the safety of the star?”

The Warrior hesitates. “I will if I can. If I can’t, I know that others will fight in my stead.”

“Others aren’t the Warrior of Light.”

“I know.” The Warrior shakes her head and touches Alisaie’s shoulder. “I would not stress too
greatly over the what-ifs of the future. The present is trouble enough, wouldn’t you say?”

“I suppose so.”

“Listen, Alisaie. I want to ask something of you, something I’m not asking anyone else.”

She glances at her brother. “Go ahead.”

“I may be happily putting down roots in Garlemald, but you don’t have to. I want you to
carry on with the fight. Protect the people as only you can. Be the wild adventurer in my
stead.” The Warrior smiles. “You can take Alphinaud if he insists on coming along.”

“Me? An adventurer? I don’t know about that. I mean, I’m a Scion, and I have duties here,
and–” The Elezen’s protest falters and stops, and she purses her lips in thought. “You know, I
think I might just do it.”

“What really?” Alphinaud looks at her in disbelief. “What would you do, Alisaie?”

“What all adventurers do–go out and help people! The Warrior is right, Alphinaud. I
shouldn’t just limit my helping of people to right here in Mor Dhona, or whatever nation is
currently crying out for the aid of the Scions. There are people all over the star that need
help.” She looks at the Warrior. “How do I become an adventurer? I mean, in an official
sense?”

The Warrior laughs. “Oh, my dear little Alisaie, I believe that you already are an adventurer
in your own right.”



 

In time, the twins disperse to their own duties, and the Warrior is left by herself at the table.
As she empties the last of the coffee pot into her mug, she notices a familiar figure watching
her from a doorway.

“Oh, good morning, Lyse. I didn’t know that you were coming back from Ala Mhigo.”

The blonde woman hesitates for a moment before pushing away from the door and taking a
seat next to the Warrior.

“Yeah, got back not long before dawn, and then I laid down for a bit.” She looks at the empty
dishes that litter the tabletop. “And, I woke up and heard you talking, so I thought I would
come and speak with you. I mean, I came here because the others said you were visiting.”

There is something halting to Lyse’s speech that gives the Warrior pause. “Well, it’s nice to
get a chance to see you again.”

“It is.” Lyse fidgets an empty bowl between her fingers. “Might I ask you something?”

The Warrior sets down her mug. “Of course.” She waits, and for a long moment the former
Scion is silent. 

“Why did you not speak on behalf of Ala Mhigo during the parley?” Lyse fixes her with a
wounded expression.

“I had already well said my piece regarding Ala Mhigo to Varis before the parley,” says the
Warrior. “Had I repeated myself before the gathered leaders, it would not have changed the
outcome of the Emperor’s decisions.”

“But then, why didn’t you–” Her eyes and nose scrunch together, as though she is fighting
tears. Lyse whispers: “Why didn’t you convince him to grant Ala Mhigo its freedom?”

“I tried to, once before,” admits the Warrior. “Originally, my deal with the Emperor was to
ask for Ala Mhigo’s freedom, but he refused. So, I went with Doma instead.”

“And now?”

“Now… I must admit, Lyse, I do not know Ala Mhigo and its people very well. Yes, I know
you, and the rough handful of Ala Mhigans I met during my adventuring days, but… I lack
the sweet words it would take to vouch for your country as a whole. And, it became even
more difficult to convince Varis to change his mind after your people summoned a primal.”

“That was the Ascians’ doing, and you know it!”

“I know.” The Warrior sighs and shakes her head. “It does not make things any easier. The
best I have been able to work from him are the peaceful concessions that he laid out at the
parley.”

Lyse’s frown is resolute. “We should not have to compromise.”



“What would you have me do, Lyse? Why are you upset with me? Why aren’t you cross with
the leaders of the Alliance who said nothing in your defense? They are playing at being your
allies, but what have they truly shown for it so far?”

Lyse hesitates. “We have a common enemy in Garlemald.”

The Warrior reaches and gently takes her hand. “And, you have an ally in Garlemald as well.
I am not going anywhere. That old rat Ascian couldn’t get rid of me, and neither will anyone
else. I will always be there, looking out for you as best I can.”

She wipes her eyes with her free hand. “If you had been there, the Resistance could have
ousted Garlemald with ease. We could have been free, if you had–!” Lyse stops short,
faltering, and eyes open wide as she looks at the Warrior. “What are we going to do now?
The other members of the Resistance are intent on taking up arms again.”

“And you?”

“I just want what’s best for Ala Mhigo. That’s all I’ve ever wanted. You know that.”

“Then, all I can ask of you is to convince them to give Garlemald its year. Rebuild your
temples and soothe the hearts of your people. Hells, at the very least take advantage of the
fact that the Emperor truly does intend to improve the nation’s infrastructure. You have great
faith in your people, Lyse. Show the empire why. Show them that the people of Ala Mhigo
are more than just a raised fist. I know that you are. Be a beacon for your people.”

"A beacon…" Lyse's eyes water once more. "You know, I would be ashamed to admit it to
anyone but you, but when Emperor Varis said that he would permit the public restoration of
our faith, I… I felt a strange little twinge of hope. Something different."

The Warrior thinks of her brief tears at the parley and nods.

"Maybe we just have to be patient. Take our freedom back one step at a time."

"It’s an option to consider." The Warrior sighs again. "One that might help avoid more
needless bloodshed on both sides."

Lyse wistfully smiles. "That's our Warrior. Ever the protector." The smile falters, and she
looks at the tabletop. “I don’t know how you do it. How you can lower your blade and open
your heart to people who were previously your sworn enemies.”

“It wasn’t something I set out to do. It just… happened. I didn’t go to Garlemald with the
intent of turning my back on Eorzea and my friends. I went because of Varis.”

“What if you and he don’t work out? What then?”

The Warrior manages not to flinch at her friend’s honest question. “I pray it never comes to
that. Ask me again only if it does.”

“The Scions will always be here for you,” Lyse says. “No matter what.”



“And I will always be there for you all, even when we are oceans apart.”

 

After finishing her meal and washing up, the Warrior eventually says her goodbyes to her
friends at the Rising Stones and heads out into the morning. The air is spiced with levin, and
the aether tickles at her nose as she looks around the aetheryte plaza. She decides to check
out the markets, as there is always a possibility of something interesting to be found. The
Warrior has only made it to the base of the hill when a familiar voice calls out her name. She
stops and turns to see two men approaching her.

“Ser Aymeric!” She smiles. “Back from Ala Mhigo already?”

“I was excused after a few hours, as Ishgard was deemed not necessary for the negotiations.
The seedseer felt that I was biased in Garlemald’s favor because of you.” He smiles and
shakes his head. “Perhaps a bit, but I am more biased in favor of the well being of Ishgard.”

“They don’t know any better yet,” she says.

“So, I returned to the See yesterday evening, and received word from the Scions that the
Warrior of Light was paying a brief visit.” He gestures at the man standing next to him.
“And, look who I managed to find loitering in the See for five minutes.” Aymeric beams at
Estinien. The dragoon huffs and looks away, a touch of color darkening his cheeks.

“You speak as though I am a lost cat.”

The Warrior laughs. “Nay, my friend, a wandering cat is easier to lure back home.”

“I told Ser Estinien that you were very put off by his absence during your last visit to Ishgard,
and so he very politely agreed to accompany me here this morning to see you before you
returned to Garlemald.”

“That’s very sweet of you, Estinien.”

The dragoon just huffs again. He looks down at the Warrior.

“You look well, as Aymeric told me. You aren’t wasting away in Garlemald, are you?
Keeping busy? You need to be ready if fighting breaks out.”

“I am keeping up with my training, yes,” she says with a chuckle. “I did manage to take
down that big dragon not long ago.”

“So I heard.” The dragoon shakes his head. “I made my way to Gyr Abania when I heard that
the primal was summoned using Nidhogg’s eyes.”

“Yes. I’m sorry, Estinien. I don’t know how Ilberd got ahold of the eyes, though our
suspicion is that an Ascian was involved.”

“You’ve no cause to apologize, my friend. I snuck onto the palace roof after the crowd
dispersed. There was not much left of the eyes to be found among the debris, but I located it



and destroyed the sinful things once and for all.”

“Thank you, Estinien. I’ll admit, I hadn’t even thought of what might have happened to the
eyes after we defeated the primal.”

“From what we heard, you were scarcely in any shape to be concerned over such things,”
says Aymeric.

“All the same. Thank you.”

“It was my responsibility,” says the dragoon. “But, you are welcome.”

“So, what are you two up to now?” She looks between the men.

“Ah, well. I must return to Ishgard,” says Aymeric. “You know how it is. My work is never
done. I will probably be scolded just for running off for a bell to say hello to you. Estinien
will likely just wander off again.”

“Well, I had heard some interesting things about the cuisine in Othard, and so, yes, I was
going to travel there. With the Dragonsong War ended, there isn’t really a need for me here
anymore.” Estinien crosses his arms and frowns down at Aymeric. “My skills might be of
more use in Othard.”

Aymeric looks past the Warrior, toward the blue glow of the aetheryte. “You don’t have to go
running off right away, Estinien. There is surely something for you to do in Ishgard. You are
worth more to us than just as the Azure Dragoon.”

The other Elezen sighs. “If you want me to stay longer, just say so, Aymeric. You needn’t be
so formal about it.”

For a long moment, they are all silent. The Warrior looks from one man to the other. Estinien
maintains his usual grim expression as he looks at Aymeric. The Lord Commander has his
head turned toward the aetheryte, but is looking at the ground.

Finally, he says: “Yes. I would prefer if you stayed longer, Estinien. You are my best friend,
and I scarcely ever get to see you.”

“Fine. I will stay,” is the dragoon’s immediate reply. He smirks and claps a hand on
Aymeric’s shoulder. “There, was that so difficult?”

Aymeric turns his face away, but not before the Warrior glimpses his cheeks turning pink.
“No, I suppose it was not.”

“You see what I have to deal with,” Estinien says to the Warrior. She smiles.

“I think it’s sweet that you two are such good friends.”

“We are indeed.” He looks at the other man. “Aymeric?”

“Ah–yes. Yes, we are.” Aymeric clears his throat and looks between them.



“And, what of you, Warrior? Do you have any friends in Garlemald?” There is no barb, no
malice to Estinien’s question, but the Warrior still finds herself flinching internally at the
words.

“Not the same as here, no. But, Varis and I get along very well. We’re still learning things
about each other. It’s been quite the adventure so far, I must admit.”

“For someone as spirited as you, I’m sure it has been,” says Aymeric. He glances toward the
town’s western gate. “Are you in a hurry to leave?”

“I promised Varis I would return to Gyr Abania sometime today, but not at a particular hour.
Why?”

“Why don’t you come to Ishgard for a few hours? Join us for lunch, at the least.”

“Just for lunch.”

 

No sooner has the Warrior stepped off the airship in Ishgard than she is nearly pushed aside
by an anxious looking steward.

“Lord Aymeric! Praise Halone you are finally back.” The steward looks at his companion.
“Oh, and Ser Estinien, that’s even better. You’re both exactly who we need.”

“Need for what?” Estinien asks, not bothering to hide his reluctance at being included.

“The House of Commons is insisting on getting those new security reforms for the Brume
straightened out today, sirs,” says the steward.

“Of course, of course.” Aymeric looks at the other man. “Your dragoons are among the
number pledged to city safety, are they not?”

Estinien sighs. “Aye, aye.”

The Lord Commander gives the Warrior an apologetic smile. “I do apologize for being
dragged off just as we arrived.”

“It’s quite alright, Ser Aymeric. I’m more than capable of seeing myself around the city.
There are a few people I should check in on.”

“Very well. I promise, we shall meet you at midday for a meal.”

“Oh, are we going for succinctness today, then?” Estinien drawls.

Aymeric sighs softly and grabs the dragoon’s elbow. “Depends on who showed up for the
meeting.”

 



A quick stop by House Fortemps tells the Warrior that neither the younger or elder count is
home, as both are at the same meeting that caused Aymeric and Estinien to be waylaid. With
Emmanellain reportedly off socializing in Ul’dah, she leaves the steward with her well
wishes and heads off into the chilly citadel. 

She stops by the Skysteel Manufactory. Stephanivien is present, and he is more than happy to
drop whatever he was working on in order to give her gunblade a proper inspection. They
chat for a bit about his family, and the Elezen reports that his little brother Francel has been
distracting himself from Haurchefant’s death by leading the rebuilding efforts in part of the
city. The lordling offers to buy the weapon from her, but the Warrior declines him with a
laugh.

“If you change your mind, let me know,” he says.

“If I change my mind, this will be the sword I fall upon.”

“Oh dear, we don’t want it to come to that. Keep your blade for another sixty years, my
friend.”

The Warrior visits the Crozier next. As she surveys the goods offered in the stalls, she
ponders what of it might be useful for trade with Garlemald. The gems and jewelry offered
are dazzling, and of a quality that, while stylistically different, nearly rivals that of the
goldsmiths in Ul’dah. The more affluent of Garlemald would certainly be interested in this
finery, and the Warrior suspects that it is indeed the fancies of the upper class that will be
critical in opening up trade between the empire and the Eorzean lands. That is how it has
worked in Eorzea, at the least–the wealthy of Ul’dah and their desire for shiny new things is
what opened trade with the eastern continent. And so perhaps it will be the same with
Garlemald.

By now the cold has begun to seep into her skin, as she left her fluffy coat behind back at the
imperial palace. The Warrior checks the time, and finding that she still has at least another
bell before midday, decides to stop and get a drink to warm up. The knights loitering near the
Forgotten Knight greet her cheerfully before she disappears inside into the old familiar
warmth and darkness of the tavern. The Warrior is not too proud to admit that she spent many
an evening loitering here at the bar, downing a few glasses of ale or wine to dull the strain
that dragged on her psyche from being tasked with stopping an ancient war. With this fact, it
is no surprise that the bartender happily welcomes the Hero of Ishgard and hurries to fetch
her a bottle of mulled wine.

“Well, well, well, look who the dragons brought in.”

The Warrior turns at the sound of a familiar grumble. “Sid!”

“Aye, aye, don’t hug me, you madwoman.” The dark knight’s tail twitches in embarrassment
as she takes a step toward him. “I shouldn’t have said a damned thing.”

“Now, that’s no way to greet your brother in arms.”



“Bah.” He picks up the mug from his little table and takes a gulp. “What are you doing
here?”

“Just visiting for a few hours.” The Warrior looks around. “Where’s Rielle?”

“Off at the markets,” says the Au Ra. “And, don’t give me that look. She will be fine by
herself for half a bell.”

“I hope you’re right.”

“As do I.” Sidurgu gestures at the table. “Have a drink with me. Until she returns, at the
least.”

“Certainly.” She grabs her bottle of wine and takes a seat.

They sit and sip their drinks for a few minutes.

“I heard you freed Doma,” he says.

“Something to that effect. I asked, and it was done.”

The dark knight stares into his mug. “I am uncertain that I could ever bring myself to return
to my fatherland.”

“Perhaps, when Rielle is older. She might like to see the place you came from.”

Sidurgu grunts. “Perhaps.”

There is another moment of quiet drinking.

Then: “So, do the rumors bear truth? Have you gone to Garlemald?”

“I wish that people would wonder about anything other than that when they meet with me,”
says the Warrior. “It’s true, yes.”

“What else is there to wonder about? I would think that the hero of the land defecting to the
enemy’s side would be the biggest gossip anyone has to chew on.”

“I didn’t defect.”

“Whatever you call it.”

She rubs her thumb over the lip of the bottle. “Not every battle is waged with a sword.”

“You say that with a gunblade on your back.”

The Warrior just sighs at his jab. She takes a long drink from the bottle, enjoying the
particular flavors that Ishgard has to offer. She thinks of sharing a similar drink with Varis,
and wishes the big man was here to sample this bottle with her. Perhaps one day he will be
able to join her here in Ishgard.



“What are you pondering?”

“I am thinking of the man I love.”

“Oh? Is that what took you to Garlemald?”

“It was. And it is what keeps me there, though, not by any force on his part.”

“I daresay only death could hold you in place, and even that is doubtful.”

“It could certainly try.” She thinks of the Ascians, and sets her bottle down with a grimace.
“Though I am beginning to almost wish it would leave me and mine well enough alone.”

Sidurgu tips his head to the side. “Then it would only go after others.”

“I know. That’s why the sentiment is just ‘almost’.” She leans back in her seat. “Do you think
less of me, for going to Garlemald?”

“Do you really give a yak’s arse of what I think?”

“I asked.” She watches as Sidurgu’s brow furrows.

“As long as you do not forget what you have learned here, and as long as you continue to use
your blade to protect those that need protecting, I care little for where you are living,” he
says. “Yes, Garlemald is our enemy. But, until you came around, the dragons were our enemy
as well. Perhaps the star has chosen you to be her great protector, to go abroad and influence
our enemies until they no longer pose a threat. A different kind of fight.”

She considers his words. “There are already so many I have been unable to save. People I
was unable to fight for, to protect, because I chose to be in Garlemald.”

“You will always feel like you could have done more,” says Sidurgu. “Aided another person,
saved another life, righted another wrong. That is just the kind of person you are.”

The Warrior nods, but doesn’t reply.

“There’s nothing wrong with that, you know,” he continues. “Everyone burns a different fuel
for their flame. The key is simply to not let the flame consume you.”

She knows that there is truth to the man’s words, but they do little to assuage the lingering
doubts in her mind.

“Tell me: do you still have Fray’s stone?”

She blinks. “Yes, of course.”

“Do you ever hear his voice?”

“Not so much of late,” the Warrior admits. “It has been some time, in fact. But, I know that
he is there, waiting, observing. Ready to remind me of the darkness that lingers in my heart.”



She snorts. “As though I need help remembering. When I first went to Garlemald, it was
quite difficult. Often did the better part of myself rail against where I was, playing nice
among my enemies.”

“What changed?”

“Love. I grew in love.” She smiles. “That’s the greatest power of the dark knight, is it not? It
is why we fight. It is why we protect.”

“So the moogles would say,” huffs Sidurgu. The Warrior shakes her head.

“I began to realize that it was not enough that I do good things for those that I carry love for
in my heart. It is not enough to want to protect the Eorzeans. I must care for and protect both
friend and enemy alike. If I don’t, the good I do is hollow and without value.”

“It is no wonder that Fray has gone silent, then,” the dark knight says with a sigh. “Watching
you try to save the whole damned star must be singularly exhausting.”



Chapter 65

Lunch is a restrained affair, with Lord Aymeric having to take visible pains to resist the
temptation of offering the Warrior more than the polite amount of wine with her meal.
Noticing a faint tick of jealousy on his handsome features whenever Varis is mentioned, she
is careful to steer conversation away from topics of politics and war, to settle on local gossip
instead. Seated adjacent to the lord commander, Estinien doesn’t speak much during the
meal, choosing to fill his mouth with food instead of words. Even though she enjoys their
company, the Warrior would have to privately admit that she is relieved when the meal is
over.

After a few more minutes of idle chatter, the Warrior retrieves her gunblade from where it
rests near the manor doors. Aymeric holds the door for her and Estinien as the trio heads
outside. The afternoon sky over Ishgard is gray with the promise of snow. Looking up at it,
the Warrior feels a flutter of longing in her breast.

“I know that look,” murmurs Estinien. “Time to go home, is it?”

“Is it that obvious?”

“Aye.” The dragoon looks away as Aymeric steps out of the front doors of the Borel manor.
“Gazing at the clouds all wistful like that. You’ve got it bad.”

“What’s that?” The lord commander tugs the door tightly shut. He lingers close at the other
man’s elbow. “Where were you going now, Estinien?”

“Nowhere, Aymeric.” He jerks his chin toward the Warrior. “Our friend, however, will be
needing an airship back to Garlemald, I should think.”

“Just back to Mor Dhona,” she corrects. “They’ll be expecting me at Castrum Centri, to take
me back to Ala Mhigo.” She smiles at them. “Then back to Garlemald.”

“A rather roundabout trip, to go from one frozen land to another,” quips Estinien. The
Warrior laughs.

“On the contrary, my friend. It is spring in Garlemald. The snow is melting in the gardens and
leaving icy puddles all over outside, and little lovely white flowers are coming up in place of
the snowpack.”

“Ah,” says Aymeric with a soft noise of surprise. “The flowers at the parley. Were those from
Garlemald?”

“They were. I suggested they be brought along.”

“Never took you as the decorating sort,” grunts Estinien. She laughs again and shakes her
head.



“Oh, no, you know I’m not. But, I thought the flowers were pretty. I thought… perhaps it
could show the leaders of Eorzea that not everything in Garlemald is just ugly snow and
steel.”

“Well, I thought they were lovely blossoms.” Aymeric flashes a rueful smile. “Even if the
message might have been lost on us.”

“Maybe next time.”

The lord commander sighs. “Lunch was lovely, but I wish you could stay longer.”

“This isn’t my place to be anymore. You know that.”

He frowns. “That does not mean some part of me wishes for things to be different.”

“If wishes were chocobos.”

“Aymeric here would have a whole cavalry,” says Estinien. The usually taciturn dragoon
smirks at the flustered noise that escapes the other man.

“Y-yes, well. There’s no fault in wishing for good things to stick around.” He clears his
throat. “But, as you must go, please at least permit us to walk you to the airship docks.”

“Of course, Aymeric.” She doesn’t bother pointing out that it is a relatively short walk from
Aymeric’s residence to where the airships come to port. A few more minutes of the company
of her friends are not a bother. She walks between the men, minding her step over the
occasional splash of ice on the stonework.

“What will you do, back in Garlemald?” Estinien wonders. “Do they send you out to kill
monsters in the wastes? Bully wrongdoers into behaving?”

The Warrior laughs and gives his arm a squeeze. “I’m not a mercenary, Estinien. I’m there
under… a peaceful banner.”

“Peaceful.” He snorts. “You can put a mercenary in a pretty gown, and that doesn’t change
what they are.” Estinien winces when her grip tightens on his arm.

“Truth be told, I spend a great deal of time in Emperor Varis’ quarters with no clothes on at
all, so it makes it a bit difficult to hide a dagger.”

“Ah–” The dragoon’s cheeks turn red. Aymeric muffles a laugh.

“She is joking, Estinien, I am sure. At least, about the intent to carry a dagger.”

“I am.” The Warrior releases his arm. “You know, Prince Zenos thought the same thing when
I first arrived: that I was just a very obvious assassin.”

“And now?”



“I think he varies between believing that either I am playing a very long con as an assassin, or
that I am there because it’s where my heart led me.”

“Ah. Well, if it’s any consolation, you would have made a very lovely assassin.”

They laugh.

“And, what will you two be doing? I’d hate to think of my favorite Ishgardians being
miserable for my absence.” She pats Aymeric’s arm. The lord commander clears his throat.

“I fear my days will be overwhelmingly busy for the foreseeable future,” he says. “‘Tis a duty
I am proud to carry out, of course. Though, I do worry what will happen whenever Ishgard
has to pledge her forces to the Eorzean Alliance’s war efforts.”

“From what you’ve told me, that’s what our friend here is trying to avoid,” says Estinien.
Aymeric smiles thinly.

“Aye, she is a far nobler soul than perhaps even an emperor deserves.” 

Estinien murmurs: “Jealousy is not a good look on you.”

“Hush.”

The Warrior clasps the men’s hands in her own and gives them a tug. 

“Until the next time we meet, I want the two of you to look out for each other,” she says.
“Can you do that for me?”

The men exchange a glance before nodding. “Of course. Anything for the hero of Ishgard.”

“And our dearest friend.”

 

The twins are waiting for the Warrior when she disembarks at Revenant’s Toll. They insist on
accompanying her down the long winding path through the swamp that leads to Castrum
Centri.

“My men might think you mean to spy,” she teases.

“Your men–” Alisaie stops herself. “That’s right. You’re their legatus.”

“It’s still a peculiar thought, I know.” The Warrior slowly shakes her head. “It was an
uncomfortable thing, to stand before the men and women of the Fourteenth as their
commander, with the knowledge of the things I had done to them in the past in the name of
Eorzea. And, the awareness that they were all fully learned of my actions, as well.”

“You were doing the right thing,” says Alphinaud. “Do not permit anyone to tell you
otherwise.”



“The right thing for Eorzea.” The Warrior frowns as she steps over an exposed tree root.
“And, yes, van Balesar’s madness had to be stopped. But, the soldiers of the Fourteenth were
just following orders.”

“And, so were you.”

“I know. I keep telling myself that, but…” She sighs. Alisaie reaches and grabs her hand,
twining her slender fingers with the Warrior’s. She is surprised by how strong the little
Elezen’s grip is.

“You have to give yourself permission to move forward,” says Alisaie. “The past cannot be
changed, but the future is still open to us.”

“Wise words.”

There is a squeeze of her hand. “You told me that, after our last encounter with the Warriors
of Darkness. After we lost Minfilia…” Alisaie’s head bows. “I felt like I could have done
more, should have done more. And you told me that I had done everything I could, and more
than what was asked of me. And that I… should not let my regrets prevent me from moving
forward, forging ahead.”

The Warrior can only dimly remember the conversation. “I suppose that it’s easier to give
advice than follow one’s own advising.”

“You have a good heart,” Alphinaud says, his tone strangely pleading. “I am certain that the
people of the Fourteenth Legion, nay, the whole empire of Garlemald, will be able to see that
in you. They will be glad to follow your lead, as we have been.”

“I’m hardly a leader, Alphinaud. I usually just did what you all asked of me.”

“Still.” He shakes his head. “You lead with your actions. We have wanted to help, wanted to
do better by the world, because of you.”

“I–” She feels the heat of a blush on her neck. “You two think too highly of me by far.”

“We are not the only ones.” Alphinaud smiles at her. “We both saw the way that Emperor
Varis was looking at you during the parley. A man of politics should be better equipped to
hide his feelings.”

The Warrior thinks, but recalls nothing out of place in Varis’ expression during the recent
meeting. “Varis is no man of politics. He is a soldier. As am I. Perhaps that is why we get
along so well–we both bear intimate knowledge of the battlefield.” She blushes anew at a
surprisingly girlish giggle from Alisaie.

“He is but a boy in love, even if he is an old war hound.”

“Oh, hush. You don’t know what you’re on about!”

“Wh-what Alisaie means is that you and Emperor Varis made quite the striking and imposing
pair to face down at the table,” says Alphinaud.



“That isn’t what I meant at all!”

As the gates of Castrum Centri come into view, the Warrior quickly notices a tall figure
casting a long shadow waiting near the egress.

Alphinaud lets out a nervous cough. “Is that–”

“Varis!” The Warrior runs ahead of her friends to where the big man is standing in his armor.
His smile is sincere but reserved at her approach. “What are you doing here?”

“I became bored waiting for you in Ala Mhigo, and so I came here to meet your return
instead.” He cants his head slightly to the side. “Are you upset?”

“No, just surprised. You know coming to Eorzea might cause trouble.”

“I am aware. However, I merely came to Castrum Centri to retrieve my legatus. The castrum
and its perimeter grounds are all claimed territory of Garlemald.” Varis’ pale eyes flick down
to the twins for a moment, then back to her face. “Aren’t you going to introduce me to your
escorts?”

“Ah–” The Warrior blushes. “You’ve all met already.”

“Yes, but a parley table is hardly the best venue to meet my beloved’s dearest friends.” His
expression softens. “It is good to see you all returned safely from Ala Mhigo.”

Alphinaud puffs up a bit. “Thank you for your concerns, Emperor Varis. How fared the
remainder of your meeting with the Eorzean Alliance?”

“I am certain you will hear of it soon enough from them,” Varis replies in a dry tone.

“Well, he isn’t wrong,” murmurs Alisaie.

“But, as it is me that you asked, all I can tell you is that it went about as well as I had hoped it
might. I will return to Garlemald, and wait to receive word of the decision of the people of
Gyr Abania.”

“It is quite generous of you to give them the opportunity to choose the course for
themselves,” says Alphinaud.

“I am quite aware that it is difficult to force the people of that land to do anything they do not
wish to. And regardless of their feelings on the matter, they are still of Garlemald. I would
prefer they come to accept that through peaceable means.”

“If I might ask…” Alphinaud hesitates for a moment. “If the people of Gyr Abania cause you
so much trouble, why not simply free their lands and wash your hands of them? Are they
really worth so much difficulty to you?”

The Emperor frowns down at the little Elezen. “As I have been taught, even the most
wayward of children is not a lost cause. I have my own reasons for choosing to maintain
Garlemald’s hold on the territory. Ones that I do not feel the need to discuss with you.”



The Warrior thinks back to the time, months ago now, when she asked for Ala Mhigo’s
freedom and was denied. Gyr Abania was more than just territory to Varis. It functioned as
something else–something meant to keep whatever concerned him in Eorzea at bay. Van
Baelsar’s wall had been built under the pretext of keeping the primals in Eorzea out of
Garlean lands, but anyone with eyes knew that was just an excuse. A wall was not enough to
keep a primal away from anywhere it wanted to go. The Wall was little more than a steel
security blanket for the empire.

“I understand, Your Radiance.” Alphinaud’s awkward tone cuts through her musing. The
Warrior looks up at her partner, and then to her friends.

“Don’t worry, Alphinaud,” she says. “It isn’t anything insidious. There’s just something
comforting about a wall.”

“I see. Of course.” She knows the boy well enough to know that his smile is forced. Varis
stares down at the twins for a moment, taking in their polite smiles. The Warrior watches his
face and wonders what he is thinking. She is making a mental note to ask him later when the
Emperor shifts his weight forward. His armor rattles softly as the big man drops into an
informal crouch before the twins. Even in this position, he still towers over the pair, but there
is something soft to his posture that makes him seem far less intimidating.

“Alphinaud. Alisaie. The Warrior of Light is truly blessed to have two friends who care so
very much, both about her and the rest of the star. She speaks quite fondly of the both of you,
and after seeing your recent conduct I can see why.”

It is Alisaie who speaks up first. “That is very kind of you to say, Emperor Varis. However,
you do not have to treat us like we are children.”

To his credit, the Emperor of Garlemald just grunts softly and smiles. “If it will be any
consolation, you can treat me like an old man.”

Alisaie lets out a surprised laugh as Varis rights himself. The Warrior smiles at them.

“He’s just practicing for the future,” she says.

“It is lovely to have a second chance at these things,” murmurs the Emperor. “Even though
there are many who would say I am not deserving of one.”

“Everyone deserves a second chance, Your Radiance. Especially if they are seeking the
opportunity to have one.” Alphinaud smiles up at the man. “Something I suspect we have the
Warrior of Light to thank for.”

“Indeed.” Varis clears his throat. “I thank you for coming along to see your friend on her way.
I trust that you will be able to keep each other safe while returning to Revenant’s Tolls?”

“We can handle a few salamanders,” Alisaie says with a dismissive wave. The Emperor
chuckles.

“Very good.”



The Warrior hugs each of the twins in turn. At a muffled sniffle from Alphinaud, she says:
“Don’t worry. I’m just a linkpearl call away. You know that.”

“We will do our best to keep you apprised of the situation here in Eorzea.”

“And I will do the same in return.”

She watches as the twins make their way back up the muddy path. By the agitated flapping of
his arm, she can tell that Alisaie is teasing her brother by the time the pair is out of earshot.
The Warrior is aware of Varis moving to stand closer to her.

“Why did you really come here?” she asks as Alisaie stops to laugh at Alphinaud. Varis hums
softly.

“Truthfully, there was no deeper reason. I told the centurion on duty here that I was curious to
see how the Fourteenth was faring without direct supervision of their legatus, but…” He
holds out a gloved hand, and the Warrior immediately clasps her hand in his. “Really, I just
missed you.”

“I’m half inclined to tease you for your inability to stand being away from me for more than a
few hours,” she says. Varis is quiet as he leads her through the open gates. He doesn’t speak
again until the barrier has creaked shut behind them.

“When one has spent the majority of his life in darkness, he is not wont to wish away the
warmth of the sun.”

“I–” She swallows. “I’m sorry, Varis. I shouldn’t have said anything.”

“‘Tis alright. I am certain that I receive some amount of private ribbing from the Senate and
their peers about my open adoration of you.”

“Is it unseemly for a man in Garlemald to love his partner?”

“N-no, but…” He trails off, chin jerking slightly as he looks among the various scattered
soldiers standing at attention in the castrum courtyard. He clears his throat again. “‘Tis of no
matter. Unless you had some particular urge to return to Ala Mhigo, we will be taking the
transport here back to Garlemald. Your things are already on the ship.”

“Oh. I have nothing against going straight home, but I had hoped to check in on my men
before I leave the castrum.”

Varis does nothing to mask his surprise. “Really?”

“Yes, really. I want to know how last night went.” She smiles at his confused look. Varis
follows as she goes in search of the officer on duty.

“Last night? What did you do, my love?”

“Nothing inappropriate. Just ordered them to do something for their morale.”



“You–” Varis pauses. “I do not even know what to say to that.”

She smiles impishly up at him. “You want to tell me that you can’t order people to have fun,
but, trust me, you can if they’re bored enough.”

“I doubt any of your predecessors have thought to do so.”

The Warrior locates the centurion. He salutes–mostly at Varis–but turns to the Warrior as they
draw into range.

“Lady van Umbrus! I hope your venture went well yesterday.”

“It did, thank you. How went the tournament?”

“Oh, quite splendidly! We did just as your ladyship instructed. I must admit, we have some
very good card players stationed here, so it was quite the exciting evening.”

“That is good to hear.”

“We were thinking that perhaps the local cohort might like to make it a monthly event,
provided that we are given permission to do so by our commanding officer.”

“Hm. I suppose I can permit that. Just make sure it doesn’t interfere with your normal duties.
And, make sure you mix up the game so the same person doesn’t win every time.”

“Of course, my Lady. I’ll have a proposal written up and sent in for your official approval.”

“Very good.”

She and Varis do a lap of the castrum before departing. Varis stops a few times to inspect
various pieces of magitek that are sitting out, and it takes a great deal of restraint on the
Warrior’s part not to laugh at the nervous reactions from the soldiers. She notices that Varis is
quite at ease, chatting with an engineer as he stoops to inspect the instrument panel of a
magitek armor.

“I have never been able to ride one of these,” he notes, fingers sliding over the darkened
buttons of the console. “None have been constructed that were large enough.”

“Oh. I’ve ridden a few,” says the Warrior. She catches the engineer’s gaze flick to her under
his visor. “I might have, um, used them to cause some amount of damage to imperial
property.”

“I have read the reports,” Varis says dryly. He gives a thoughtful hum. “You did not have any
proper training on the usage of an armor. What did you think of their control and
performance?”

“Um.” The Warrior thinks back to that time, though the events have begun to fade from her
memory. “The controls were responsive. It was surprisingly easy to maneuver, if not a bit
slow on the ground. I seem to remember the legs being rather vulnerable, though.”



“We’ve been working to improve that part of the design,” murmurs the engineer. Varis nods.

“This one seems to be in proper repair. Good work.”

“Thank you, sir!” 

After a bit more surveying of the base, the Warrior and Emperor wish their soldiers well and
board the transport to return to Garlemald. Varis sighs tiredly as he removes his crown and
settles into a plush seat. The Warrior sits next to him. Looking around the cabin, she realizes
that they are otherwise unaccompanied, and have been since her return to Castrum Centri.

“Where are Julia and Annia?” she wonders. Varis grunts softly and rubs at the skin below his
third eye.

“Annia was feeling unwell this morning, and so I permitted them to return to Garlemald
separately.”

“Oh. I’ll have to check on them when I get back.” She smiles as Varis shifts his weight to
lean against her side. “Tired?”

“Mm. When we return, I wish to take a nap. And a bath. And have a very large bowl of
properly prepared mashed popotoes. The chef at the palace in Ala Mhigo doesn’t know what
he’s doing.”

“He probably makes them the way Zenos likes them.”

“You might be correct.”

“Maybe.” She reaches to run her fingers through his hair. “You know that you can take a nap
on the way back to Garlemald. I’ll be right here.”

“You could nap with me.”

“I’m not really that tired right now. But, I’d be more than happy to just hold you.”

“That would be nice.”

They lapse into silence. The Warrior listens to the hum of the transport’s engines and the even
pace of Varis’ breathing. She ponders the events of the previous few days, wondering what, if
any, lasting good will come from their attempts to reach out to the Eorzean Alliance. It is
difficult to say at the moment. She worries that the Ala Mhigans will turn down Varis’
proposal and opt instead to drag half of the star into their bid for independence.

She wishes that there was a simpler solution to everyone’s problems.

At a soft sniffing against her hair, the Warrior realizes that her partner is in fact still awake.
She laughs softly as he kisses her brow.

“I thought you were taking a nap.”



“I was going to, but… did you not mention something about a chocolate torte earlier?”

“I did, yes. Tataru made one. I’m sorry, I suppose she didn’t follow through on making one
for you. Maybe next time.”

Varis leans and sniffs at her mouth. He chides: “Didn’t bring me any chocolate torte. Didn’t
bring me any fancy Ishgardian wine. What did you bring me?”

“Just myself, I’m afraid.”

His lips brush against hers. “In truth, that is all I desired.”



Chapter 66

By the time the transport arrives in the capital city the sun is low in the sky, painting the
snowy landscape in deep crimson and encroaching indigo. Varis notes that they are
approaching from the southwest instead of the usual west-northwest due to the prevailing
winds. Peering out a viewport, the Warrior cannot say for certain that she can tell any
difference in the rooftops that the vessel is flying over. She notices a glimmer of light on
what looks like the surface of a small pond.

“Likely just the park,” Varis says, not bothering to look. He has his finger to his right ear, and
a faintly perturbed expression on his face as he listens to the chattering over his linkpearl.
The Warrior settles back in her seat as the transport slows. She does not want to bother him
any more than his linkpearl already has.

Varis reaches with his free hand and gently clasps hers, running his thumb over her knuckles. 

It isn’t you, his touch says, it’s the rest of the world.

She remains quiet at his side after they disembark and make their way into the palace. Varis
says nothing, but for grunts of acknowledgement into his linkpearl. The Warrior is half
inclined to think she is getting in the way of him doing business, but the Emperor keeps a
steady grip on her hand. She settles on feeling a touch of pity for her lover, and does her best
to keep him comforted through their contact.

To her surprise, the centurion is waiting just inside the entry doors from the airship docks.
They are fidgeting with what the Warrior interprets as nervous excitement at her return. Varis
kisses her forehead before moving on without her.

“I will be back in our quarters, my dear.”

“My Lady! I’m so glad that you’re back!” The guard almost entirely ignores the Emperor as
he passes by, pausing long enough to salute before turning their attention back to the Warrior.

“Was regular guard duty that bad, Cas?”

“Oh, it was dreadful, my Lady. Nothing interesting happened at all. Hopefully you had a
more rewarding few days.”

She smiles. “I did, yes. At least, I think I did. Whether or not it will be completely fruitful
remains to be seen. I am hopeful, though.”

“Did you have any time to yourself, at least?”

“Yes, I did. I visited the troops at Castrum Centri, and then spent the evening with friends at
Revenant’s Toll. Then, this morning I spent some time in Ishgard, visiting my old haunts
there.”



“That sounds lovely.” The centurion follows as the Warrior starts down the hall. “I’ve never
been to Ishgard, myself. I’ve heard it was lovely, at least before the Calamity.”

“It’s still nice now, if you don’t mind the snow.”

Her guard laughs. “I see quite enough snow here at home. I’m not sure that I would want to
take a retreat somewhere where there is even more snow.”

“Well, there are plenty of warmer places in the world to visit.”

“Indeed.” They hum thoughtfully. “Is His Radiance doing well? He looked… aggravated.”

“I believe so. It was a rough venture for him, and then as soon as we got back into local
airspace his linkpearl started chiming with calls from his staff.”

“What a pity. Should we arrange to have some coffee sent to your quarters?”

“That would be nice, yes. And perhaps something light to eat.”

“Of course, my Lady. I will call in the order.”

“Thank you.” She watches as the centurion taps the side of their helmet. When they are done
speaking, she asks: “How fares Annia? I had heard she wasn’t feeling well.”

“I only saw she and Julia briefly earlier. They were going to the infirmary, but Julia insisted
that it wasn’t anything serious.”

“The poor dear. I’ll have to check on them tomorrow.”

“That’s very kind of you,” says the centurion. “But, it is also what I would expect from you,
Lady Lux.”

“Yes, it’s one of my crippling character flaws.” She pats them on the shoulder. “You’re free to
go for the night, Cas. Thank you for coming to see me in.”

“Of course, my Lady! Do you have any plans for tomorrow?”

“Nothing yet, but I will keep you informed.”

 

The sound of rumbling humming meets the Warrior’s ears upon her homecoming at the royal
suite. It takes only a moment for her to locate the source. Varis in the study, leaning against
his desk and flicking through the pile of papers and envelopes that have accumulated there in
his absence. He looks up at her arrival.

“Ah, there you are.” His pensive frown shifts into a smile, and he picks up two envelopes
from the desk. “You received mail.”



“I did?” She takes the letters, puzzled as to who might have sent them. “I wasn’t expecting
anything.”

“They are from Zenos,” he says. “At least, that is his handwriting. I am uncertain as to why
he might be sending you missives.” His lips purse. “He did not send me a missive. At least,
nothing directly to me. Your letters were part of the latest delivery from Bozja.”

“Are you jealous?”

“Perhaps a touch. All I have received is the usual affairs of the empire.”

“I could tell Zenos to write you, too.” She nearly laughs at Varis’ grimace.

“That will not be necessary.” He looks around and grunts in annoyance.

“I had Caspian call in an order for coffee and something to eat,” she says. Varis’ expression
relaxes.

“Good, good.” He looks at the envelopes in her hand. “Well, aren’t you going to read them?”

“Oh, yes. Of course.”

The Warrior settles down on the sofa. The first letter, dated shortly after the prince’s arrival in
Bozja, is a perfunctory thing. Zenos speaks of his arrival at his new post, and says that he
hopes she is faring well in Garlemald. The second letter is much longer, covering nearly a
whole sheet of paper in his somewhat shaky handwriting. 

…As I feared before arriving, this land and its people are a dreadful bore. If I ever think to
complain about my previous posting in Ala Mhigo, please remind me that at least the Ala
Mhigans had some spark to them. The catmen here lack proper organization, but according
to a spy that van Gabranth had installed among them, they are quite glad to see him and his
men gone. No love lost, and all that. Per Father’s orders, the mole has been absorbed into
our numbers so that she can continue her informative duties, although I am quite certain she
is still reporting back to van Gabranth. It is of no moment–I suspect her allegiances lie with
her former legion and not the Bozjans, and so I do not expect her to cause any trouble. To be
quite honest, dealing with that woman was one of the few items of interest that I have crossed
paths with since arriving here…

… I pray that you are faring well. I know that the day-to-day business of the palace offers
poor sport, but I trust that you will be able to find some matter that you deem worthy of your
attention. In turn, please pray for me to find some entertainment of mine own…

“Does your intelligence from Bozja include the number of people that Zenos has killed?”

“What? Why ask such a thing?”

She gestures with the letter. “I think our dear boy is bored, Varis.”



“Zenos? He is always bored.”

“Yes, but you don’t really want him to take it out on the Bozjans, do you?” She watches his
nose wrinkle in thought. “Or, do you?”

“No, of course not. Zenos is a far better choice to be in charge of Bozja, as he is not
harboring any ulterior motives. He may be dangerous and violent, but he is fortunately not
one to bother with duplicity. He is almost admirable in that aspect.”

“It’s good that there’s at least something you like about your son.”

Varis stares down at her for a moment. The Warrior sees a thought flicker behind his eyes,
and then he smiles.

“I must admit, it has become far easier to see the good in the boy since you started interacting
with him. He is like a… very prickly flower that has turned to bask in the warmth of the sun.”

She laughs. “Like father, like son, eh?”

“I suppose so.” He huffs out a sigh. “And, regarding Bozja, I will have to post an inquiry
regarding any combat that members of the Twelfth have been involved in since their arrival.”

“Good.” The Warrior drops the letters onto the desk pile. “Now then. Why don’t we get you
out of all that armor and into something more comfortable.”

“You, perhaps?”

“Perhaps after we’ve had a bit of supper.”

Varis bends to kiss her forehead. “Fair enough.”

 

There is no rest for the leader of an empire, and so the next morning Varis is off to a meeting
shortly after the couple has finished breakfast. The Warrior idles for a bit before poking her
head out of the main door to the suite. She is only mildly surprised to find the centurion
standing in place opposite the door.

“Do you just do that now by default?” she wonders.

“Good morning, Lady Lux,” is their cheerful reply. “And, yes, those are my orders at present.
If you are in residence, I am on standby in case you have need of me.”

“Oh. Good morning, then, Cas.” She leans against the doorframe. “Did you eat breakfast?”

“Of course, my Lady. I don’t need to get scolded, now do I?”

“Cheek.”



The centurion shrugs. “You might like to know that both Annia and Julia reported for duty
this morning, and are accompanying His Radiance. From what they said, Annia was having
some, ah, feminine related pain issues, but the in-house medicus took care of it for her.”

“That’s good to hear. I mean, I’m glad she’s feeling better. I know how awful that sort of pain
can be, especially when it catches you off guard.” At Caspian’s small nod, she asks: “Do you
ever take time off for that sort of thing?”

They clear their throat. “On a good month, no. On a bad month, sometimes I have had to use
my personal time off hours.”

The Warrior nods and steps out into the hallway. “I see. Well, please let me know roughly
when that might be the case, so I don’t schedule something where you will end up fretting
because you cannot accompany me.”

“Of course. Thank you, Lady Lux.” The centurion follows as the Warrior starts down the hall.
“I don’t want you to feel that you have to schedule around me, though.”

“I won’t,” she says. “But, I’d like to have the timeframe to keep in mind. If I am with the
Emperor, it will be easier for you to have time to yourself. After all, what good are ‘personal
time off’ hours if you don’t have any time to use them?”

“Thank you.”

She thinks. “I’ve never had that sort of thing before. Being an adventurer is sort of a strange,
always working, but hurry up and wait sort of business. I might take some time for myself,
but that always ran the risk of being interrupted by monsters or dragons or some other sort of
crisis that needed my immediate attention.”

“In that case, I think I rather prefer working with a schedule,” says the centurion.

“I might be inclined to agree.”

They reach her parlor. The Warrior peers inside. The room is still mostly undecorated–the
Ascian’s interruption some weeks before derailed efforts on that front–but now there is a
wooden bench with a padded blue cushion next to one of the tall windows, and a potted fern
next to that. Fabric samples are still strewn about on a table. The Warrior imagines that if she
looks at the correct spot on the wall, she might see the scuff from where the Ascian had
thrown Zenos into it during the confrontation. She sighs.

“Maybe a nice rug?” the centurion suggests.

“Maybe.” She stares at the windows. The morning light that streams through is still
somewhat dull, as this part of the palace is not positioned to best capture the morning sun. 

“Is it cold out?” she wonders, and then laughs. Of course it’s cold out, the Warrior thinks,
she’s in Garlemald. “Relatively speaking, I mean.”

“I’m not sure, my Lady,” says the centurion. “I haven’t been outside today.”



“You haven’t? But, surely you–” She pauses in thought. “Where do you live, anyways, Cas?”

“In the guard barracks.” They gesture vaguely upwards. “It’s connected to the palace.”

“I didn’t even realize. What about Julia and Annia?” She has always been under the
impression that when Varis’ personal guards left for the day, they actually left the palace.

“Um, I believe they have an apartment offsite, yes, but only go there when they have a day
off. At least, that’s how it is for many members of the palace guard. They stay in the barracks
when it’s their duty shift, and then go home when it isn’t. Not everyone, of course. Some of
the guards stay in the barracks year-round.”

“Like you?”

The centurion nods. “Like me. I’m not married, or courting anyone, and I have no…” They
trail off, and let out a short laugh. “I don’t have much of a life outside of my duty, to be
honest.”

“I know that feeling,” murmurs the Warrior.

“Oh, but don’t feel pity for me, my Lady! I’m quite happy here at the palace. All my wants
and needs are taken care of, and ever since I became an officer I’ve had my own private
accommodations in the executive barracks.” They tap a hand to their breastplate. “And,
working here allowed me to meet you, Lady Lux.”

“And Zenos.”

They laugh and shake their head. “No job is perfect.”

“Well, I suppose he isn’t here that much to terrorize you.”

“That’s right.” They shrug. “And fortunately, his interest in me is limited to my job making
me somewhat of an extension of you in his mind.”

“I apologize in advance if he sneaks up on you again.”

Another laugh. “Thank you. Hopefully I won’t shriek too loudly.”

The Warrior stares out the windows. The palace and its black spires gleam in the morning
light, their surfaces slick with ice from the spring snowmelt. Down in the courtyard, patches
of lifeless vegetation are visible where the snow pack has thinned. Here and there is a glint of
green, usually accompanied by small white flowers. She wonders how long it will be until the
snow returns to blanket the capital.

“I think I’d like to go for a walk,” she says.

“A walk?” the centurion dutifully echos. “I don’t think the courtyard has changed much since
your trip to Ala Mhigo.”

“Not the gardens,” she says. “I want to go out into the city.”



“Why do you want to do that?”

The Warrior laughs. “Don’t make it sound like something scandalous. When we were flying
back in, I saw the sunlight reflect on a bit of water and asked Varis what it was. He said it
was a pond in a park in the residential district of the city. I didn’t even know the capital had a
residential district, to be quite honest. So, I think I’d like to see it. The park, at the least.”

“Oh. That’s reasonable enough. The park is on the other side of the palace from where you’ve
been before, I think. Have you been past the moat?”

“I didn’t know there was a moat, so no.”

“Well, I think they have a fancier name for it, but…” The centurion taps their chin. “I believe
it would be easier to take the train than to simply walk. You’re a legatus, so it shouldn’t be
too much trouble for you to board.”

The Warrior has never ridden a train before, but is reluctant to admit as such. At most, she
has seen a few of the strange magitek engines and their cars while causing mischief upon
imperial property. She’s never thought to ride on one of the things.

Instead, she says: “I wasn’t aware that there was a train that connects to the palace.”

“Oh, yes, of course. The rail lines connect everything in the capital, as well as much of the
local countryside. If there is a town with a large enough population, the rail line goes there.”

“That sounds like it comes in handy. I think I’d like to take the train, then.” She gestures at
her ear. “Can you inform one of Varis’ guards of my plans, so he doesn’t get worried if we
don’t make it back in time for lunch?”

“Right away.”

 

The centurion leads her down a few levels deeper into the palace than the Warrior is
experienced with traveling. Her nose is met with the smell of hot steel and burning ceruleum
fuel as they enter a dark, echoing chamber. It reminds her somewhat of the airship docks, just
encapsulated underground. There are a few people standing on the platform, some in
uniform, others in casual attire with small packs slung over their shoulders. A few notice the
pair’s arrival and salute, while others appear to be too invested in their daydreams to take
heed.

Caspian stops next to a sign covered in glowing blue letters. They point at one of the lines.

“This is the dispatch board–a timetable for the trains and their destinations. We’ll take this
one here, the H3 that should come through in a quarter bell or so.”

“Are the trains usually on time?”

“Yes, unless an animal or something gets onto the tracks.” They chuckle. “Sometimes it can
be a bit messy if the train doesn’t stop in time.”



“Oh dear.”

A few minutes later a light flashes near the platform, followed by a brief siren. The floor
vibrates beneath her feet as a train pulls into the station. It is an elegant thing, she muses,
with a sleek profile and a clean coating of silvery-gray paint. The engine is marked with
‘D4’, and so she patiently waits as the train unloads a few passengers and departs once more
into the dark tunnel. 

Eventually their train arrives. The Warrior curiously follows her guard to one of the doors. A
man in a crisp dark red dress uniform greets them. He is carrying a tablet and squints
critically at her before shifting his gaze to her guard.

“Name?”

“Caspian quo Maristella,” says the centurion. The man taps the tablet and nods.

“And you, miss?”

“Lux van Umbrus,” she says. The man’s hand pauses over the screen before giving it a tap.

“Ah–Lady van Umbrus, of course. I shouldn’t have had to ask, my sincere apologies. Would
you prefer a private car?”

“No, that won’t be necessary.”

“Thank you, have a pleasant trip.”

The Warrior follows the centurion onto the car. It is unoccupied. She takes a seat on a plush
red bench and exhales softly.

“What was that all about? Private car?”

“You are a legatus. They are afforded such sorts of courtesies.” They chuckle and sit neatly
on the opposite bench. “Just wait until you are the empress. People will be falling all over
themselves just for a chance to help you.”

“That’s going to be so embarrassing,” she says, feeling her cheeks pink at their suggestion.
“I’ll have to wear a veil or something to hide my face from everyone.”

“You’ll get used to it, my Lady. After all, you’ve gotten used to living in the palace, haven’t
you?”

“To some extent, yes. There are still times when it is definitely a bit surreal.”

She steels herself as the train jerks into motion. It is decidedly quieter on the inside than
without, and the Warrior can hear a bit of music playing from a radio that is somewhere out
of sight. The centurion is chuckling again.

“You’ve fought and defeated countless eikons and giant crazy monsters and the like, and it is
living in a palace that is too much for you.”



The Warrior smiles. “Yes, something like that. Though, I’m sure you are right, Cas. I’ll
become fully accustomed to it all in time.”

 

The train rattles along in near darkness for several minutes before, without warning, the light
of day bursts in through the windows with nearly blinding intensity. The Warrior’s eyes have
barely adjusted to the sudden brightness when the train begins to slow to a stop. Her guard
gets to their feet.

“This is the stop!”

“What, already?” She shrugs and follows suit. “I expected something longer for the effort.”

“Trust me, the train makes the trip much quicker than going on foot.”

She surveys the new surroundings as they disembark. A sign on a stone pillar reads ‘Liminal
Station III’. She looks past the tracks as the silvery train continues on its way. Mountainous
foothills rest in the near distance, far closer to the capital city than she has expected from
surveys of the maps in Varis’ study. Parallel to the train tracks run a collection of massive
tubes elevated some thirty fulms off the frozen ground.

“What are those?” she wonders aloud and points at the tubes.

“That’s the ceruleum pipeline,” the centurion says cheerfully. “There’s a processing plant
south of here that sends ceruleum to the palace and the industrial centers to the north.”

“Big pipes.”

“I believe it’s mostly insulation, to prevent the ceruleum from freezing before it reaches its
destination.” They wave a hand. “Come along, this way.”

The Warrior follows her guard down off the platform. For a moment she stops to gawk at the
scenery presented to her. The sharp lines and careful angles composed of steel and stone are
lovely and harmonious against the bright gray sky. Off to her right the heights of the palace
are in view, and she cannot help but smile to think that her beloved is milling about
somewhere inside. She isn’t certain where, of course, the exterior of the palace is yet a
mystery to her.

“It’s beautiful,” she says. “The city, I mean.”

“Ah, yes, the skyline is quite striking this morning.” They point off to the north. “The park
isn’t far from here. If there was more of a breeze, you would likely be able to hear the
children at play.”

“Lead the way then, Cas.”

There is a definite lightness to her guard’s step as they cross the paving stones ahead of her.
The Warrior trails a few paces behind, looking at the various buildings they pass, wondering



idly why the accents and trim of some are painted red while others retain their natural
surfaces.

When she asks, the centurion says: “Most of the buildings with red trim are related to
important services. Public health, communications, and the like.” They point at a small spire
of a building that they are passing. It is emblazoned with red paint. “That’s a radio tower.”

“Wouldn’t that make it easier for an enemy to find and attack?”

“Maybe. But, it also makes them easier to locate in a blizzard.”

“Fair enough.”

She knows the park when they reach it–as the centurion stated, the sound of children meets
her ears before the gates come into view. The park is a lively place this morning, full of
children running about and their parents sitting on benches and talking amongst themselves.
Steam rises from the surface of a small shallow pond, mostly likely the one she noticed while
they were flying in the evening before. Trees are scattered through the park, undressed but for
their brown leaf buds. The Warrior smiles and moves to one of the empty benches to sit.

The centurion stands at ease next to the bench. The Warrior watches the activity in the park.
Children bundled in brightly colored coats scramble about, chasing each other up and down
slides and around other children who are enjoying the creaking swing sets. As she observes
the playtime, the Warrior muses that she has never really seen Garlean children before in
person. In the palace any sort of portraiture of children is rare, and she has yet to see any
depiction of either Varis or Zenos in their youth. She tries to imagine Zenos as a little golden
haired child, likely towering over his peers as they run around the park, but cannot. The only
version of the man she can imagine is the one who is over seven fulms tall and currently busy
off antagonizing the Bozjans.

“It’s lovely, isn’t it? My father wished for the local families to have a place to congregate and
socialize. Or, at the least, that is the message he put forth when he rededicated it after the
subjugation of the Dalmascan territory.”

The Warrior is jerked from her thoughts by a nearly familiar voice sounding off to her right.
A quick glance to Caspian shows that they have half turned to look at the speaker, but
nothing about their posture denotes particular alarm. Someone they recognize, then, and
someone who is not any source of danger. She looks to her right. The speaker is an older
man, perhaps in his late sixties. He is tall but not towering, with brown hair that has mostly
faded to gray and a neatly trimmed beard warming his jaw. The hawklike gaze coming from
golden eyes is all the Warrior needs to see to know that she is dealing with a Galvus. A man
in armor, most likely a personal guard, stands a few fulms away.

“Yes, sir, it’s quite nice. Everyone appears to be enjoying themselves.” She tips her head to
the side and smiles politely up at the man. “I’m sorry, but have we met before? You seem
familiar.”

For a moment the man is silent, staring down at her. The Warrior is too used to this particular
stare for his scrutiny to bother her. She holds her smile.



“I do believe this is the first time we have met in person, young lady. But, I suspect I know
who you are.”

She waits, knowing that however the man addresses her will tell her much about him.

He says: “You are indeed as lovely as the rumors say, Lady van Umbrus.” The man extends a
gloved hand. “I am Titus yae Galvus.”

“Ah.” She looks at the outstretched hand but does not move to accept it. “Would you rather I
address you as the son of the first emperor, or the uncle of the current emperor?”

Titus chuckles and lowers his hand. “That depends. What does my nephew refer to me as?”

The Warrior makes a show of demurely resting her hands on her knees. “I can’t say that he
refers to you very much at all. I was not even aware that you lived in the city, as he told me
that most of his relatives fled the palace after the death of Emperor Solus.”

“Fair enough.” Without asking, the man settles himself down at the opposite end of the
bench. “However, I have never left Garlemald. I could not abandon her to her vicious fate.”

“Vicious…?” The Warrior frowns.

“Tell me, young lady. What do you plan to bring to the table for Garlemald?”

She hesitates, briefly puzzling over his question. “I’m going to marry Varis, if that’s what you
mean.”

“And then what?”

“I–” The Warrior lifts her shoulders in a shrug. “I wish for peace in Garlemald, and for the
rest of the star as well. I suppose that I will continue to work towards that goal.”

“Peace?” The older man grunts in amusement. “Garlemald knows little and less of peace,
girl.”

“You asked.”

“I did. Fear not. I have quite the similar dreams for Garlemald in my heart. It is why I have
long supported the Populares in their opposition to the more aggressive ideals that my father
established."

"You live in luxury because of those aggressive ideals."

"I am well aware. However, I believe that Garlemald could be more, should be more, if we
are ever to truly fulfill our destiny as keepers of this star."

A goal set in place by an Ascian, she muses, though admittedly she is still uncertain to what
end. It seems counterintuitive, that the shadowy sowers of chaos should feign at guiding the
violent nation toward nobler goals.



"I see. I believe… that Garlemald has the potential to be better than it is now. Not through
expansion, but…peace."

"Hm. It would seem that we are of somewhat like minds. Not what I expected from the
champion of the savages."

"The average savage just wants to live in peace. Some must pick up the sword to keep the
others safe. Surely it is the same in Garlemald."

"Aye…"

The Warrior watches the children at play. For all their present innocence, some will find that
their destiny is akin to hers--to live with a sword in hand so that others might not have to bear
that burden.

“Can I ask you something, Lord Titus?”

“Please, we’re to be family. You can call me just Titus when it’s not a public occasion.”

“Titus.”

“If you would like, yes, you may ask. I cannot guarantee I will feel inclined to answer, or if
you will like the answer should I choose to.”

There is something strangely familiar about the older man’s tone that puts the Warrior at
unease for a moment. She swallows down the feeling, telling herself that of course a man
might have habits he picked up from his father.

“What was Varis like, as a child? I’ve found myself curious, but there isn’t really anyone in
the palace around from those days, and I haven’t been able to locate so much as a portrait or a
journal or anything at all.”

Titus turns his head slowly to follow her gaze. He is quiet for a few minutes.

“I understand if you don’t want to answer,” she says. “I know that you and Varis have had
a… strained relationship, especially after the passing of Emperor Solus.”

“We tried to kill each other, yes,” Titus says, his tone bordering on glib. “As you are likely
aware, my father did not deign to name his successor before his passing, and so it caused a
great deal of strife in the nation.” He tsks and shakes his head. “Father was always wont to
stir up trouble in places where it would not personally affect him.”

She doesn’t say anything–Titus does not need to know just how accurate his claims are.

“So, yes, Varis and I both made claims to the throne. We both had rightful claims. But our…
political views differ, and that caused the greatest strife. I wish for Garlemald to cease its
aggressive expansion, and to focus instead on what we already have and the wellbeing of our
people. Varis is a man of the military, and so he was more than happy to continue to follow in
his predecessor’s footsteps.”



“Men can change,” she says. “They just need guidance.”

The Warrior closes her eyes. She can feel the man’s stare upon her–there is something
familiar and comforting in the piercing nature of his gaze.

“Perhaps so.” Titus drums his fingers on his knee. “Varis was a bright boy, very astute. A
sunny smile, but shy–almost painfully so after my brother passed.”

She opens her eyes and finds that he is frowning as he stares at her.

“Father took Sabinus’ death very hard. Very hard. I would say that was the only time I have
ever witnessed my father ever nearly falling in defeat. But he recovered, of course, because
he was a great man. Perhaps the greatest our star has ever known.”

The Warrior keeps her mouth shut. The weather is too nice to sour it with such ill tidings. The
old man probably wouldn’t believe her anyways.

“Little Varis was left an orphan, and Father was very kind to take him under his guardianship.
But, truthfully, Father was always a bit cold to the boy. Perhaps he looked a little too much
like Sabinus for his comfort.” He scratches at his beard. “We all thought that Father was
grooming Varis to be his successor, you see. That is why it caused so much turmoil when he
passed without naming anyone. A bevy of princes in Garlemald, and Father…” 

She tilts her head back to study the sky. “Tell me something, Lord Titus. Why did you
approach me today?”

He grunts in amusement–another noise startling in its familiarity. “In truth? Simple curiosity.
You have been in Garlemald now for more than half a year, and there are plenty of rumors
circulating regarding the pretty little Eorzean maiden that Emperor Varis captured to serve
him in his bedchambers.”

She blushes. Titus does not need to know that such description isn’t too far removed from she
and Varis’ first private encounter.

“I know that Varis is not the sort to indulge in such behavior,” says Titus. "But, you are
indeed still here. You have fought on behalf of Garlemald. And, somehow you have escaped
Prince Zenos' violent attentions. That must all account for something."

"I guess that remains to be seen."

With another soft grunt, Titus pushes himself up to his feet.

"It was a pleasure to meet you, Lady Lux. I am afraid I cannot idle long, as I have business of
my own to which I must tend."

“Thank you for choosing to speak with me, Lord Titus. I hope we can chat again sometime.”

“As do I.” He gives a polite wave before turning away and heading off, guard in tow. The
Warrior watches his departure in silence.



When he is gone, she says: “What do you think, Cas?”

The centurion clears their throat and moves to stand closer to the bench. “He was definitely
sizing you up, my Lady. To what end, I am uncertain.”

“Perhaps he wanted to compare what he has heard of me from the rumors to the real thing.”
The Warrior shrugs. “How did he find me so quickly, I wonder?”

“Security cameras, maybe” they say. “They’re all over the city. Or perhaps he was just out on
a morning stroll and happened to notice you. Lord Titus and his son Nerva both have
residency in the Palatium Novum. Just over there.” The centurion half turns and gestures at a
building behind them. She turns to look–they seem to be indicating a towering pair of
buildings joined in the middle by a length of bridgework.

“That big building there?”

“Yes, that’s where they live. It wouldn’t be an unreasonable distance for a man of his age to
walk.”

“I see. So, perhaps just coincidence.” The centurion makes a noise of agreement. “You said
he has a son, Nerva? What does he do?”

“Lord Nerva? I suppose that depends on who you ask. He’s a few years younger than Lord
Varis is, but is the only one of Lord Titus’ children who hasn’t married. The girls were all
married off with imperial dowries decades ago.” They lean in and lower their voice. “Most
gossip about Lord Nerva isn’t cast in the most favorable light, unfortunately. Some say that
hurt Lord Titus’ in his bid for the throne against Lord Varis. Prince Zenos might be a terror,
but Lord Nerva is viewed by many as a coward because of his lack of involvement with the
military. That is, unless you count him shacking up with Lady Vergilia.”

“Who is she?”

“Legatus of the Third legion.”

“Hm. Cas, why do you know all of this?”

“I’m a palace guard, my Lady. All the guard does is gossip when we’re off duty. We’re
forbidden from speaking about such matters with outsiders, so we have to share it with each
other.”

That makes sense, thinks the Warrior. She can’t help but ask: “What about me? Surely you all
gossip about me.”

Caspian makes an uncomfortable noise and leans away. “Everyone gets talked about. Even
the best of people have naysayers.”

“It’s okay, Cas. You don’t have to tell me anything. I’m used to the naysayers.”

“There are plenty of people who speak very well of you,” says the centurion.



“What about you?”

They shrug. “I will admit, I was nervous when I was first asked to accompany you to Doma.
Being personally interviewed by His Radiance didn’t help, but you were already quite
infamous as the Warrior of Light. And while I still find you intimidating as hells, I must also
admit that there is no one else to whom I would want to entrust the future of Garlemald.”

“Oh, you–you flatterer.” The Warrior pats the bench next to her. “Sit with me for a few
minutes. Maybe you can think of some pleasant gossip to share with me.”

“As you wish, my Lady.”



Chapter 67

There is something undeniably soothing about watching her lover sleep. The Warrior knows
that some might consider it a peculiar passtime, but she enjoys it all the same. On the rare
mornings when she wakes before Varis, she will turn her bedside lamp on its lowest setting
and take a few minutes for this indulgence. The soft blue light traces over the expanse of his
chest, highlighting scars and glowing over the fine hairs that cover his skin. She watches the
shifting of his muscles with each slow cycle of exhalation and inhalation. His face is relaxed,
and she is gladdened by the thought that his dreams seem to be peaceful–perhaps buoyed
along by the fact that it has been a few days since Varis wept before bed.

She can only watch for so long. The temptation to touch him becomes too great, and so she
does, tracing her fingertips lightly over one of the lines that permanently crease his brow.
This earns her a soft, sleepy grunt. Varis rolls partially onto his side, into her touch, but does
not completely rouse. She smiles and continues to explore the lines of his face and stroke the
flowing waves of his long hair. 

After a few minutes, he murmurs: “It is quite the sublime way to wake up, receiving caresses
like a favored hound.”

The Warrior laughs and leans in, her hand stilling as she kisses his brow. “I can rub your belly
as well, if you’d like.”

Varis coughs out a laugh. His right arm moves to hook around her torso and pull her closer. “I
am not awake enough yet for a rubdown.”

“Fair enough.” She kisses him again. “What are your plans for the day?”

He rumbles lowly, brows pinching together. “I have no meetings scheduled until the bell
before midday, and so it was my intent to lay here for as long as I can get away with.”

“Do you wish to take breakfast in bed?”

“Oh, no. We do not need crumbs in bed. We make mess enough as it is.”

She giggles. “That’s true. It’s alright, I think you’ve still a bell before breakfast will be
delivered.”

“Good.”

“Do you want me to leave you alone so you can sleep?”

His arm tightens around her middle. “You may stay.”

 

Other mornings, the Warrior finds herself on the receiving end of affectionate attention. The
cobwebs of sleep are brushed away by rough-skinned fingertips tracing over her lips and lips



covering her forehead in kisses. Even though the room is dark, she knows his focus on her is
absolute. She is the center of his universe, his touch says.

It also tells her that he has slept poorly.

“Bad dreams again?” she asks after a few minutes.

Varis grunts softly in assent, but doesn’t say anything. His lips silently mark her forehead
with his secrets.

She offers: “Whenever you’re ready, you know I will listen to you.”

He remains silent for a long time, but does not remove his hands and lips from her face. The
first light of day has begun to creep around the perimeter of the bedroom curtains before he
speaks.

“No matter how far or fast I run, he will always find me. I can never escape. He takes such
a… sadistic glee in his hunt.”

She doesn’t have to ask who the ‘he’ in her lover’s dreams is. She knows. She has seen the
sadistic, hateful glee in person.

“What about Zenos?” she asks, forcefully lightening her tone. “Do you ever dream about
him?”

“Zenos? I–” Varis falters, his hands moving down to capture her middle and pull her closer.
His thumb traces a long arc over her back. “In truth? Not before. Not until recently. After he
was thrown about by the Ascian, I dreamt of him. He was naught but a little boy in my
dream, wearing blue knickers and white stockings, and a little matching vest. His hair didn’t
yet reach his shoulders, and his eyes…” She feels him shake his head against his pillow. “It
was just the mischief of a dream, but his eyes were like staring into the open sky after a
blizzard. So blue. So cold. So… melancholic.”

“You dreamt of him being little?”

“Aye.” There is something soft and strained to his whisper. “He stood there and stared up at
me, as though he were waiting for something. And then my grandsire appeared, dressed as
the Ascian. He snapped his fingers, and Zenos just… disappeared.”

She moves her hand to pet what of the big man she can reach. “I think perhaps you were
rattled by more than just Emet-Selch’s attack on us. I think… You realized that even someone
like Zenos is capable of reckless bravery in the heat of the moment.”

“I will admit that it was not something of which I thought the boy was capable. He is always
so cold and disinterested, though I know that is much my own fault.” Varis sighs. “I cannot
remember the last time I…” His voice trembles, and he falls silent. She waits for his
breathing to even out before speaking again.

“It’s okay, Varis. The Ascian is gone, for now at least, and Zenos is safe and sound.”



In a mournful tone, he says: “That little boy is long lost. I had my chance and let him go. I
failed him.”

“That may be so, but Zenos still lives. As long as he is alive, then you still have time to be
there for him if he needs you.” At his faintly incredulous snort, she adds: “And you can be
there in the future for his siblings.”

Varis gives her a squeeze. “I will be. For him, for them, and for you, my dear.”

She smiles and kisses his chin. “Good. I’m going to hold you to that.”

“Please do.”

“Besides, I do not really think that Zenos is… sad and lonely. Bored and solitary, certainly,
but he seems comfortable with that status.”

“I worry that he will always be alone. Isolated. Unable to truly enjoy the presence of another
person that he cares about.”

“Well, there was that Roegadyn healer back in the infirmary. She seemed keen enough to
jump his bones.”

Another snort. “That was not exactly the sort of presence I was implying.”

“I’m sure there’s someone out there for him, Varis. Whether or not he goes looking for the
person is up to Zenos. If he is content with his solidarity, then it would be unkind of us to try
and force him into a relationship he isn’t interested in. He’s not obligated to marry and sire
children, is he?”

“No, of course not. His life is his own. What he chooses to do with it is completely up to
him.”

“Good. I want him to be happy with whatever course his life takes, as long as it is of his own
design. And, well, not harmful to others.”

“Do you think he is happy? Content?”

“I…” The Warrior thinks of when Zenos was in the infirmary. “I think he is more lonely than
he realizes, or would be willing to admit even if he did realize it. He grew up alone, in this
big dark palace, with no friends, and no one who really cared enough to make a connection
with him. You at least–you had Regula, you know? Even if your parents were gone and you
were being minded by a literal monster, you still had someone who cared deeply about you
and your wellbeing. Someone who loved you.”

“I do not wish for him to be alone,” Varis murmurs. He closes his eyes and nuzzles her hair.
“Would you pray for him, on my behalf? Pray for someone to keep Zenos company. A friend,
if naught more.”

“I would be glad to, on your behalf and my own.”



 

Regardless of how she wakes, or when she wakes, Varis’ presence is always a comfort.

 

Late one morning, the Warrior stands leaning against the desk in Varis’ study. She views the
calendar there in silence. The spring is half passed, and the full moon is nearly upon them
again. The Warrior does the math in her head, calculating dates from her memory. Upon
realization of the date that is swiftly approaching, a wave of dread bubbles in her breast. It is
enough to nearly cause a panic.

She blurts: “Is Zenos doing well?”

“Hm?” Varis looks up from where he is lounging on the sofa. He is paging through that day’s
pile of reconnaissance. “Yes, I would say so. Still a touch bored, but nothing in his latest
reports indicates that he is in any kind of distress. Why?”

“I was just…looking at the calendar,” she says lamely. “There’s an, um, an anniversary
coming soon.”

Varis grunts softly.

The Warrior swallows down the resurgent sadness. “It will have been a year since the first
time we met.”

“That is not what you are referring to,” he says, tone vaguely cautious. “You are
remembering the death of your friend. The knight from Ishgard.”

She half turns to look down at him. She finds it hard to believe that Varis would remember
such a thing. “You… remember about that?”

“I do. You were still weary with survivor’s guilt. I remember your sadness as much as I
remember how petrified I was to approach you.”

“I…” She doesn’t know what to say. “Thank you, Varis. I am glad you remember.”

“I owe all of my happiness to his sacrifice. I would be remiss to forget.”

The Warrior sighs. Her heart still weighs heavy with the feeling that there was something she
could have done to save Lord Haurchefant. She wonders if the feeling will always be there. It
has only been a year, she tells herself, there is no shame in feeling like this.

“Perhaps you should go for a walk,” Varis says, golden eyes fixed on her face. “Find
something to distract you from your burden.”

“Are you sending me away?” She frowns at the idea, but Varis shakes his head.

“Nay, my love. I just…” He looks at the papers covering his lap. “I have not the words to
comfort you right now. I am sorry.”



She knows the man still weeps at times for the loss of Regula. He is not as skilled at keeping
his woes tamped down inside as she is. The Warrior lets the frown fade.

“I forgive you, dear. Perhaps later we can revisit our first meeting.”

He nods. “What about the glasshouses? You are still interested in those, are you not?”

“I don’t know where they are.”

“I’m certain that Caspian can lead you to them,” says Varis. “They are the one who told you
of them, yes?”

“That’s true.” She leans over the back of the sofa, and he lifts his face to meet hers. His kiss
is sweet and reassuring, and she thinks she would rather settle next to him on the cushions.
But a look lingers in his eyes that tells her he is uncomfortable, and so she decides to leave
him to a few moments of solitary peace.

“I’ll be back for lunch.”

His lips feather over hers. “Take care.”

 

The centurion is reading what looks like a letter when the Warrior emerges from the royal
chambers. They quickly tuck the paper away into their armor as the door closes behind her.
She decides not to pry into their privacy, knowing that her guard will mention it if they feel
comfortable doing so.

“Good morning, Cas.”

“Good morning, Lady Lux. Where are you off to today?”

“Actually, I was curious about seeing the glasshouses you mentioned before. Varis said I
could have them if I wanted them, so I thought I might go for a little walk and check them
out.”

“Of course, my Lady!” The Elezen fidgets with their excitement. “I’d be happy to show you
the way. They’re in a different part of the palace, but it should be easy enough for you to
learn the route.”

“Thank you.”

Her guard cheerfully leads the way through the halls. The Warrior does her best to keep up
mentally with where they are in the palace, but is still certain she will have to ask for
directions again a few times before she fully absorbs the route.

“Should I have brought my coat?”

“Oh, no, they’re all connected to the main building. You’ll be fine.” They chuckle. “In fact, a
coat would probably be uncomfortable once you’re inside.”



They stop in front of an unremarkable wooden door. There is a sign marked with the words
‘Prima Serra’ in faded lettering, but nothing else to indicate what exists beyond the door.

“Here we are!” the centurion announces chipperly. They open the door–which the Warrior is
puzzled to note is unlocked–and lead the way down a narrow brick tunnel. At the end of the
corridor is another door, made of frosted glass that seems to give off a blue-green light.

Daylight, the Warrior realizes as the centurion opens the door and pushes it wide. 

The interior of the glasshouse is as the centurion had previously promised: wildly overgrown,
but still flourishing despite a few years of neglect. Spindly fruit trees have reached to the sun
and are butting their branches against the slanted glass roof. Flowering vines have made their
homes among the branches, seeking their own share of the solar bounty. There is a stone path
that cuts neatly through the center of the glasshouse, but it has largely been covered by
overgrowth. Somewhere in the verdant tangle she can hear the soft burbling of water.

It is comfortably warm here, even though the temperature outside is barely holding above the
freezing point. Tilting her head back to survey the ceiling, the Warrior notices several light
fixtures located along the rafters. They are dark now, but she supposes that during the long
dark winter they might be programmed to illuminate and warm the helpless plants.

“What do you think?” asks the centurion.

“It’s like being in a very condensed version of the Shroud,” she says. “Some of the plants
even look a bit familiar.”

“This is the best of the glasshouses. The others are smaller, and not as well kept before
Emperor Solus passed.” They make a beckoning motion and start down the path. “The pond
is at the other end. I don’t know if any fish are left…”

The Warrior follows her guard down the path, stepping carefully over the sprawling greenery.
“Do you come here often?”

“Now and then. It’s nice during the dark months–somewhat moody and atmospheric. The air
is kind of, I don’t know… revitalizing?”

She inhales deeply. “It’s nice. Smells different from the palace halls.”

The sound of water increases in volume as they approach the far end of the glasshouse. The
centurion pauses, looking around before stooping to push aside a low branch covered in
broad leaves. Beneath the Warrior sees a gleam of black and red–tiles covering the surface of
a bench that is almost entirely obscured by green.

“I feel like I’m intruding,” they say with a soft laugh. “Apologies, Mister plant, so sorry.”
They clear enough space for a person to sit. “Please, Lady Lux, make yourself comfortable.”

“That’s okay, Cas, I can stand.”

They shake their head. “No, I mean you can see the pond better when you’re sitting.”



“Oh. Okay.”

The Warrior sits as directed, trying not to laugh as her guard eagerly hovers next to her and
gestures at the end of the glasshouse. Beyond the round green dishes of lily pads, cluttering
petals of duckweed, and the thin pillars of rushes and reeds, she does in fact see the dark
glimmer of water to go with the soft bubbling sound she has heard since entering.

“I see it. There are fish in there?”

“There used to be. The Empress kept it stocked with various decorative fish. You know, the
sort that are pretty to look at, but not particularly good for eating.”

“Ah, yes. Not the sort you would be interested in as a fisherman, then.”

The chuckle. “Not good sport, no.”

She bends down and dips her hand into the water. It is moderately warm, but her skin is slick
with muck when she pulls it back out with a handful of the weeds. She pinches a few of the
leaves between her fingers.

“It seems healthy enough, though perhaps suffering from the water being too stagnant.”

“Without regular attention, I wouldn’t be surprised if one of the pumps or drains isn’t
functioning properly. That should be remedied easily enough.” They tip their head back to
survey the foliage that surrounds them. “If His Radiance was willing to put forth the funds,
getting this glasshouse and the others freshened up should be quite easy. They could be ready
to be enjoyed before the first blizzards of fall.”

“Well, I’m certain that His Radiance could be convinced to sign off on the project if his lady
love asked him to,” the Warrior says with a measure of glibness. “Would you like that, Cas?”

“Oh, you don’t have to do this because of me, my Lady!”

“I can if I want. And, besides, I think I would like to have a place to relax now and then that
isn’t infused with the latent aroma of steel and ceruleum.” She considers the future. “Also, it
would be nice if my children were still able to see and enjoy some greenery in this frozen
land.”

“That’s very true.” They tap their chin. “The other glasshouses are smaller and don’t really
have any waterworks in them, but one of them could probably be remodeled to have a little
park inside. You know, a place to safely scamper about.”

The Warrior smiles. “That’s a lovely idea, Cas. I’m sure Varis will agree.” She allows the
plant life to drip back into the water. “We’ll start with this glasshouse. The others can be
projects for the future.”

“As you wish.”

“I will speak to Varis about it. He’ll know the right people to put to the job.” She rubs her
palms dry on her knees. “You’ll have to make a list of fish suggestions for the pond.



Decorative or sport, that will be your task.”

“Ah–if you trust me with something so important.”

It’s just fish, she thinks. However, she isn’t blind to the enthusiasm in her guard’s voice when
they talk about the glasshouse and its previous piscine occupants. “You’ll have access to the
glasshouse and its pond too, Cas. So, I’m giving you a choice in the fish.”

They make a conflicted noise. “Oh, there’s just so many options. I will have to think it over.”

“Take your time.” 

The centurion hums as they pace the perimeter of the pond, periodically pausing to part the
plantlife and peruse the water pooled beneath.

“I think there’s room for a few smaller species...” They trail off and stand upright, bringing
their hand to the side of their helmet. After a moment, they say: “Thank you, I will let her
know.”

“What’s that?” The Warrior looks away from her survey of the fruit trees.

“Word from Julia. Midday meal has been delivered to the royal chambers.”

“Oh, is it that late already?” She carefully gets up from the bench. “I told Varis I would be
back for lunch.”

“I’m sure His Radiance will wait for you.” The Warrior laughs.

“If I wait too long, he’ll eat all the popotoes before I get back.”

 

She dismisses Caspian for their own lunch break once she has been guided back to her
quarters. Varis is indeed in the sitting room, but he has not yet begun to eat. Neither is he
even gulping down a mug of coffee. Instead he sits in his usual chair, hands resting on his
knees. He looks up at her arrival, and his lips pull into a tentative smile.

“Is everything alright, Varis?”

“Of course, my dear. I was just waiting for you to arrive.”

She sits adjacent to him. Varis leans and picks up a bottle of wine from the table.

“I wanted to have something made special for you.” He holds the bottle up. “In honor of your
friend.” He smiles ruefully down at her. “I am sorry, my love. I did not want to send you
away earlier. I am just… still not particularly good with my own feelings of loss.”

“I wasn’t upset about you sending me out. I know that everyone needs some time to
themselves now and then.”



He looks relieved as he opens the wine. “Still, I wanted to have something prepared for you.”

Steam rises as he pours the contents into a mug. A familiar smell reaches the Warrior’s nose.

“Mulled wine?”

“Fresh from Ishgard. Well, the herbs and recipe were from a delivery we received yesterday
from Ishgard. First part of the fledgling trade program between Garlemald and Ishgard.
Seemed fitting that it be a gift for the hero of Ishgard.”

She gasps as he holds out the mug to her. “They agreed to the trade accord?”

“That is correct.” The Emperor beams down at her. “Ser Aymeric sent papers on behalf of the
Houses of Lords and Commons, outlining their stipulations, awaiting a reply from
Garlemald. They are, thus far, the only nation that has outright agreed to open a dialogue
between themselves and our empire.”

“Not a huge surprise.” She takes a sip of the wine, and is pleased by the old familiar taste.

“We have continued to receive middling receptions from the rest of the Alliance, though
nothing outright negative. There has been a bit of tentative outreach from Ala Mhigo,
involving requests to add to the terms of their ceasefire. Ul’dah and Limsa Lominsa seem
intent on haggling over everything, and Gridania is asking for remuneration.”

“Send them saplings,” she says. He snorts softly. “No, I’m not joking. They want repayment
to the Shroud, to the Elementals, not necessarily their people. If their Wood is happy, they
will be happy, too.”

“Hm. I will put some consideration into the words of my advisor. She knows the people of
Gridania better than I might hope to manage.”

“Good. I’d also advise to send word regarding the idea before just sending a bunch of trees.
They might decline the offer.”

Varis gives a pensive nod.

“How is the wine?”

“It’s lovely. Tastes almost just like the stuff I used to drink back in Ishgard.” She watches him
take a gulp from his own mug. “What do you think?”

“I believe I can taste the difference from the wine stewed previously by our kitchen. ‘Tis an
agreeable flavor; I can see why you enjoyed it.”

“Good. Perhaps someday we’ll be able to go and enjoy the real thing.”

“I can only hope.”

She looks into the mug. “Thank you for this, Varis. It was a nice surprise.”



“You are welcome, my love.” He licks his lips. “I just–I thought it might bring you some
measure of comfort.”

“It does, yes.”

She settles back on the cushions as Varis sets about arranging a plate of food for himself.

“What you’ve told me before is right, though,” she says. “Lord Haurchefant saved me, and
died so that I might live. I should make the most of his sacrifice. Every good that I do for this
star, he does as well. His legacy will not be ‘he saved the Warrior of Light’. It will be ‘he
helped save the star from a dark fate’.” The Warrior smiles. “I will make sure of it.”



Chapter 68

Three mornings after the full moon, the Warrior wakes in tears. The memory of her dream
remains so vivid that it could easily be an Echo’s playback. The pain in her gut is only an
added insult, and further cause for tears.

Her menses coincide with the anniversary of Lord Haurchefant’s sacrifice. To the Warrior,
this is sufficient cause to spend the majority of the day lying in bed and generally feeling
miserable. Varis does not smother her with his presence and concern, but neither does he
leave the suite over the course of the day.

When the days of pain and sadness have passed, the Warrior is met with another anniversary.

“Are you doing anything special for the occasion?” Thancred’s voice is teasing over the
linkpearl.

“I hadn’t planned anything, no,” the Warrior laughs. “Should I have?”

“‘Tis the day you met your beloved enemy. I would think that merited some sort of
celebration.”

“Why do you even know when that date is, Thancred?”

“Alphinaud made mention of it at our last meeting.”

“Oh dear, why does Alphinaud remember the date?” She doesn’t think that the little Elezen
knows what happened on the Gration, but neither is she certain. Thancred doesn’t, and she
intends on keeping it that way.

“It’s not everyday that the Warrior of Light gets kidnapped,” says Thancred. “I think the poor
lad felt responsible for you getting snatched up by the Empire. As though he could have
stopped them!”

“He means well. He always means well. Even when he’s causing trouble.”

“Especially then.” Thancred clears his throat. “Speaking of which…”

“What did he do now?”

“Well, he has… taken it upon himself to be your unofficial spokesman here in Eorzea. Going
about and speaking with various leaders and representatives, trying to convince them to go
along with Emperor Varis’ accords. I can’t quite say if he’s doing any harm, but he did claim
success in Ishgard.”

She snorts in amusement. “Alphinaud had little to nothing to do with Ishgard agreeing to
open trade with Garlemald.”

“I know, but it seems safer to let him think he helped. He really is trying.”



“I suppose so. Keep an eye on him for me, won’t you?”

“Of course, my friend.”

 

Varis is waiting for her with supper when she finishes her linkpearl chat with the Scion. He is
refilling his mug when she settles down in her usual spot on the sitting room couch.

“Tell me, Varis, do you know the exact day of our first meeting?”

“‘Tis tomorrow,” he says without hesitation.

“How do you know? I only have a general inkling.”

Varis takes a sip of coffee. “Mm. There is a notation in the Gration’s mission logs from that
day, that His Radiance, Emperor Varis, and Lord van Hydrus encountered the so-called
‘Warrior of Light’ and her associate, Alphinaud Leveilleur, while dealing with members of a
Vanu Vanu tribe in the Sea of Clouds.” He sets the mug down, and a bit of pink creeps onto
his cheeks. “There is also a further note that the Warrior of Light was detained for
interrogation, and released safely the next morning after finding that she was… uninformed
in matters pertinent to Garlean interest.”

The Warrior muffles a laugh. “No mention of His Radiance personally interrogating the
captive, hm?” She laughs again as the blush on his cheeks darkens. Varis clears his throat.

“No. That was not necessary.” He smiles at her. “Beyond all that, I simply remember the date.
It is not everyday that one meets someone who so effortlessly captures his heart.” He lets out
a soft, wistful sigh. “Regula teased me about it quite relentlessly for a few days.”

“So you have said. I’m glad that he wasn’t jealous about it.”

“Regula? Oh, no, no. Far from it. He told me that I should try to contact you. But I–I
couldn’t, of course. How would I do that? Send a communique over to Ishgard saying ‘Hello,
yes, this is the Emperor of Garlemald, and I fancy your Warrior of Light, please put in a good
word for me and ask if she might like to have tea sometime.’?”

The Warrior bursts out laughing.

“You would not have said yes anyway,” he grumps.

“Well, I was quite busy then, so I might not have had time to pencil you into my schedule.”
She smiles and touches the back of his hand. “I have plenty of time available now, if you’re
interested.”

“As a matter of fact, I am.” He turns his hand over to clasp hers. “If you did not object, I
would like to take you out to have dinner somewhere in the city tomorrow. I believe I have
heard some of the younger soldiers refer to such an outing as a ‘date’.”



“A date with the emperor? How could I pass on such an invitation?” The Warrior grins as he
squeezes her hand. “I’d love to, Varis.”

“Good. I would say that we will dress casually in order to blend in with the general populace,
but… I’m afraid there is little I could do to truly blend in.”

“Well, we’ll find something nice for you to wear that isn’t your armor, how’s that?” At his
nod, she wonders: “What about our guards? Will they be accompanying us? I don’t want
Caspian to get upset if they’re left behind.”

He smiles. “You fret far too much about your guard.”

“Oh, hush. They’re just trying to do their job. They don’t want to disappoint you.”

“Do you really think so?”

“I do.”

“Hm.” Varis fills a plate and holds it out to her. “I was going to say that we would not really
need guards while among the general population, but… I suppose a single guard would be
worthwhile. I will give Julia and Annia the afternoon free, and Caspian can accompany us.”

“I’m sure they’ll be thrilled.”

He eyes her before starting on his own plate. “Are you being sarcastic, my love?”

“Not at all. Cas is very excitable.”

“Mm. Well, good. I will make the arrangements for tomorrow afternoon. You needn’t fret
over anything other than what you’d like to wear out.”

“Can I pick out what you’ll wear?”

“Ah.” The familiarly endearing blush returns to his cheeks. “If you wish to.”

“It’s a date, then. I’ll pick the clothes, and you pick the venue.”

The Emperor smiles. “It’s a date.”

 

The next morning, the Warrior follows her usual habit of going to the training center. Caspian
trails after her, their silence lasting only the length of the first corridor before they speak.

“What are your plans for today, my Lady?”

“Oh, you know, a bit of this and that…” She looks over her shoulder. “You know, Julia and
Annia never speak when they are accompanying His Radiance. Why are you so chatty in
comparison?”



“W-well–” The guard falters in their step. “You gave me permission to speak freely, when
first we met. And you never told me to stop, so… I thought you didn’t mind.” An anxious
noise escapes them. “Should I stop talking to you?”

She smiles and shakes her head. “No, no. I don’t mind. I was just curious. Consider your
permission to speak extended indefinitely.”

“Thank you, my Lady.”

They are quiet after that.

“This afternoon, I’m going out into the city on an outing with Emperor Varis,” the Warrior
says.

“Oh? That sounds like fun. The weather is supposed to be agreeable today.”

“We’ve decided to have you accompany us as our escort. Varis is giving Julia and Annia the
afternoon off.” She watches as the guard’s posture stiffens mid-stride.

“What? Me? Just me? I thought you were cross with me. You know, about the talking.”

“No, I’m not mad at you, Cas.”

“Oh, good! I was worried.” They look down and fidget a gloved hand up their arm. “I should
clean up my armor.”

“You look as immaculate as ever.”

“Thank you, my Lady.”

The Warrior stops before they reach the door to the training center. She turns and looks at her
guard.

“Listen, Cas. I don’t know what’s proper and professional, but I think we should be friends.”

“F-friends, my Lady?”

“Yes. We’re going to be working together for a long time, most likely, and so I want you to
feel comfortable with me. And, I want to know that I can trust you, beyond your duty.”

“I’m–I’m flattered, Lady Lux. But, please know that you can trust in me, even if you don’t
like me.”

“I didn’t say that!” She laughs. “You seem like a very nice person, Cas. I feel lucky that Varis
picked you to be my guard, and not some stuffy boring fellow.”

The Elezen briefly wrings their hands. “You’re very kind, Lady Lux. I’m glad that I was
given this opportunity. And I would be honored–no, happy to be numbered among your
friends.”



“Thank you. I’ll admit, the majority of my friends and family are back in Eorzea, and it gets a
little lonely here at times. I mean, Varis is great, but I can’t demand the entirety of his
attention. The business of the empire is just as important as whether or not I’m bored.
Probably moreso.”

“I would say they are of equal importance,” the centurion says with a chuckle. “To you, at
least.”

“True.”

They continue down the hall.

“Are you excited?”

“Hm?”

“About going on an outing with the Emperor. I don’t seem to recall the two of you going out
on the town by yourselves before, without the backing of some crisis or official business.”

“Oh. I suppose we haven’t had time in the last few months.” The Warrior smiles and glances
back at her guard as the entrance to the training center comes into view. “I am excited, yes.”

“I’m excited, too!” The centurion squeaks with embarrassment and settles back into a more
proper posture. “Apologies, my Lady.”

“It’s fine, Cas. Just be sure to keep it reined in around His Radiance.”

“Of course! I won’t disappoint you!”

 

The Warrior spends no small amount of time after lunch considering what she and her partner
should wear on their outing. She stands in front of the clothes closets, listening to Varis
humming as he takes a bath. There is the natural temptation to forgo the date and just invite
herself to his bathtime, but she manages to resist this urge. There will be plenty of time for
that sort of pleasure later.

Picking clothes for Varis is easy enough. His wardrobe is presently almost completely
composed of monochromatic shades of gray–Garlean ‘spring colors’, he tells her from the
tub. She selects from this limited palette, and makes sure to include the deep red cordon
crossing his chest to mark his royal station.

“You should wear a sash, too,” Varis calls.

“I’m not royalty, I don’t need to wear one.”

“You are to me.”

For herself she selects a dress–one of a relatively drab dark gray, and not one of the green
offerings. She knows well enough by now that if she wears the green, their departure from



the royal chambers will be severely delayed. The Warrior reluctantly agrees to wear the red
sash that matches the one she set out for Varis.

“I don’t want people to think that I’m trying to over-inflate my importance,” she says,
tugging her wrap close enough to conceal most of the silken stripe.

“Consider it practice,” he says gently. “When you are the empress, you shall be expected to
show your station all of the time when you are in public.”

“I would think walking alongside you would make it obvious enough who I am.”

“Well, yes, but–” The big man huffs in frustration. He takes her by the shoulders and gently
guides her over to a mirror. “Look.”

She considers their reflections in the glass. “I need to finish my hair.”

“No, look–” The Warrior watches, puzzled, as he points between their reflections. “At us.”
His finger lingers over the sash on his chest. “We match.”

“We match,” she echoes, puzzling over the almost childlike pleasure that Varis is taking in
this fact. “We do, yes. Does that make you happy?”

The smile lingers on his lips as his hand moves to his breast. His fingers toy with the edge of
his cordon. “‘Tis an isolating thing, this royal seat. You take the throne and stand above your
peers, utterly alone.”

He coveted the power, but not the isolation, she thinks. Having Regula must have made it
somewhat easier to bear.

“You aren’t alone anymore, Varis,” she says. She looks up at him. “I’ll be happy to wear the
sash with you.”

“Thank you.” For a moment there is a glassy sheen to his eyes, but then he blinks hard and
clears his throat. “Finish with your hair, love, and we shall head out.”

The Warrior presses her hand to his arm. “Will you help me?”

“Gladly, my dear.”

 

It is mid-afternoon when the pair load up into a small red and black carriage. The Warrior
takes a moment to pet both of the chocobos that are hitched to the vehicle before climbing
inside. Varis follows, and the centurion–after saluting so hard the Warrior worries for their
joints–takes a position on the back of the cab.

“Where are we going first?” she wonders, peering out the windows.

“I thought we would go on a little tour before heading to dinner,” says the Emperor. “You
have seen the city when it was completely frozen over, and I thought you might like a chance



to view it during our ephemeral spring.”

“Ah, that sounds like a lovely idea.”

The big black buildings of the northern half of the city slowly give way to the sky and the
older homes. The weather is placid, the sky painted with stripes of pale silver clouds and
patches of paler azure. Her eye tracks the movement of a transport craft along the skyline.

The yards of the old estates are mostly bare, covered in thin offerings of dark green grass and
small bushes that bloom in small bursts of desaturated color. 

“Don’t be fooled by the greenery,” warns her partner. “The ground remains hard as a rock a
few ilms below the surface. The sun will get through for long enough to melt much of the
snow, but little more.”

“I see.” She settles her weight against him. “It’s still nice enough to look at. Is this why you
like the color green so much?”

“I cannot say for certain.” Varis hums softly. “I think I might like Garlemald better under her
cloak of snow.”

“Really?”

He nods. “Aye. The greenery is nice, but all too fleeting. The snow and ice are more lasting,
nigh on permanent in some locales. They are what makes Garlemald the nation it is.”

“I could do without the cold.”

“Mm. The cold is an enemy we still struggle to conquer.” His lips quirk in amusement.
“Perhaps if we could invent warm snow, then that would be a suitable compromise.”

“For now we will just have to snuggle together for warmth.”

“I shan’t complain about that.”

The carriage travels the outer perimeter of the city. Beyond the old homes, in the open
expanses between the distant lines of mountains–quite far away compared to their
encroaching heights on the southern end of the city–the Warrior sees where the snow has
melted and given way to life. She beckons for the driver to stop the carriage, and gets out.
Varis murmurs her name in an inquiring tone, but doesn’t move to stop her egress.

The Warrior takes a deep breath. The air is still bitingly cold, but it feels good in her lungs.
She stares out at the land before her. Despite the chill and the brevity of the growing season,
the fields are filled with grass and the trees with leaves, all vigorously filling their space for
their too-scant allotment of time. They are aggressive in their vibrance, and to the Warrior the
sight is more beautiful than anything she has seen in the abundantly lush forests of her
travels.

“Is everything alright, my Lady?” The centurion calls tentatively from their perch on the back
of the vehicle. She waves a hand.



“I’m fine. Just admiring the view.” The Warrior laughs. “It’s beautiful! Isn’t it beautiful,
Cas?”

“Yes, my Lady.”

The Emperor rumbles curiously as he pokes his head out the open door. He calls her name
again. She half turns to look at him, lifting a hand to her brow as the wind briefly gusts and
tugs at her hair.

“Varis, who does this land belong to?”

“Hm. I believe it belongs to me. Technically speaking. ‘Tis open property of the empire.
Why?”

“I want a little house, right here.”

The chassis of the carriage creaks as he emerges. “Yes, I believe you said as much during our
previous trip to this area.”

The idea blooms in her mind like the white flowers that dance among the grass. “A little
stone cottage, with a copse of trees to keep the wind at bay. With a lovely view of the city and
the sky and the whole world beyond!”

He chuckles. “As long as you promise to drive off the snow bears.”

“I can handle that.” She smiles up at him. “What do you think?”

“If that is your wish, then it is yours. I will have the driver mark our location for the future.”
His boots scuff softly over the cold pavement. “Any reason for this particular location?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” she says. “Just something about it that struck my fancy.” The Warrior
tilts her head and watches as the breeze stirs his long hair. “You’ve a great deal of land in the
empire, surely you can spare a bit for me.”

“Every ilm that you desire, I will look into making it yours.” He adds, teasingly: “And if it is
someplace that is not part of the empire, I shall dispatch Zenos to fetch it on your behalf.”

“Come now, no conquest in my name.”

“Yes, yes, only peaceful advancement.” Varis holds his hands out to her. “With you at my
side, Garlemald will grow and flourish, even should we do no more conquering.”

The Warrior reaches and takes his hands. She looks at them, at the intertwining of her gloved
fingers and his bare skin.

“I’m going to hold you to that.”

“Like a knife to my throat.”



She shakes her head. “Nothing so dire. Just as a promise you make because you want to keep
it.”

“I understand.” For a moment he lapses into pensive quiet. “It is a promise I wish to keep.
I…” He casts his gaze out over the windswept expanse. “Would it not be delightful, for the
rest of the world to behold Garlemald and find the same beauty in it that you do?”

“It would be, but Varis, it’s not necessarily something that will happen in either of our
lifetimes. Knowing that, knowing that you might not live long enough to see the fruits of our
labors, are you still willing to go forward?”

Again the Emperor is silent and staring. 

Then: “I am. Though I am deeply steeped in my grandsire’s bloody legacy, I do not wish for
that to be all that comes of mine own. I know I cannot escape the years I spent as the empire’s
blade, and in truth I would not undo them. They were necessary. But… so too is this. If
Garlemald is to survive…”

The Warrior watches his eyes unfocus as he trails off in thought. She feels a stirring of
warmth, of love, of pride in her breast, and gives his hands a squeeze.

“I believe you, Varis. And I am ever happy to help you.”

He whispers: “Thank you.”

 

They spend a few minutes more together at the side of the road. The Warrior tries to show,
through wild gestures, the dimensions of a little cottage, before Varis pledges that he will
have an architect sketch up some sample ideas for her to look at. She briefly wades into the
grass and picks a handful of white flowers. Back inside the carriage, she works several of the
blossoms into her hair.

“May I put one in your hair?” she asks. “It would look lovelier in your hair than mine, I
think.”

“If you would like,” he says. Varis dips his head down so that she might tuck the last of the
blooms into the braid that crowns the right side of his head. He smiles. “How do I look?”

“Pretty as a painting.”

The carriage continues its circuit back to the city, passing between the spires and sprawling
industrial complexes with a jingling of chocobo bells. They pass through a tunnel that travels
beneath the palace proper, and eventually emerge on the southern side of the capital. Here the
carriage slows for the foot traffic of the residential area. Varis points out various buildings as
they make their way.

“That is where the Senate meets. That is a research center, mostly magitek related. That’s the
radio station–see the big red tower at the top?”



She recalls her conversation with Caspian about the décor of the city and nods. “Where is the
park in relation to here?”

“Oh, ‘tis on the other side of the city.” He holds up a big hand and points to his pinky, and
then traces a line across to his forefinger. “We are over here, and the park is over here.” He
hums as he lowers his hand. “Did you want to visit it again?”

“Not right now, no. I was just curious about where everything is.”

“Ah. I could have a map of the city procured for you, should you wish. It ought to be safe for
you to venture in the city with your escort. We haven’t had any major security breaches in
some time.”

“I wouldn’t object to a map, but what constitutes a major security breach if there’s no wall
around the city?”

“Usually an attempt at infiltrating a magitek facility to sabotage it. Or an attempt to enter the
palace with the intent of doing harm.”

She frowns. “Does the latter happen often?”

“In truth, I do not believe there has been such an incident since after the first few months of
my taking the throne. It has been rather quiet in that aspect. I suppose that outside forces have
been waiting to see what I will do with my power. There have also been plenty of
opportunities to come after me when I was away from the capital itself, and none have arisen
of which I am aware.”

“So, you feel safe.”

“No,” he says. “My every moment alive I am on the battlefield. There is no escaping it.”
Varis traces his fingers over the scar that marks his left eye. “I feel protected, certainly.
Moderately secure. But even Garlemald is not without cracks in its armor.”

“Should I be concerned for my own safety?”

“No more now than you were before. You have told me yourself that even as the hero of
Eorzea, you lived with the subtle threat of those that were not happy with your actions.”

“I did make me wary of accepting drinks from strangers for a while,” she admits. “But, I trust
you. And I trust the guards. So, I will allow myself that modicum of the illusion of safety
while I am here in Garlemald. Until it becomes evident that I need to feel otherwise.”

“Good. I am glad that you can permit yourself to feel safe with me.”

“You can feel safe with me, too.” The Warrior touches his arm. “I’ve got your back, and I
know that you have mine.”

A soft noise of surprise rattles in Varis’ throat. “I had not really thought of it in that fashion
before. I suppose that I should have, given the circumstances.”



“We’re a team.”

Varis smiles. “A team. I like that.”

“Good.” She looks out the window. “So, where are we headed to for dinner?”

“A little place that is run by one of the former palace chefs. They mostly specialize in pasta
dishes, with a bit of fish options imported from the southern territories.”

The description reminds the Warrior somewhat of the cuisine in La Noscea. “That sounds
enjoyable.”

“I believe you will find it agreeable enough.”

The city streets are fairly busy, mostly with foot traffic, though an occasional magitek vehicle
passes the windows of the carriage. She notices that some of the citizens stop to watch the
passage of the royal transport. It occurs to the Warrior that it is likely that the Emperor of
Garlemald does not make frequent ventures out among his people. She finds herself curious
as to how they will react to his presence–her experience thus far has primarily been with
Varis interacting with members of the military, not the smallfolk.

“A thought occurs to me, Varis. You didn’t have the restaurant closed so that we can dine in
private, did you?”

She feels the puffs of his amused snort more than she hears it. “Of course not. Why would
you think such a thing?”

“Mm. I know that it happens in other countries. Leaders are wont to prefer their privacy, and
dislike mingling with those beneath them.”

“I spent far too long in the field to worry about such matters.” Varis shifts his weight to press
a kiss to her forehead. “How can I lead my people, if I cannot stand before them?”

“What if they interrupt your meal?”

“They won’t,” he says with a chuckle. “Our people have manners enough to just stare from a
distance.”

The Warrior thinks of her past interactions with royalty. “Do the smallfolk have to bow or
kneel or anything in your presence?”

“No, as pompous as my grandsire was, he had the decency to never set that precedent. And
neither have I asked it of anyone.”

“Kind of pointless when they’re already so much shorter than you,” she teases. Varis grunts
in amusement.

“Unfortunately true. I would rather them have a step stool so they can all look me in the eye
without me having to look down at them at such an angle that the crown falls off my head.”



He shakes his head at her ensuing giggle. “It took a great deal of practice to stop that from
occurring.”

“You could get a smaller crown.”

“I have considered it. Perhaps something to revisit when we are wed.”

“Oh, will I have a crown?”

“Of course. You will be the empress. You will have something to wear while in court or out
in public.”

“Nothing too flashy, I hope. My neck isn’t as strong as yours.”

“For you? Simple and elegant is all that I will accept for your crown.”

“Then you should have something to match.”

He just flusters and looks away.

 

The carriage eventually slows to a stop in the midst of a somewhat busy thoroughfare in the
residential district. The cab shakes briefly as the centurion jumps down. She sees their form
pass the window on her side, and then reappear on the other side of the carriage. There is a
soft rapping, and then the Emperor’s side door swings open.

“Everything is clear, Your Radiance.”

“Thank you, Maristella.”

Varis exits the carriage. He holds a hand out to the Warrior and smiles.

“Come along, my love. Our public awaits.”

She lets him help her out of the carriage and onto the sidewalk. Looking around, the Warrior
notes that a small crowd of people are watching them from the opposite side of the street. A
few more idle on their side of the street, milling about in front of what looks like the entrance
of a bookshop and pretending that they aren’t curiously watching the Emperor and his
companion. She smiles and smooths the long locks of hair that drape over his chest, and
makes sure that the little white flower has not escaped from its braided perch.

“There. Appropriately radiant.”

His lips pull in amusement, and he holds his elbow out to her. “Likewise to you, my dear.”

The Warrior is aware of the murmurs and scattered giggling from the crowd as she tucks her
hand into the crook of his arm and permits the Emperor to lead the way to their destination.
She scans their faces in passing.



No rancor or distrust. Just wide-eyed curiosity and a bit of starstruck excitement. There is an
echo of Ser Aymeric’s fidgety wonder at their first meeting.

It is a relief.

She is aware of Caspian keeping pace behind them, silent and perfectly postured as they too
keep an eye on the gathered Garleans. 

The interior of the restaurant is quieter than the street, but not silent. The tables are half full
of people chatting pleasantly over their food. The host is flustered and hastily bows before
taking their coats and showing the royal couple to their table. She looks up at Varis. The
expected grim countenance is not present, and instead his features are pulled taut in restrained
amusement. 

“Don’t go out in public much, do you?” she murmurs.

“Clearly not enough.”

They are led to a table in a section that is conspicuously unoccupied. The host pulls out a seat
and brushes it off with a cloth before indicating that the Emperor should sit. Varis looks at the
chair, and then at the one on the opposite side of the table.

He rumbles: “Move the chairs together.” The host looks up at him, puzzlement evident on his
features.

“My Lord?”

Varis points at the far chair with his free hand. “The chairs. Move them to the same side of
the table. That is how we prefer to dine.”

“Oh. Of–of course, Your Radiance, right away!”

The Warrior looks behind them. The centurion is there, completely still and at attention, but
she cannot shake the suspicion that they are doing their best not to laugh.

When they are seated side by side, he on the left, she on the right, the Warrior leans and
whispers: “You didn’t have to go to this trouble.”

“I wanted to,” says Varis. “I prefer sitting next to you while we dine.”

“Not face to face?”

He considers, and shakes his head. “I find it difficult to eat when someone is watching me.”
She muffles a laugh behind her hand, and he smiles. “Even you, dearest.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” She bumps her shoulder against his arm. “I rather like sitting next to
you, anyways.”

The host clears his throat. “Your Radiance, will you be requiring one menu or two?”



“Two, of course. Lady Lux is quite capable of choosing for herself.”

“As you wish, sir.” The host sets out two menus before excusing himself.

The Warrior elbows her partner once they are alone. “Doesn’t it get old, watching people
squirm in your presence?”

“Was he squirming? I scarcely noticed.” Varis picks up one of the menus. “I wonder what
fish they have available.”

“I suppose it’s understandable, to be flustered in the presence of someone so great and
important. Goodness knows that I was when you strolled into my cell.” She smiles. “I
suppose it didn’t help that I was less than half dressed.”

He tips his face to shift his gaze from the menu to the top of her head. “I was just as nervous.
Believe me, at my age I did not expect to feel like an awkward teenaged boy again, but there
I was. I felt completely exposed in front of you.”

“You were a bit standoffish.”

“‘Twas just a front, you know that.”

“I do now, yes.” The Warrior picks up the other menu. “But, you were a gentleman all the
same.”

“I… I am glad that you still think so.”

She leans lightly against him while reviewing the menu. While considering all the options, a
thought occurs to her.

“What about Caspian?”

“Hm? What about them?” Varis looks over to where the guard is standing, back to them, face
fronting the rest of the tables.

“They’re going to miss dinner back at the palace mess.”

“Certainly the mess hall will have food left whenever we return. It won’t be that late.”

“We should get something for them, too.”

His brows pinch. “I would not order anything for Julia and Annia were they on duty.”

“Well, why not?”

Varis opens his mouth to retort. The furrow between his brows deepens. He closes his mouth
and looks at the menu.

“Why not indeed,” he murmurs. “Very well. I will see if the kitchen can package something
for them to take along. Will that be sufficient?”



She smiles and pats his forearm. “That’s very generous of you, Your Radiance. I’m sure
Caspian will appreciate it a great deal.” She gestures at the menu. “They like fish.”

He nods. “Fish.”



Chapter 69

Dinner in the city is an enjoyable enough affair. The Warrior quickly tunes out the remainder
of the restaurant, easily ignoring the curious stares that come from the other occupied tables.
She focuses instead on Varis and their food. As is his custom, Varis is mostly silent while
working his way through several plates of gnocchi. He is in good enough spirits to share a
few of the popoto dumplings with her. 

Near the end of the meal, the head chef emerges from the kitchens. The Warrior initially
reckons that the older man is coming out to cower before the Emperor and make sure that the
meal was to his mighty satisfaction. Instead, the man shakes Varis’ hand and chats with him
for several minutes, mostly inquiring over some gossip about palace staff, before
disappearing to the back of the house. She recalls Varis mentioning that the man was a former
palace chef.

“I didn’t know you were on friendly terms with the palace kitchen staff,” she teases once they
are alone once more.

“But of course. I was something of a picky eater when I was a child. The head chefs took…
surprising pains to learn what I preferred to eat, and figured out how to get me to eat what I
did not care for.” Varis makes a thoughtful noise. “And, to think that I derided Zenos for his
own culinary habits.”

“You didn’t know any better,” she soothes. Varis nods.

“I believed he was merely being difficult on purpose.” For a moment he looks crestfallen, but
then shakes his head and smiles ruefully. “In fairness, he does enjoy being difficult with me.”

“Well… Yes, I suppose he does.” They chuckle. “But, he’s getting better.”

“Yes. Yes, he is. If not for me, then for you.”

“It’s a start. If he can learn to care about even one person, then that means there’s hope for
him to… to…” She laughs. “I don’t know. To be happy beyond the battlefield.”

“We can hope. For his sake.”

 

When the meal is over, the Emperor pays the bill–something that surprises the Warrior, as she
has never seen the man with money in hand before–and they head outside.

“I have ordered a meal for you as well, Maristella,” Varis says. “Her ladyship’s request.”

“Oh, you didn’t have to–” They halt in their protest and nod. “Thank you, my lord.”

Varis scratches his chin. “I think I would like to take a little stroll before we return to the
palace,” he muses. “To the park, perhaps. ‘Tis not terribly far from here.”



“A walk would be nice,” she says in agreement. Varis nods and turns to the centurion.

“Maristella, I want you to stay with the carriage and have it meet us in the park in an hour.”

The Warrior knows that a fresh protest is on the Elezen’s lips. To their credit, the centurion
merely salutes.

“As you wish, Your Radiance.”

“Enjoy your meal.”

“Yes, thank you, sir!”

She clasps her hand in the crook of his arm, and they start down the sidewalk. The streets are
somewhat quieter now, as she suspects that most of the populace has gone home to enjoy
their evening meal. Many of the people they pass do an obvious double take–after all, who
would really expect their leader to be taking a casual stroll through town on a seemingly
random Firesday afternoon?

They walk in comfortable silence for several blocks, before Varis clears his throat to speak.

“The contents of Zenos’ latest reports from Bozja might interest you,” he says in an idle tone.
“According to reports, there have been fewer than ten fatalities at Garlean hands since the
arrival of the Twelfth in the Bozjan theater. Apparently, thus far Zenos has settled for subtle
intimidation tactics, leading squadrons out to deal with the various dangerous beasts and
monsters that live in the area. According to my spies, Zenos has already won some fans
among the local agrarian populace, as he culled a pack of wolves that had been feasting on
their livestock. Something that the Fourth never deigned to post aid with, even when it was
directly requested.”

“That’s good to hear, but… why do you have spies watching Zenos?”

“I have spies in all of the legions. It keeps the legati on their toes.”

“Even the Sixth?”

“Of course. I was not going to give Regula leeway on his behavior just because I loved him,
and he knew it.”

She thinks back to her distant, brief conversations with the late legatus. “He didn’t want to
disappoint you.”

“And, he never did.” There is a lingering warmth to his tone. “Fortunately, his successor
seems to be handling things in Gyr Abania quite well.”

She nods, and they lapse back into quiet. Varis pauses to stare into a bakery storefront.

“Do you want to go in?”

“Hm? Oh, no, no. That will not be necessary. I was just, ah, admiring the display.”



The Warrior muffles a laugh with her free hand. “Of course you were, darling.”

“We already had dessert.”

“We did, and it was wonderful.” She squeezes his arm. “It’s alright, Varis. I won’t get jealous
if you’re making eyes at the pocobos.”

The Emperor’s gaze settles on the chocobo shaped pastries. “They are undeniably cuter than
the ones that the palace bakery provides. I might have to have a word with the kitchen.”

“You’re the Emperor. You deserve the most adorable jam filled chocobos possible.”

He grunts in agreement.

 

The park is quiet when they arrive, occupied only by a few children that are intently trying to
swing higher than each other on one of the swingsets. Varis leads the way up to one of the
raised platforms that overlook the park, and considers all of the benches before sitting.

“We will be able to see the carriage from here when it arrives,” he says. He closes his eyes
and is quiet for a few minutes.

“Are you alright?”

“Mm. I was just thinking of the day. Meeting you was an unexpected blessing in my life. For
me, and for Garlemald as a whole.” He touches the flower that yet resides in his hair. “In a
fashion, I suppose meeting you was something of an early nameday gift from the universe.”

“Hm?” She thinks of her door passcode. “Oh, that’s right. Your nameday is in about a month,
isn’t it?”

“First full day of the summer months.” His chin dips toward his chest. “It snowed the day I
was born. Grandsire said it was a good omen. He was very big on omens back then.”

“Well, you’ve told me that Garleans are a superstitious lot.”

“Indeed. Grandsire spoke often of omens and portents and the like when I was younger.
Looking back, I cannot help but wonder how many of them were of his own devising.”

“Maybe it’s better not to worry about that anymore.”

“Perhaps.”

“Your nameday is in the summer. When is Zenos’ nameday?” She watches him scratch at his
chin.

“Zenos was born on the evening of the Long Night festival,” Varis says. “His mother and I
had to miss the ceremonies. Grandsire said it was a foul portent, for a child to be born on the
longest night of the year.” He grunts in irritation. “Even when I pointed out that it was not the



longest night of the year, just one close to the beginning of winter, he still told me that I was
incorrect, that it was the symbolism that truly counted.”

“I’m sorry,” she says. Varis lets out a long sigh.

“‘Tis of no matter now. I know that he was wrong about the boy.” He looks at her.
“Technically, Zenos was born at the very end of autumn, as the Long Night festivities usually
occur a bit prior to the winter solstice.”

“Did it snow on the day Zenos was born?”

Varis lifts his chin. He seems to stare out over the park, but a closer look reveals the slight
lack of focus to his gaze.

“It did,” he finally says. His face cracks into a triumphant grin. “There was a blizzard that
night.”

 

They sit in mutual silence. She leans lightly against his side, and his long arm wraps around
her shoulders to keep her secure and warm. The Warrior watches as the light of day burns
with increasing gold and stretches the shadows of the surrounding buildings long before
them. The children finish their playtime and scamper off. But for the faint twittering of small
birds, the park grows quiet.

After nearly a quarter bell, Varis lets out a soft cough.

“I love you,” he says. “I have loved you for a whole year now, and I hope that I will continue
to love you for all of my remaining years.”

“A whole year,” she echoes softly. “Did you really fall for me the same day we met?”

“Aye.” He grunts. “Such things cannot be helped. They just happen. Such is how they were
written in the grand script of our star. Boy meets girl. Boy falls in love with girl the moment
she glares daggers into him.”

“Boy kidnaps girl and takes her to his airship.”

Varis sighs. “I cannot change my past actions. At the time, it was the only means I had
available to get a chance to speak with you in private. You had no reason to speak to me.”

“I…” She thinks back to a year prior. “I suppose I didn’t. If you had asked to speak to me in
private, I would have considered it a very obvious trap. I would have drawn my sword before
I went willingly to speak with you away from my comrades.”

“And I would not have faulted you for the choice. I would have done the same.” He gives her
a squeeze. “I was desperate, in a way I could scarcely fathom. So, I… well, you know the
rest.”



“You were a gentleman,” the Warrior says. “You didn’t have to be. You could have had poor
Alphinaud killed and forced yourself upon me to satisfy your urges. You didn’t, and for that I
am grateful.”

“In truth, I…” He trails off, a vaguely embarrassed pinch to his voice. “I did not enter your
cell with the intent of propositioning you.”

“You didn’t?” She finds this a bit difficult to believe, as Varis had strayed to that subject in
fairly short order.

“No. I just–” He barks a laugh. “I just wanted to talk to you. I had no idea about what, and
came in with that bit about my grandsire wanting to spare you. I knew the odds of you having
crossed paths with the man were likely nil, but it seemed as good a topic of conversation as
any.”

“His motivations with me are admittedly still a bit confusing.”

Another sigh. “All the same, I truly just wanted a chance to speak with you. I felt something
when I first saw you in the Sea of Clouds, a spark I had never felt before. One I could not
explain.” Varis tilts his head to look at her. “I still feel it when I look at you. Something in my
very soul stirs. I feel like a flower that is bound to follow the track of your sun.”

The Warrior blushes. “Such poetry, my dear.”

“I speak the truth.”

“I know.” She looks down at the empty playground. “Though, I would be lying were I to say
I felt the same immediate attraction.”

“Love is different for each person. Who is to say that the sun feels aught for the flowers that
stare at her in abject adoration?”

“Mm. That is not to say that I haven’t come to feel the same warmth from you that you draw
from me.” She smiles. “When we met a year ago, I thought only of protecting Alphinaud, and
of stopping you and Regula and his men from hurting the Vanu Vanu. I was just…”

“Protecting people. That is what you do.”

She nods. “Yes. And now, the list of people I wish to protect includes you and all the people
of Garlemald. Whether they like it or not.”

Varis chuckles. “We could not have asked for a greater protector than you, the Warrior of
Light.”

“I take that as a high compliment.”

“As you should.”

The Warrior snuggles against his side. “I love you too, Varis.”



 

Their reverie is interrupted by the approaching jingle of bells. The Warrior half turns to look
up the length of the street, and smiles at the sight of the chocobos leading the royal carriage.

“That would be our ride,” rumbles the Emperor. “Back to the ebony cage for us.”

“I like our ebony cage,” she says. “It’s cozy.”

“Mm. The younger version of me would not be as agreeing over the matter, but in my older
years I have come to appreciate it more.” He hums a few notes, distantly familiar. “I cannot
say for certain if it seems less dark and miserable for your presence, or my grandsire’s
absence. Perhaps both.”

“It’s okay if it’s both, you know.”

He nods.

The carriage stops on the street below, and the Warrior sees the centurion hop down from the
back of the cab. It does not take them long to reach where the royal couple is seated. They
salute crisply.

“We have arrived at the park, as you requested, Your Radiance.”

“Very good.”

“The supper was very appreciated, sir. I enjoyed it greatly. Thank you for your
consideration.”

“‘Tis not I you should thank, but your charge.” Varis chuckles as he shifts his weight forward
in preparation to stand.

“All the same.”

“I’m glad you enjoyed it, Cas.”

“Thank you, my Lady. You really didn’t have to insist upon it, but–but I have come to expect
such things from you.”

“Do not take her ladyship’s generosity for granted, Maristella,” says the Emperor.

“Never, Your Radiance. Truly, Garlemald is blessed to have her as its future empress. Would
that her generous spirit be one that comes to be associated with all of Garlemald.”

“We can hope.”

 

The palace corridors are steeped in shadow by the time the royal couple returns from their
date. The centurion is dismissed for the day. Hand in hand, they make their way back to their



suite.

“What now?” she wonders.

“Bottle of wine?”

“Bottle of wine sounds good.”

They strip down and snuggle together on the bedcovers. A bottle of white wine is passed
between them, and for a few minutes they simply lay there and enjoy each other’s quiet
company. When the bottle is empty, Varis sets it on the nightstand. He leans over the Warrior
and begins to share the taste of his lips with hers. His kisses are sweet and floral from the
wine. The Warrior combs her fingers through his hair.

“So, my dear Emperor, did you have any other plans for tonight?”

Varis’ fingers drum on her hip as he hums in thought. “I had considered the possibility of us
revisiting the events of our first meeting…” He clears his throat. “Though, in a more
dignified fashion for both parties.”

“Dignified?”

He blurts: “You are special to me, and our first time together should have been special!” She
glances up at him, and finds that he is wearing an expression bordering on despair.

“It’s alright, Varis. You don’t have to–” She stops, worrying that her lover is always going to
chastise himself over their first encounter. “You gave me multiple chances to stop, and I did
not stop you. You have never taken me by force, Varis. And I enjoyed myself, remember?
You made me come twice.” He grunts. “If I harbored any negative feelings about the
encounter, I have long since forgiven you for them.” The doubt lingers in his eyes. “Besides,
if you’re being picky, I would say you more than made up for the first impression the second
time we were together.”

“The second?”

“Mmhmm, the first time we had sex here in the palace. You laid me out on this bed and made
me feel like… a divinity.”

He barks a laugh. “I have no need for mere gods, when I have been gifted with the beauty of
you in my bed, my dear.” He smirks playfully, and she swats his hand.

“Naughty.”

“Only for you.” He nuzzles her hair. “I want you to be happy. Content.”

“I worry about the harshness of your upbringing, if you cannot tell that I am very happy.”

Varis murmurs her name. “I worry much the same. How do I know if you are being sincere?
What if you are merely trying to humor me, to keep me happy…”



“You could always just call the Scions on my linkpearl and ask them how I am when I am
unhappy. As in very unhappy, past the point of lying in bed and weeping for a day or two.”

“I find it difficult to imagine you in such a state.”

“Mm. You haven’t seen me on a very bad day. You have not seen the dark depths my spirit
has gone to in the past.” She shakes her head. “Truth be told, I have been quite happy while
here in Garlemald. Even with the problems posed by the eikon or your grandsire or Zenos, I
have felt a… an increasing lightness in my heart, that makes it ever easier to stay here with
you in the frozen wastes.”

“I–I am very gladdened to hear that.” His voice strains for a moment with his emotions. He
whispers: “Perhaps we should go somewhere warm for our honeymoon.”

“What’s a honeymoon?” she wonders.

“What’s a–” Varis laughs again and gives her a squeeze. “Come, my dearest, let us open
another bottle of wine and I will tell you what a honeymoon is.”

 

“So you just…go on a holiday? For getting married?”

“Exactly so.” Varis peers at her over the lip of the bottle. “Is that truly so hard to believe?”

“I’ve never heard of the practice before. I mean, in Eorzea, when the smallfolk get married
they might get a day or two off from their work to have some private time together, but that’s
about it. The thought of going on a holiday to celebrate one’s marriage is something I might
attribute to the affluent folks hoarding all the wealth in Ul’dah, or to the sons of the High
Houses in Ishgard. Not something that someone from my background would get to indulge
in.”

His lips purse into a pout. “We do not have to go anywhere, if that is your desire.”

“I didn’t say that.” She wiggles her feet on his thigh. “It’s just a strangely novel idea. Is it
common here in Garlemald?”

“It is expected, yes, even among the smallfolk here. Even the least prosperous of Garlemald
are given the luxury of traveling for a few days after they are wed.”

“Who pays for it?”

“The state. If a couple cannot afford to venture further afield, they are granted leave to use
the train that goes to a little town in the south, and gifted four days’ accommodations there by
the state. Something my grandsire set up to, ah, encourage the proliferation of our people.”
He sips from the bottle. The Warrior giggles.

“Proliferation, eh? How successful was that program?”



“Successful enough that it has continued for several decades.” He purses his lips. “I suppose
even a monster can show generosity to maintain the goodwill of the people.”

“Hm. What about in the territories?”

“What do you mean?”

“What do the people in the territories get? You consider them to be legal citizens of
Garlemald, the same as in the capital, don’t you?”

She can feel his gaze. “Well… yes. That is the message we have tried to convey to them.”

“Then you should follow through on that message and make it the truth.”

He rumbles pensively, and the Warrior waits for his response. She trails her fingers from his
hair and down the firm line of his chest. 

“Are you trying to distract me?”

“Not at all.”

“Your hand says otherwise.”

“So does your cock.”

Varis huffs a laugh and sets the bottle next to the first on the nightstand. “Fine, fine. We will
work out a system appropriate for the territories. Will that please you?”

“Not as much as it will the territories.” 

“Well, if that will…” He trails off with a soft hiss as her nails tease at his abdomen. The
muscles there twitch, and he growls out: “You are trying to distract me.”

“Just a touch.” She smirks. “Is it working, dearest?”

“Why don’t you check and see for yourself?”

The Warrior chuckles and leans in, exhaling softly over the bed of silvery hairs that frame his
cock. She hears him rumble in anticipation as her lips dance along his already hardening
length. She presses a kiss to the head and licks at the wetness that is gathering there.

With no warning, the big man shifts his weight into a half seated position. The Warrior lets
out a breathy shriek of surprise as he hefts her hips closer to his face.

“V-Varis!”

He hums in acknowledgement. She lets out a laugh as his breath and tongue ghost up her
inner thigh.

“How–how am I supposed to focus like this?”



“Just do your best, love. You always do.”

She does, ever the warrior, swallowing down as much of his thick length as she can. She
groans around him as his tongue slides between her folds and spears inside her. The Warrior
pulls back enough to catch her breath before descending again. His hips jerk, thrusting
shallowly, the head of his cock pressing nigh into her throat. She groans, swallowing against
him, trying not to cry out as his tongue steadily fucks the entrance of her pussy.

When she pulls back again, she gasps out: “Please!”

He hums inquisitively into her flesh.

“Don’t waste yourself in my throat, love,” she half demands. “Fuck me, Varis.”

“As my empress commands,” he purrs with a last teasing lick against her clit. The Warrior
shivers at the contact. 

Varis helps her switch her position, her lower half escaping his hungry mouth and moving to
align her hips with his. She wastes no time in parting her thighs and straddling him, fingers
nearly trembling as she guides the head of his cock to her slit. She exhales in an eager gasp as
he again parts her folds and enters her.

The Warrior sits on him in a single, swift motion. She cries out his name as he is hilted inside
her. He echoes with her own name.  His big hands grip at her hips as he begins to move in
urgent thrusts.

“Oh, Varis!” She flexes her hips with each thrust. “I love you!”

“And I–” He grunts. “--you!” 

As he did a year before, Varis pumps into her with an urgent fervor. This time, he stays with
her until the end, holding their hips flush together as his cock twitches inside her. She moans,
delighted at again being filled by him.

“Give me your seed!” she moans, her fingers rubbing needily at her clit. “Please, Varis!”

“You shall have it all,” he growls. His hips twitch again, and one hand moves to cover her
own, guiding her over the edge. She clenches tightly on him as she comes.

“S-soon?” she wonders once she remembers how to breathe.

“Soon,” he repeats. “When we are wed, and you feel ready.” Varis pulls her closer, letting her
weight settle against his broad chest. She can feel the pounding of his heart. “Then, I will
give you a child, my love.”

“We need to start planning the wedding, then.”

He chuckles, and the Warrior lets out a small squeak as he twitches a final time inside her.
“That will have to wait until tomorrow.”





Chapter 70

Sitting in the largest glasshouse at the imperial palace, it is almost difficult to believe that the
Warrior is situated in the middle of a nation that spends most of its year buried under snow
and ice. A nation where the temperature sitting slightly above freezing for a month counts as
‘the warm season’. Even now, looking out across the courtyard that surrounds the building,
she can see lumps of white that have stubbornly held on through the spring thaw.

“So, when does it usually begin to snow again in Garlemald?”

“Hm?” The centurion has their helmet off, and their gray face is turned to meet the afternoon
sun. “It’s still the spring, my Lady.”

The Warrior cranes her neck to look up through the massive panes of the glasshouse. “I know,
but I seem to recall the Emperor mentioning that it snowed on the day he was born.”

“Oh, well. This is Garlemald, it can snow whenever it wants. There have been blizzards in
the middle of spring that wiped out the whole year’s produce harvest. And, there have been
bitterly cold years that didn’t see their first snowfall until after the Long Night festival.” They
stretch their arms over their head. “Last year was pretty average overall.”

“Good to know.”

“Usually the snow starts in early summer. Nothing heavy–maybe an inch a day that melts as
long as the temperature stays above freezing. Enough to stop the crops from growing. By
midsummer it usually gets cold enough that the snow cover starts to build up.”

She makes a thoughtful noise as she studies the black lines of the palace through the glass.
“Everything was well covered in snow by the time I first came here.”

“Aye, I believe it was late in the summer when you arrived.” The centurion picks up their
helmet and puts it back on, being mindful of their long ears. “I’m glad you’ve stayed long
enough to see a whole year here.”

“It’s not as bad as we’ve been told,” she says. “Bad in the fall and winter, certainly. But I
think the Ishgardians would be envious to see grass growing again.”

“That problem is Garlemald’s fault, isn’t it?”

The Warrior considers their question. “That problem is the fault of a few specific people in
Garlemald. The smallfolk can’t be blamed for it, Cas.”

“Of course, my Lady.”

She turns slowly, considering the progress in the glasshouse that has been made over the past
few weeks. The glass panes have all been cleaned and polished, and there has at least been
some trimming of the trees done to prevent them from butting against the glass. The pond is



currently dry, with the magitek components of its pumping and drainage system spread out on
the walkway for repairs.

“We’ve gotten some word of the trade offerings from Ishgard,” she says. “They’re interested
in installing magitek heating equipment, and training of some of their machinists to be able to
maintain it.”

“What are they offering in exchange?”

“Tea, I think.” She smiles at the guard’s disbelieving scoff. “Ishgard tea culture is very
advanced. Far better than what I’ve experienced here. Ser Aymeric was a bit hesitant to
merely have food and drink offerings as their first round of trade from the See, but I assured
him that the people of Garlemald are very big on new culinary cultural experiences.”

“I’ll admit, now you have me curious about what an Ishgardian tea ceremony is like.”

“Maybe we’ll have one together someday. In the empress’ parlor.” The Warrior giggles at the
thought. The centurion feigns a curtsey.

“It would be my honor, your ladyship.”

They share a laugh and depart from the glasshouse.

“Today is the day correspondences from around the empire are delivered,” notes the
centurion. “Every Levinsday.”

“The whole empire? Seems inefficient.”

“Oh, I don’t know. You would have to ask His Radiance about that. It’s just all delivered at
once, and sorted, and then I guess he and the senators and whatnot spend the rest of the week
going over the news.”

“I’ve never paid much attention, honestly.” In truth, the Warrior has noticed that a large pile
of correspondence will appear on Varis’ desk from time to time, but she has yet to take note
of it being on a specific day. It simply seems to appear like magic. “I wasn’t aware they were
receiving news from Bozja every week, since I don’t always get a letter from Zenos.”

“Oh, well. I’m certain that the prince is quite busy with his duties. You know, being a terror
to everyone within several malms.”

“Watch your cheek when the Emperor is around.”

“Of course.”

“I mean, you aren’t wrong. Varis told me that based on reports, Zenos is primarily just
skulking around the Bozjan territory and intimidating the locals. There’s worse things he
could be doing.”

“Indeed.”



“Though, from what records I’ve been permitted to read, it doesn’t seem like Zenos himself
was causing a lot of the trouble in Ala Mhigo. At least, early on it was mostly the actions of
the soldiers under his command.” She frowns. “Until he led the assault on Rhalgr’s Reach.”

“Do you hold it against him?”

The Warrior blinks and looks at her guard. “I–” She shakes her head. “I don’t know. A few of
my friends were rather badly injured during that confrontation, but they have since recovered.
And Zenos was just… He doesn’t do well when he gets bored. I know that now.” She crosses
her arms over her chest. “But, yes, when it first occurred, I was horrified. Angry with him. It
seemed as though Varis’ fears for my safety had been justified. If I had been there at Rhalgr’s
Reach, I likely would have had to face Zenos in combat that day. And, there’s no guarantee I
would have come out of that meeting alive, or at least uninjured.”

The centurion doesn’t say anything.

“I suppose that I’ve forgiven him, in a fashion.” The Warrior manages a smile. “That’s all I
can do when it comes to Zenos. Forgive, and try to prevent him from doing grievous harm in
the future.”

They are silent for a few more paces before asking: “What will he do instead?”

She laughs. “That’s the big question, isn’t it? Zenos is a clever man, but clearly not even he
has been able to figure out something to do as a pastime that doesn’t involve a weapon but
also doesn’t bore him to violence.”

“I don’t think he would care much for fishing,” says the centurion. She chuckles.

“Oh, I don’t know, Cas. Zenos is a patient enough fellow. Maybe fishing would appeal to
him. A very slow hunt, where you don’t know if your prey will appear, or what exactly it will
be if it does.”

“I-I wasn’t volunteering to teach him, my Lady!” They wave at her. “You’re the Warrior of
Light, you can teach him well enough!”

The Warrior just laughs.

 

She is not long returned to the royal suite when she is joined in the study by her partner. The
Emperor is still fully armored, from his boots to the horns of his crown, and is carrying a
large bundle of paperwork in his arms.

“And here I thought that stuff just appeared with magic,” she quips as he adds the papers to
the existing mess on his desk.

“Well, sometimes a courier delivers it, but I did not want them to disturb you today.”

“I’m surprised they let you carry it all by yourself.”



He smirks. “He insisted on carrying it to the door.”

“Oh, well. I had just started reading, and you are not a disturbance that I mind in my day,
dear.”

“Good. Here, letters for you from the front,” Varis says, his tone cheerful as he holds out a
small stack of envelopes.

“You sound awfully pleased. What, did Zenos write you a letter, too?”

“As a matter of fact, he did.” He clears his throat. “Well, in a manner of speaking. It was
more or less just a paragraph where he detailed recent events and complained that he was
bored. But, there was nothing obviously unkind in his words.”

“Obviously?”

Varis gives a little grunt and deposits himself in his desk chair. He removes his crown and
sets it on top of one of the stacks of paperwork. “He likes to think me too obtuse to notice
when he is disrespecting me.”

“Children are like that. They like to test boundaries.”

“He is twenty-seven, not a freshly blooded teenager.”

“He’s still your little boy, though. In the back of your mind, he still is. You missed out on
much of his growth, and so some of your mental image of him is still that freshly blooded
teenager.”

She watches Varis’ brow furrow deeply.

“What about you?”

The Warrior blinks. “What do you mean?”

“Do you ever write letters to your mother?”

“Oh. No, I don’t. I daresay she probably doesn’t even know that I’m here in Garlemald.” She
taps the letters in her palm. “She didn’t approve of me becoming an adventurer, really. I
refused to stick around in Thanalan, and… we haven’t talked much at all since then.” She
shrugs. “I suppose that Zenos is the better child, in that sense.”

Varis snorts in amusement. “Zenos, the good son. You truly have turned my world on its
head.”

“You’re welcome, dear.”

She looks through her collection of missives. A few are from Eorzea, from officers of the
Fourteenth reporting on the goings-on from their outposts. Likely uneventful, judging from
the lack of any related comments from Varis. There are two letters from Zenos, the



addressing penned in his unsteady handwriting. There is another envelope tucked between
these, but a quick glance reveals that it is not addressed to her.

Please deliver to: C. quo Maristella, officers’ barracks

Curious, the Warrior turns the envelope over in her hands, but aside from this notation there
is no indication of what lies within. She sets her mail down on the arm of the sofa.

“I’ll be right back, this one isn’t for me.”

“I can take it,” Varis says, holding out a big hand. She shakes her head.

“It’s alright. I’ll give it to Cas; it’s addressed to someone in their barracks.”

“Very well.” He shrugs and goes back to picking through his pile of reports.

The Warrior is admittedly relieved to find that the centurion is standing alone out in the
hallway.

“Where are Julia and Annia?”

“On their meal break,” is the cheerful response. “Did His Radiance need assistance?”

“No, no, he’s fine. I actually came out here to see you.” She holds out the envelope. “This
was in my mail.”

“Oh.” They extend a hand, but do not quite reach the paper. “I see. I’m sorry that the courier
wasn’t more mindful in their sorting.” They gingerly pull the envelope from her fingers. “I’m
sorry that you had to waste your time like this, my Lady.”

“Caspian.”

They flinch, and squeak out: “Yes, my Lady?”

She smiles and shakes her head. “I’m not mad at you, Cas. I just want to know why you
received a letter addressed to you, in the prince’s handwriting.”

“O-oh.” They hold the envelope in their gloved hands and look down at it for a long moment.
“Yes, I suppose that is what it is. I wasn’t really expecting a letter from anyone else.”

“But you were expecting one from Zenos?”

“In a fashion. It’s nothing inappropriate, Lady Lux, I promise! I didn’t even want to do it, but
he insisted.”

“You aren’t in trouble. It’s not criminal to receive a letter from Zenos. At least, not that I’m
aware.” She gestures at the letter. “But, could you tell me what this is about, then?”

“It started back when Prince Zenos was deployed to Bozja. He knows that aside from His
Radiance, I am technically the person closest to you in the palace. So, he ordered me to send



him a biweekly missive reporting on you.”

This was news to the Warrior. “Cas, you don’t have to take orders from Zenos. He isn’t your
commanding officer.”

“I am aware, but I also value my neck too much to deny a command from the crown prince.”

“Well then. What do you and Zenos write about?”

The centurion looks at the envelope again and shrugs. “Nothing, really. I write him reports on
how things are here in the palace, primarily about your wellbeing. And, I answer his
questions.” They shake their head. “For all his genius, the prince is almost like an inquisitive
child at times. He’s almost completely clueless when it comes to how normal people, well…
exist. He does not understand how we enjoy the trivialities of our day to day lives. I’ve been
trying to explain it to him, so that he might better appreciate whatever business you’re
engaged in.”

The Warrior considers their words, remembering her own recent conversation with Varis, and
nods. “I’ve had much the same impression of the man. When we first met, he was completely
suspicious of my actions. Didn’t understand why I might be kind to him just for the sake of
being kind, and that there was no motive behind it.”

“Wasn’t there?” they wonder. “Weren’t you trying to get him to like you?”

“Not explicitly. I mean, I can’t force someone to like me. I just… You’re right, Cas. I suppose
he did just strike me as a lonely, overgrown child. So, of course I was kind to him. No one
else ever was.” She sighs. “That being said, you don’t have to humor him and write reports to
him if you don’t want to.”

“I don’t really mind, my Lady. He’s very well spoken and polite. His questions strike me as…
sincere. If not, as I said, a bit naïve.”

“Well… if he ever makes you uncomfortable, just let me know. I’ll speak to him.”

“Alright. Thank you.” Again the centurion looks at the letter. Softly, they say: “He refers to
you as ‘Mother’ in his letters.”

This catches the Warrior by surprise more than the fact that Zenos had requested to be pen
friends with her personal guard. “Does he?”

“He does.” The Elezen sounds embarrassed by their own admission. “Though, perhaps it is
more a title of his own choosing for you. Not ‘Warrior of Light’, nor ‘Lady van Umbrus’ or
something similar. I–I haven’t tried to correct him, my Lady. It isn’t really my place to do
so.”

She smiles. “It’s alright, Cas. Let him call me as he likes. Zenos has never had a mother
before, and I am flattered that he thinks well enough of me to call me such.”

“It doesn’t bother you?”



“It might be a little weird, sure. But… someday others will hopefully call me Mother, too. Let
Zenos be the first.” She thinks the man deserves the honor.

“The Mother of Garlemald,” the centurion quips. The Warrior laughs.

“Perhaps so.” She shakes her head. “At the least, it’s a better term for Zenos to call me. There
are plenty of rather hateful terms he could have chosen instead.”

“Prince Zenos does not seem to me to be a hateful person,” they say slowly. “He doesn’t
really care enough about other people to hate them. At best, he’s the sort to express disdain,
and leave it at that.”

She smiles. “You think so? I thought you were afraid of Zenos.”

“Oh, I am, my Lady. Terrified. I wouldn’t be writing to him were I not.” They rap their
knuckles pensively against their breastplate. “But, I do not think he would hurt me were he
here. I am simply too far below him for him to notice.”

“You are an officer of the empire, Cas. And, on top of that, you are my bodyguard, and my
friend. You were noticeable enough to Zenos for him to demand that you be his spy.”

“I-I–” Their hand clenches on the letter. “I am not a spy, my Lady! I wouldn’t do anything to
betray your trust like that!”

“I know. He’s just following an example set by his father.”

“Are you…” They trail off, absently smoothing out the envelope. “Are you going to tell His
Radiance?”

“Nah. I don’t see why I should.” At the guard’s uncertain noise, she adds: “Do I need to tell
him?”

“No, my Lady!”

“Good. Zenos is an adult, and who he chooses to exchange well-meaningly nosy
correspondence with is his own business. I do trust you, Caspian, and know that if Zenos says
something that needs to be shared with me or the Emperor, you will be wise enough to do so
without hesitation for fear of punishment.”

They nod vigorously. “I will alert you immediately, of course. Thus far, he hasn’t asked or
said anything particularly alarming.”

“That’s good to know.” She smiles and pats the centurion on the shoulder. “Alright, then, I
just wanted to deliver that to you. Perhaps make sure the mail sorter is more thorough next
week.”

“Y-yes, of course.”

 



Varis seems to have already grown bored with the day’s correspondence by the time the
Warrior returns from her brief trip to the corridor. He is leaning back in his big chair, head
tipped so far that his hair has cascaded down the back of the chair. He has dislodged his
reading glasses and is pinching the bridge of his nose.

“Are you alright?” she asks. He grunts and shifts his weight to right himself.

“Fine, fine. Just mulling over some news from Dalmasca.” Varis peers at her. “And you? Is
everything alright with your guard?”

She considers her conversation with the centurion. “You know how we promised not to keep
secrets from each other?”

“Yes,” he says, wary.

“Would it still be keeping a secret if I don’t tell you about their business?”

Varis tips his chin down, and his glasses slide back into place. He makes a thoughtful noise
while studying her face. “Well, now that I know you have something you are not telling me, I
must admit to curiosity. But, Maristella’s business is their own, and you do not have to share
it if it is not anything that would affect their work performance or some other variety of our
personal or national safety.”

“I mean, I’m sure you don’t tell me all of the gossip from the Senate.”

“I wish I could forget most of the gossip from the Senate.” Varis reaches for her, and the
Warrior readily perches on his armored thigh. He kisses her chin. She smiles and tips her
head to return the motion.

“There are good secrets and bad secrets, you know. Good secrets are like ‘I bought you a
present but you can’t have it yet and I can’t tell you what it is’. Bad secrets are like…”

“My grandsire.” She nods, and Varis’ lips pinch with amusement. He rests his forehead
against hers. “No bad secrets, then.”

“Fair enough.” She hums. “Are you hiding any good secrets from me?”

“Mm, none at the moment…” He wraps an arm around her middle and tugs her closer. “Or,
maybe I am.”

The Warrior chuckles and pats his gauntlet. “Don’t you have ever-important paperwork to be
tending to?”

“‘Tis stressful and a bit dull and not what I would like to have to focus on when I have you
available as a very pleasing distraction.”

“I’ll just tell the Senate that you wanted to cuddle instead of working.” She smiles at his little
grunt of agreement. “I’ll stay and read for a spell, and keep you company. At least until it’s
time for supper. You can work for that long, can’t you, dear?”



“I suppose so.” He loosens his grip and kisses her forehead. “What are you reading today?”

“Ah!” The Warrior glances toward the book that she left on the sofa. “It’s a book of Fourth
Era plays that I found in the library.”

“You braved the scary library, all by your lonesome?” he teases. 

“It’s not so bad these days,” she admits. “Since the painting of Emperor Solus was removed. I
don’t feel that… uncomfortable presence there, watching me. Judging me. Reaching its hands
for my throat.”

“Well, I am glad to hear that.” His nose wrinkles briefly. “Why plays, though?”

“Why not? Surely you’ve enjoyed going to the theater now and then during your downtime.
It’s a lovely way to pass a few hours and escape from reality.” She is met by a surprisingly
blank, almost cold stare from her lover. “Don’t you think?”

“I…” Varis looks to the pile of papers. “I should be getting to work, as you said.”

“Varis.” He doesn’t look at her. “It’s alright if you don’t like going to the theater. I know it
isn’t for everyone. I’m sure I could convince Zenos to go with me sometime, he seems the
sort to fancy a good drama. Or one of those splashy murder mysteries.”

“I would prefer not to discuss it.” He waves his hand. “Go read your plays.”

The Warrior frowns. “Alright.” She kisses his cheek and slides off of his lap. Varis is silent as
she picks up the book and settles herself among the cushions. The tome rests heavy on her
knees as she listens to him rustle through papers. After a few minutes of admittedly
uncomfortable silence, she cracks open the cover of the book. The interior of the front cover
has yellowed with the passing of centuries, and half the page is covered in a myriad
collection of handwriting. Upon closer inspection, the Warrior realizes that previous owners
of the volume had written their names. Some are smudged or faded, but the book has clearly
changed hands many times.

At the bottom of the list is a final name, written delicately with dark red ink.

Solus zos Galvus

She tries to imagine the Ascian sitting by the fire with this same book in his hands. Was he
old or young the last time he had turned its pages? Had he read the lines aloud to himself, as
she was sometimes prone to doing? Had he gone to see–

“Ah.” Realization strikes her like a book dropped on a bare foot. “I’m sorry, Varis.”

“Hm?” His grunt is barely audible.

“Your grandsire enjoyed the theater, didn’t he? And you have taken pains to separate yourself
from things that remind you of him.”



Again he is quiet for a moment. Then: “Aye, you have the right of it.” The nearly petulant
tone of his voice reminds her of his son. “It is not the theater itself. There are…were…many
talented playwrights and actors in Garlemald. They flourished during my grandsire’s reign. It
was baffling at times, to see a man with such absolute power so willing to cast it aside and
lose himself in a fantasy.”

The Warrior thinks of her own life, of how often people would gladly set aside their duty and
their quarrels to sit and listen to her tell a story from her adventures. Varis had been no
different on the night Regula had died–he had been desperate for a distraction and begged a
story of her. Even the tomes that clutter the prince’s room are populated by titles of fiction.

“Everyone likes to escape now and then,” she says. “No matter how powerful they are.
Sometimes we just need a break from our normal lives. Your grandsire may have been the
emperor, and a monster and an Ascian with wicked plans, but he was no different from the
common man in that respect. Even he needed a distraction.”

“Are you siding with him?”

She starts to deny the accusation, but stops. “Perhaps I am, in a fashion.” She gestures with
the book. “Even I am not immune to the charms of a bit of fantasy.”

Varis grimaces.

“You said ‘were’,” the Warrior says. “What happened to the playwrights and actors of
Garlemald, Varis?”

She hears his armor clatter as he shifts his weight in his seat, but no other response.

“Varis?”

“I drove them out,” is his sharp response. “Defunded the theater companies that my grandsire
had supported, cut the funding on public theaters, and created a censorship board to weed out
any political naysaying that might arise in the works of the playwrights.”

She looks at him over the back of the sofa. Varis is staring at the surface of the desk, his jaw
tightly clenched.

“All to spite the memory of my grandsire,” he growls.

The Warrior feels pity for her lover as he sits tensely at his desk. How deep the scars left on
his heart by the Ascian must be, she thinks, for him to react in such a way to the death of the
first emperor. Varis’ face turns away. She realizes that he is waiting for her to chastise him, to
call him foolish and immature and incompetent and whatever other horrible things that must
still echo in his mind from his grandsire’s harsh judgements.

“I forgive you.”

The Emperor’s shoulders jerk. “What?”



“I forgive you, Varis. You were just lashing out at him. He was dead, and you could never do
anything to him directly, but you could still do something to hurt something he had enjoyed
in life.”

“I did,” he rumbles. “I hate that man.”

“I know.”

His head whips to face her, and the Warrior cannot help but flinch at the sharpness of his
gaze.

“Why don’t you hate him?”

“I–I’m not sure I can say I hate anyone. Even someone like him.”

His eyes search her face. She does not know what he finds there, but after a long moment his
expression collapses and he bows his head. “I hate him.”

“I know. And, that’s okay, really. There’s no law saying that you have to love the man. I
think. I’m not sure that someone like Emet-Selch wouldn’t impose such a law.”

Varis snorts softly. “Nay, he did not go that far in his vanity.” When he looks at her, his eyes
are wet, and he still seems to be waiting for some reproach.

“You don’t have to stop hating him, Varis. He was awful to you, and he made a lot of other
people’s lives awful.” The Warrior taps her nails on the book’s cover. “But, I’d still like to go
to the theater sometime. With you, if I could convince you to come along. I mean, I don’t
want to force you to do something that you associate with your grandsire…”

“Perhaps,” he says, then stops. He swallows. “Perhaps I can find a way to create better
associations with the theater.”

“No rush.” She gives him an encouraging smile. “Just a thought for the future.”

A tear streaks down the side of his nose. “Are you cross with me?”

“Cross? No, no. Perhaps a little disheartened that you could make a decision that hurt other
people just to spite a dead man, but… No, I’m not mad at you, dear.”

“Hurt people?” he echoes uncertainly.

“You might have just seen it as getting back at your grandsire by removing his preferred form
of entertainment, but you did more than that. You took away the freedoms and livelihood of
the playwrights and the actors and the people who worked in the theaters. And you took away
that bit of pleasant escapism for everyone, from you to the lowest aan.”

“I… that makes me sound no better than the old man.” He grimaces and pushes up his glasses
to rub at his eyes. “No more. I do not want to be like him anymore.”



“Then don’t.” The Warrior gets up and returns to his side. She touches a hand to his brow,
and can feel him trembling under the strain of trying not to weep. “Listen, this is something
you can undo fairly easily. I mean, you didn’t have anyone executed, did you?”

“N-no.” He slumps into her touch. “I believe a few may have been jailed for their
dissension…”

She strokes her hand over his soft hair. “Pardon the dissenters. Restore whatever programs
you defunded. Invite the artists home.” She kisses his brow below his third eye. “If you’re
embarrassed to go back on your word, then just blame it all on me.”

“Blame you for my kindness?”

“That’s right.”

“No. No blame. A gift, for the future empress. A wedding gift even. I will ask the Prima
Vista to return, and perform whatever play you fancy.”

“What’s the Prima Vista?”

“Ah, ‘tis an airship with a theater built into it. My grandsire gifted it to his favorite theater
company years ago. They travel around performing, but I believe they fled Garlemald
after…” He gestures at himself. She takes his hand.

“Then, invite them back, but do not try to order them.”

“Of course.” Varis lets out a soft sigh. “You make being good seem so effortless.”

“You’re getting better at it,” she soothes. She pats his chest. “I know you are a good man,
Varis. Under all the armor and imperial policy and whatever indoctrination the Ascian fed
you. Even he could not change what lives in your heart.”

“You speak as though you have known me for decades,” he murmurs. “Not the short span of
months that we have been together.”

“It is what I believe to be true. It is what I feel. You opened your heart to me–a flower turning
to the sun, as you might say.”

“Mm. I am sorry for snapping at you. I just–”

“I know. He still upsets you.”

Varis nods.

“I love you no less for your woes and temper. Remember that. I am here with you now, for
both the good and the bad parts.”

“Thank you.”



“Thank you as well, my dear Emperor.” She gently tickles a finger against his chin. “I can
only hope that we have many more years to get to know each other even better.”

“My grandsire lived until he was eighty-eight,” Varis says.

“That’s quite a long time.”

He lets out a huff. “I will outlive him.”

The Warrior smiles. “Good. I look forward to many long years together.”

“And I with you, my love.”



Chapter 71

The Warrior waits until after supper to review her mail. She and Varis snuggle on the study
sofa, listening to a lively tune on the radio and sipping from a bottle of Ishgardian-style
mulled wine. According to Varis, that particular import has already taken the upper class
households of the capital city by storm, with import requests outpacing availability within a
matter of weeks.

“Ser Aymeric is reportedly dazzled by the response to the See’s initial offerings, and is quite
eager to find more things to send over for trade trials.”

She smiles as she breaks the seal on a letter. “Perhaps he should just have a pastry chef sent
over for you.” Varis laughs and refills his glass.

“There is a thought.”

The reports from the Fourteenth are unremarkable for the most part. The commanding
officers from various Eorzean castra report on measures being taken to maintain morale
among the troops. The only thing of note is from the officer in charge of Castrum Marinum,
indicating that they had received a representative from Ul’dah inquiring about the possibility
of a Garlean unit doing a security patrol between Cape Westwind and the fringes of the town
called Horizon. The centurion in charge had given a carefully neutral answer, saying that they
were amenable to the idea, but that they could not implement anything like that without order
from higher up.

“Aye, I received a similar report,” Varis says when she shows him the missive. “Although the
sultanate has yet to give me any solid decision regarding Garlemald’s offer, it would seem
that they are looking into things on their own. ‘Tis as good a sign as any, I suppose.”

“Is Ishgard the only state that has made actual arrangements with the empire?”

“Actually, we have also begun to reach an agreement with Gridania.”

“What, really? I thought they wanted nothing to do with you.”

“They do not,” he says, flashing a thin smile. “However, I put forth the remuneration offer
that my advisor suggested–saplings to help with the regrowth of the Shroud. They were
receptive to the idea, but preferred to select their own trees. So, the Elder Seedseer and I
agreed upon a set amount of coin to be paid for the cultivation and upkeep of an amount of
trees in the forest. Additionally, I agreed to send a team of engineers to the Shroud to help
with removal of some Garlean debris and other magitek equipment, so that the…offended
areas could be properly cleansed and returned to the Elementals. Or something to that effect.”

“And after that?”

“After that, we agree to leave each other alone,” the Emperor says dryly. The Warrior muffles
a laugh.



“Well, I’m glad that you were able to come to an agreement so readily.”

“Indeed. Limsa Lominsa and Ul’dah continue to be more stubborn on coming to any accord,
but I will be patient with them.” He shrugs. “Gridania seemed quite keen to have the matter
over and done with, so that they could move on. Ishgard strikes me as motivated to improve
the quality of life for her people. I cannot quite say what the motives of the other two states
are, but I am at present assuming that they are trying to profit from any accord with
Garlemald as much as they possibly can.”

“I can’t really blame them for that.”

“Neither can I. Hence my patience.” Varis shakes his head. “I cannot expect the damage done
by my grandsire and van Baelsar to be wiped away overnight. And, should they not want to
make an agreement, that is their prerogative as well. I simply want them to understand that
Garlemald will be ceasing aggressions against them.”

“I know, dear. But, it will cause discord among the Alliance, seeing as Ishgard and Gridania
have already made relatively positive gestures.” At Varis’ assenting grunt, she says: “Perhaps
van Baelsar was correct in his decrying the Eorzean Alliance as a marriage of convenience.”

“Perhaps.” He returns the missive to her. “Anything else of interest?”

“Oh, I don’t know. I haven’t looked at the letters from Zenos, yet.”

Varis leans back in the cushions and turns his glass in his fingers. “I would not be surprised if
it is not just a paragraph complaining about how boring his new assignment is, and how the
people of Bozja have no spark, and so on.”

The Warrior laughs. “Just be glad he wrote to you at all, dear.”

“I am, I am.” He chuckles. “It may have been the most hilariously formal thing I have read in
recent times, but he still wrote it.” Varis mimics the particular pull of his son’s voice. “‘Dear
Father, I am writing to you this evening to report on the most recent business in Bozja. At
present, this appointment is dreadfully dull.’”

She muffles another laugh. “Oh dear, I hope he didn’t just copy the same thing into the letters
he sent me.”

“He has better manners than that,” says Varis.

The first letter is marked with the same date as the one that Varis received, and, amusingly
enough, it contains more or less the same sentiment as the letter Zenos sent to his father. The
wording is different, however, and the letter includes a short anecdote regarding the locals
staging a brief protest wherein they approached the castrum and pelted the walls with rotten
produce before scurrying back off into the dark.

The second letter is dated a few days later, and is a great deal longer. She makes herself
comfortable and begins to read the letter aloud.

‘ Lady van Umbrus–



I hope this letter finds you in good health. I have heard of no trouble from the capital, and so
I trust that this peace extends to its heart as well. I am faring well. My new arm continues to
function satisfactorily, and I have Aulus here to make adjustments as needed. We are still
having issues with aetheric feedback, but he assures me that they will be resolved before the
arm is needed for proper combat.

My deployment thus far continues to be thin on entertainment, however in the last few days I
have managed to find something to help pass the time.

The region of Bozja is inhabited by a variety of vicious wildlife. I am uncertain how the timid
people of this land have managed to avoid being consumed by them for so long. Wildest of
the beasts in this land are a flock of chocobos. Yes, I scoffed as well upon hearing that the
birds were a threat. However, I have discovered that these red chocobos are of a peculiar
variety that has honed its magical prowess. They are capable of casting destructive magic
when provoked. Being feral chocobos, it does not take much to spook the beasts. The leader
of the flock is a massive cockerel that easily stands three fulms taller than I do. The locals
know well enough to leave the birds alone, but my men have yet to learn better. They have
had several run-ins with the birds, and I must admit that most of the injuries sustained by my
legion since arriving in Bozja have been due to the chocobos. Yesterday, despite the protests
of my cowardly officers, I decided to investigate the matter of the chocobos in person.’

Into his glass, Varis murmurs: “I did not realize the boy was going to take to abusing the
wildlife to alleviate his tedium. Though, I suppose it is better than taking it out on the
populace, as long as he shows restraint.” He hums pensively. “The red feathers from those
chocobos were quite popular with milliners a few years ago. A popular export from Bozja,
when they had little else to offer.”

“I’ll write Zenos and let him know to send some.” The Warrior takes a sip of her wine before
continuing.

‘ I ventured out alone, so as to not endanger any of my soldiers. ‘Twas early in the morning,
when the light was still low and gray. I located the flock roughly a half malm south of the
castrum. Despite the early hour, the beasts were already wary, as though they were aware a
great predator was stalking them. I do not think it immodest to think of myself as such, do
you?’

The Warrior pauses, smiling as Varis muffles a laugh.

‘Though I kept downwind of the flock, the lookouts all kept their focus entirely on me. A poor
tactic on their part, for had I a hunting partner they could have easily taken the birds
unawares from the opposing direction. As I crept closer to the flock, I was aware of the subtle
crackling of aether around the birds. In a fashion, I suppose the malfunctioning of my
magitek arm was a boon in this encounter, as it altered me to the latent surge of aether in the
air just before the birds attacked. What ferocity! The birds showered me with fireballs and
leapt at me feet first. It is as you said, Lady Lux. The talons of the wild birds were sharp as
any dagger, and their attacks readily tore through my cloak. Fear not, as I sustained no
damage from their talons and shielded myself from the volley of fireballs. I knocked several of
the birds aside, and this was enough to deter the majority of the flock from continuing their
assault. In short order I found myself alone with the great leader of the herd.’



“Did Zenos really write you an entire letter detailing his encounter with some wild
chocobos?” Varis leans to look over her shoulder. The Warrior lightly pushes against him
while peeking at the remainder of the letter.

“Yes, it seems so.” She smiles. “I’ll read the rest to myself, if you’d prefer.”

“No, no,” Varis rumbles in amusement and rests his chin on her shoulder. “I’m invested in the
story now. I have to find out how it ends.”

“I’m sure he is victorious,” she says. “Or at least, he doesn’t lose his left hand.”

He chuckles. “Read on then, dear. Let us see what our boy did to the poor gigantic chocobo.”

‘ The bird screeched and stamped his feet at me. I believe he understood that I was not afraid
of him, but he also harbored no fear of me. I was surprised to find that spark of
comprehension in the bird’s black eyes. Greater awareness than I might hope to find in the
dull minds of some of my compeers. It seemed a pity to me that I should slay the beast in the
interest of safeguarding the region. Staring up at it, I thought I heard the words of Emperor
Solus–he is a child of Garlemald, and so too should he be given opportunity to serve
Garlemald. But, what would Father think of me showing mercy to a bird? I quelled any
minute doubts with the knowledge that you would drive sense into his thick skull, as you have
so many times as of late.’

The Warrior glances at her partner, but Varis merely takes a sip of his wine.

“That barely counts as an insult from the boy,” he says. She smiles.

‘With such knowledge in my breast, I faced the towering chocobo–perhaps the greatest
challenge its kind had to offer me. I tossed the tatters of my cloak aside and stamped my foot
back at the beast. The chocobo let out a shrill battle cry and launched itself several fulms
skyward before coming at me with his talons. 

I shall not bore you with the complete details of our battle, as you will likely find it tedious.
However, I will note that the chocobo’s command of magic was indeed impressive. Even the
most skilled battlemages of the empire could only dream of having such a natural control of
destructive magics. It chased me with fireballs and cinder bombs large and small. I say
chased–I rather continued to move away from the beast in order to coax it into further
attacks. Eventually he tired–or ran out of aether with which to cast, I cannot say which for
certain–and settled for trying to bite my head off with his steely beak.

After a few more minutes of struggle, the great chocobo relented. His concession was clear–
he stayed his attack and calmed, lowering his head to the ground and awaiting the butcher’s
blow. I considered striking him down, to make him an example for both his flock and the
remainder of Bozja. Beyond that, the meat would have fed the entire castrum.’

“Do the people of Eorzea truly eat chocobo meat?” Varis wonders. “I thought you used them
for transportation.”



“We do use them for transport, but, well…” The Warrior laughs and shrugs. “Some birds are
meant for riding, some for towing, and some for eating.”

“I see. I am uncertain that I have ever knowingly eaten chocobo. The thought of consuming
the flesh of one of my fluffy comrades is a bit disheartening.”

“Well, the wild chocobos of Aldenard are of a different breed. Their meat is a bit tough,
unless you stew it.” At a distressed noise from Varis, she adds: “N-not that I’ve gone out of
my way to eat a chocobo! I promise, the ones here in Garlemald are completely safe around
me.”

“I hope so.”

She runs her thumb over the last few ilms of writing. “Do you want to hear the rest?”

Varis nods.

‘I chose to spare the bird’s life. 
Though I thought of how Emperor Solus and Father might react, I also thought of what you
would say. You would tell me that the bird had done nothing wrong, that it was merely
defending its flock and living its life as it was meant to. I did not want to disappoint you.

So I told the bird I was taking it into custody, and it followed me back to Lacus Litore without
any bindings. The soldiers had been watching from the ramparts, and did nothing to hide
their dumbfounded reactions as I led the beast into the stables.

Truth be told, I am at present uncertain just what I will do with the bird. I do not believe it
wise to attempt to train it to carry a rider–at least, not within the confines of the castrum.
Already my spies are reporting that the locals are whispering in terror between themselves
that the ‘mad prince of the Garleans’ has tamed himself the beast they call Red Comet. Nay,
the bird has not been tamed, and I would hate to be the one to douse its fiery spirit. I will
keep him in custody for the time being, until I can decide what exactly to do with a giant
firebombing chocobo.

Perhaps I will simply set him loose again. That would give the Bozjans a proper fright.’

The last few lines are followed by a simple farewell, and the prince’s signature. Varis is
attempting to balance his empty wine glass on his forehead by the time she has finished
reading.

“He continues to be a troublesome lad,” Varis muses.

“Zenos didn’t hurt anyone.” The Warrior folds the letter and tucks it back into its envelope.
“Mildly traumatized some chocobos, but he didn’t hurt anyone beyond that.”

“I will have to write back and order him to free the damn thing.”

“Now now, you don’t want to demean his authority in front of his troops, do you?” She
plucks the glass from its wobbly perch. “If it’s not interfering with his duties in Bozja, you
should let him have his fun.”



Varis grunts. “You do realize that Zenos will likely just weaponize the bird for use against the
Bozjans?”

“The bird already weaponized himself, dear. You can’t fault Zenos for that.”

“What’s he going to do, make a pet out of it?”

“We’ll have to wait and see. Did he ever have a pet as a child?”

He tips his head in thought before shaking his head. “Nay, I do not believe so. Grandsire did
not approve of having animals running around the palace.”

“Really? I find that surprising.”

“Mm. Zenos never had any pets, likely because there was concern that he might harm them.
We did try to arrange playmates for him, you know, as Regula was for me in my youth. But
they never worked out. Zenos was too intelligent for his own good, and yet unable to learn
how to socialize like a normal child. He scared them all off. By the time he reached his teens,
he was just… alone.” Varis frowns. “I was mistaken in believing that he preferred to be that
way.”

“You think so?”

“I do now. He took to you like a little duckling, because you gave him the time of day.”

“I gave him the time of day and kicked his ass in combat.”

“That too.” He sighs. “Zenos has been hiding behind a helmet for years now. Plainly
disdainful of his peers and yet absolutely lonely at the same time. And, a year ago I did not
even care.”

“You are both growing,” she says. “I’m very proud of both of you.”

“Perhaps you should tell him that in your next missive. He might like to hear it from you.”

The Warrior smiles. “I think I will.”

 

In the dark of the night they lay in bed together, the Warrior snuggled against her lover’s side
as they mull over the events of the day. When they tire of politics, the conversation turns
toward their future.

“So, when are we getting married?” the Warrior wonders.

“Whenever you fancy,” he says. “As long as it isn’t during the winter.”

“Is this year too soon? Should we wait longer?”

“Do you wish to wait longer?” His hand fills the small of her back with its warmth.



“Not really.” In truth, the Warrior feels as though they have already been living like a married
couple for some time. At least, she thinks this is the case. She has never been married before
to have a point of reference. But the comfort and security she feels at Varis’ side feels old and
familiar and more well worn in than its year of passage would suggest. “Do you?”

“No.” Varis exhales a soft sigh. “Perhaps it is merely my age, but I find myself growing
anxious with waiting.”

“Then, we needn’t continue waiting.”

“Preparations will take a moon at least; there are a variety of customs that have to be upheld
for a wedding, big or small. And as the Emperor and future Empress, we have to maintain
traditions.”

The Warrior considers a timeframe. “Late autumn, then? Preferably a week or so before the
full moon,” she says. “So that we have time to enjoy ourselves properly.”

He catches her meaning. “Ah, yes. Hm. Too late in the final month of autumn puts it
perilously close to the Long Night celebration. Early in the month puts it close to Regula’s
nameday…”

She considers the furrow of his brow. “Middle of autumn, then?”

“Hm. That might be appropriate. I will have the seers consulted for the best date.”

“Sounds good to me.” The Warrior twists a length of his hair around her fingers. “So, the real
question that remains is… Who gets invited to our wedding?”

Varis rumbles thoughtfully. “I assume that you are not questioning who from Garlemald gets
invited. You mean who from your side of the family, so to speak.”

“Yes, from Eorzea.” She scratches her chin. “There are people I would be inclined to invite,
people I consider close friends, or otherwise important to me. But, I am also aware that there
are political considerations that must also be made.”

“‘Tis our wedding, not theirs.”

“I know. But the leaders of the Alliance might take offense if I extend an invitation to only
one of them.”

“You are thinking of inviting Ser Aymeric.”

She nods. “Is that in bad taste? I mean, I know we were intimate, but it’s not because of that.
I still consider him a dear friend.” The Warrior wrinkles her nose. “He might not even want to
attend.”

“And the other leaders might consider an invitation to venture far into frozen enemy territory
tantamount to an obvious trap,” Varis says. The Warrior sighs.

“You’re right. Best not to invite any of them, then.”



“What of your Scions? They are not directly involved with any particular political affiliation,
correct? You should be able to invite them, if you so desire.”

“Of course I want to invite them. They’re practically family.” She goes through her mental
list of Scions. “There are perhaps one or two that might not be the best candidates for invites,
but… I think they would understand.”

“It may be for the best to keep Zenos and that little punchy blonde woman out of the same
venue,” Varis says in a careful tone. “I am certain she is a lovely woman, when she is not
insulting my son to my face.”

“Lyse has her passions,” the Warrior agrees. “She is of Ala Mhigo, and the Ala Mhigans are a
passionate people.”

“Indeed.”

“I have to invite the twins, though. And Thancred will show up even if he isn’t invited, so it
might be safer just to invite him, too.”

“What about your mother?”

She frowns. “I–I told you, we don’t–” The Warrior sighs. “I can write to her, but I’m not sure
she’ll acknowledge it if I do.”

“I won’t force you.”

“I’ll… think about it.” The Warrior isn’t sure what she will do if her mother writes back and
actually wants to attend her wedding. She still remembers her mother’s dismissal in the last
letter she had sent–until the Warrior returned home to Thanalan, the woman wanted nothing
to do with her business. That had been years ago now, before she had ever had her first
introductions to any of the Scions. The only reason she even knows her mother still lives is
occasional correspondence from a second cousin in Gridania, and even that well has dried up
since she came to Garlemald.

Varis seems to have taken measure of her silence, for he says: “You do not have to contact
her. Forget I suggested it. After all, I would take offense if someone suggested inviting my
grandsire to my wedding.”

“Your grandsire and my mother are two completely different issues.”

“I know. But, there is no reason to invite her if she has become a stranger to you.”

“I might still write her a letter,” she says. “If only to let her know that I’m alive and well and
happy.”

“‘Tis up to you.”

She brushes the ends of his hair against her upper lip, enjoying the ticklish softness. “Who
are you going to invite? Outside of the political obligations, of course.”



“Family, you mean? Hm. I had not put much thought into that yet. I will have to invite my
Uncle Titus and his children, of course. Though, that might be as stressful as inviting your
friend Lyse.”

“He seemed cordial enough when I met him.”

“Uncle Titus, yes. The husbands of his daughters are a lot of power hungry peacocking fools.
And then there is Nerva. He and I…um, we do not get along.”

“Then, just invite whatever aunts and uncles you have left and stop at that.”

Varis sighs. “Oh, if only it were that easy.”

They lapse into mutual quiet–a silent agreement to continue discussing the guest list at a later
time.

She asks: “Are you sure we can’t just elope?”, and Varis lets out a laugh.

“If only, my love.”

“It was worth another shot.”

He hums in agreement. They fall quiet again. The Warrior’s dozing is eventually disturbed by
a gentle rumble of a laugh in her lover’s chest.

“Mm?”

“It came to mind… Zenos and the big red chocobo. Imagine him riding that thing around the
streets of Garlemald.”

She smiles drowsily. “How difficult would it be to get parade gear for a ten fulm tall
chocobo?”

Varis chuckles and wraps his arms around her middle. He presses his lips to her hair.

“I will have to look into that.”



Chapter 72

The Warrior knows that spring is drawing to its end even before the first snows fall. She sees
it in the courtyards, in the way the first empress’ flowers shudder in the cold air and wilt back
into the frigid earth. On the last day of the season, she stands in the main courtyard, coat
pulled tightly around her, the afternoon air burning in her lungs.

“It is more a brief spring and a protracted winter, isn’t it?” The Warrior crouches next to one
of the flowerbeds. The larger blooms have withered, leaving only the small snow lilies
standing with their little white and blue petals reaching for the sky.

“‘Tis depressing to think of it in such a fashion,” says her guard. “If the rest of the world can
have a summer and autumn, then so should Garlemald.”

“I suppose so.” She brushes her gloved fingers over one of the blossoms. “I will be sad to see
them go.”

“They will return again next year, my Lady,” they say gently. “They always do. The snow
lilies are as reliable as the snows themselves.”

“Indeed.” The Warrior stands and looks at the centurion. “Do you get tomorrow off for the
holiday?”

“For the Emperor’s nameday? No, not unless you give me the day off. The guard still has to
perform its duties, regardless of holiday.” They shrug. “We usually get some sweets from the
kitchen for the day.”

“Oh. Did you want the day off?”

They chuckle. “Oh, no, my Lady. If you and His Radiance go out for the day, I will have to
make sure you stay out of mischief.”

The Warrior crosses her arms and sticks her lower lip out in an exaggerated pout. “I wouldn’t
have agreed to having a personal guard if I knew they were going to keep me out of mischief.
Where’s the fun in that?”

“Well, His Radiance believes you need supervision for such activities.”

“Yes, yes.” She smiles and shakes her head. “I know Varis has something in mind for
tomorrow, so I didn’t make any extra plans for the day. No surprises, you know? There was
some flutter about throwing a grand party for him among the senators, festivities and presents
and the like, but Varis shot that down pretty quickly.”

“He is known to be a private person, so that’s understandable. But, what kind of gift do you
even get for an emperor?” 



The Warrior stares at them for a moment, and then shrugs. “I don’t know, I was thinking of
just giving him a really good blow–”

Her guard sputters and lifts their hands to their faceplate. “M-my Lady!” They sputter again
at her laughter.

“You’re too easy, Cas.”

“I should know better than to set you up like that,” they say with a sigh. “You don’t have to
share that much with me, my Lady.”

“I’m sorry. I don’t have anyone else to share with,” she admits. “Don’t friends talk about
boys and things like that?”

“Well, yes, I suppose so, but… Perhaps I am not comfortable discussing His Radiance in that
respect.”

“Oh, true. Sometimes I forget that other people are so reverent of him.” The Warrior scuffs
her boot heel against the sidewalk. “What about you? Do you have someone special?”

“Me? Oh, gracious no. I haven’t time for that sort of thing. I mean, do, but–my duty is
everything.” They shrug. “Besides, I’ve been told I am a difficult person to get along with.
Too, um, high strung for most.”

“That’s a pity.”

“It’s alright, my Lady. I enjoy my work. Not everyone can say that.”

“I guess…” The Warrior cannot help but feel a bit of pity for her guard. She knows that she
would be envious if she was made to guard a charge, and had to watch them be all
obnoxiously lovey-dovey around her. “I’m sorry if I’ve done anything to make you
uncomfortable.”

“Not at all. I mean, aside from the mentions of your, ah, private business.”

“I won’t do that to you again, Cas.”

“Thank you.” They clear their throat. “So, you weren’t getting the Emperor anything for his
nameday?”

The Warrior smiles and shakes her head. “Varis said that he doesn’t require any gifts for his
nameday, and so I am holding him to that.”

“People don’t usually mean that when they say it, though, do they?”

“I guess we’ll find out.”

 



Varis is sprawled out on the study couch when the Warrior returns from her afternoon walk.
He takes up the whole sofa and then some, but any discomfort has not prevented him from
dozing off. Several missives are draped over his broad chest, and he still has his reading
glasses on. The Warrior leans over the back of the sofa and watches him sleep for a few
minutes. The big man’s sprawl has pulled the fabric of his shirt tight over his form, and she
has to resist an urge to reach out and grab herself a handful of muscle.

She picks up her current read and sits at her desk, propping her heels up and flipping to the
marked page. After a quarter bell of reading, she hears the rustle of paper and a low grunt
from the couch. Varis sits up slowly, features contorting in some discomfort as he does so. He
blinks the sleep from his eyes and grunts again before shifting his gaze to the desk chair.

“Must’ve dozed off,” he mumbles in greeting. “I should have known better than to put myself
near the siren song of the sofa.” He smiles as the Warrior drops her feet to the floor and
closes her book. “Did I keep you waiting long?”

“I wasn’t waiting, dear, I was reading. You are more than welcome to take a nap if you wish.
You don’t need my permission.”

“I know, I just…” He removes his reading glasses and rubs his nose. “I hate to think that I am
leaving you unattended.”

The Warrior chuckles. “I’m an adventurer, Varis. I’m quite capable of keeping myself
entertained during downtime. Besides, you looked so peaceful there on the couch, and I
didn’t want to disturb you.”

“You should have. My back is going to be sore now.” He gets to his feet and stretches his
arms over his head, fingertips grazing the ceiling. “‘Twas a decent nap, though.”

“Good. I’d rather have you well rested.” She watches as he collects his scattered reports from
the floor. “I take it the latest reports weren’t enough to enthrall your attention?”

“Oh, well. More of the same, I am afraid.”

“That bad?”

“Bad? No, no. I suppose getting weekly reports sometimes makes it feel as though no change
is happening, when in fact the opposite is true.” He rounds the couch and presses a kiss to her
forehead. “In fact, I have some news from Bozja that might interest you.”

“Oh? Do tell. Zenos didn’t deign to write to me this week.”

“He did not write to me, either, aside from basic reports. However, My eyes in Bozja have
reported that the legatus of the Twelfth can be seen daily with his latest fascination--an
enormous red chocobo that had been previously terrorizing the area. The legatus has
apparently dubbed the bird ‘Rufus’, and can be seen going on walks around the exterior
perimeter of the castrum with the chocobo. The bird is not kept on any sort of lead, and
seems to be accompanying Zenos of its own free will.”



The Warrior muffles a laugh. “Aw, Zenos made a friend.”

“It would seem so. He has also been reported to be spoiling the bird with greens, and
personally sees to its grooming.”

“Maybe he should have been given a pet sooner.”

“‘Tis difficult to say if it is truly having a positive effect on him. He is not showing any
greater kindness to his men, and there are bets in place regarding how long it will take for
him to bore with the bird and kill it.” Varis sighs. She pats his arm.

“Even if he does lapse back into his usual violence, it’s a start. Wouldn’t you say so?” She
smiles up at him encouragingly. “Isn’t that what people say? Every journey begins with a
single step. Zenos’ journey might be different from everyone else’s, but that doesn’t mean
that him being nice to a chocobo is meaningless.”

“I–I did not say that it was. I am glad that he has found something pragmatic to do with his
boredom. Even if that thing is a ten fulm tall chocobo that can cast fireballs.”

“He wouldn’t pick something dull.”

“True.” Varis chuckles. “I suppose it would raise some suspicion had he opted for a dull
option.”

“That’s right.” She smiles, reaching up and capturing his cheeks in her hands. “Enough of
Zenos. What about you? What plans do you have for your nameday?” She playfully smushes
his cheeks, and he purses his lips.

“I’ve a surprise for you for tomorrow,” he says. “A good surprise, of course.”

“It’s your nameday, not mine. You don’t need to do something special for me.”

“It is my prerogative if I wish to do something for you on my nameday. And, I did. No
disagreeing with it.”

“Well, you didn’t want a gift from me. What can I do for you?”

The Warrior watches as his eyes unfocus for a long moment. She has almost reached a point
of concern when he blinks and clears his throat.

“We will be having a bit of a date tomorrow. You can wear a green dress for me. I would like
that.”

“Won’t that be a distraction?”

Varis smiles. “If I am lucky.”

 



She rouses before her lover on the morrow, and finds him too peacefully asleep to wake up.
After all, she muses, it is his nameday, and there is no need for him to wake up early. The
Warrior instead opts to take a bath and freshen up for whatever revelry Varis has planned for
the day. She closes her eyes and relaxes, letting the warmth of the water seep into her bones.

“I thought I told you that I did not need a present from you, my love.”

The Warrior opens her eyes and looks to find Varis standing in the doorway. She laughs.

“How are you so sneaky?”

“Decades of practice.” He flashes a calculated pout down at her. “You are bathing without
me?”

“I didn’t want to wake you early on your nameday,” she says. It is easy enough to follow the
line of his gaze, and she laughs. “And I thought it would be nice to bathe without
interruption.”

“I suppose that is fair.” The door frame creaks as he leans on it and rubs his back against the
old wood. His eyes watch her with rapt focus. “Are you done with your bath?”

“I think I’ve had enough time, yes.” The Warrior smiles and shifts her weight to stand. “Do
you want to help me dry off?”

“More than anything,” he says, and scrambles to the side of the tub. He collects the towel she
had placed tubside and nearly drops it as he unfolds the cloth. Varis almost scoops the
Warrior off her feet as she steps out of the tub, wrapping the towel around her and pulling her
close. He murmurs her name into her damp hair.

“I love you, too,” she says.

“You know I would gladly spend the entirety of today in bed with you.” His heavy hands rub
the towel against her shoulders and arms. “‘Tis a pleasure, simply to be at your side.”

“But, you can’t stay in bed with me all day, you have to maintain a public face.”

He nods. “Just so. However, as everyone else takes it as a day of leisure, so shall I. So shall
we.” She giggles as his hands and attention linger on her breasts. “But, um…”

She prompts: “You have a surprise for me, yes?”

“I do, I do.” He stares at her skin. “It will be in the afternoon. We shall take the midday meal
in the dining room, as the head chef has insisted on making a very large cake for me.”

“I’ve never heard you object to a very large cake.”

“And you hopefully never will. But, there is not room enough in our little dining area for an
emperor’s nameday-sized cake.”



“Now I’m curious as to what you consider a ‘large’ cake, dear.” She squirms as his hands
move down her sides and brush the cloth over a ticklish spot. “You’ll let me have a piece,
won’t you?”

“Of course.” Varis stares at her belly button for a long moment. “I think I need something
sweet before breakfast.” He wraps the towel around the Warrior and hoists her off her feet.
She laughs and wraps an arm over his shoulder.

Varis totes her into the bedroom and gracefully deposits her on the bed, towel and all.

“I just took a bath!” she manages through her giggles. He grins and slowly folds back the
towel.

“Indeed, my love, and so I must make sure that you are thoroughly clean.”

 

An ‘emperor’s nameday-sized’ cake apparently amounts to two massive tiers covered in
rolanberry buttercream frosting. The Warrior is certain even the most ostentatious of the
masters of the Ishgardian high houses would blush at the excess shown in this otherwise
straightforward cake. The Warrior eats two slices–the cake is as exceptionally delicious as
she would have expected from the imperial bakers. The Emperor himself partakes in quite a
few more pieces, but even with his consumption there is a great deal of cake leftover.

“The rest is to be shared with the palace staff and guard,” Varis says. As though responding to
an unseen cue, Julia and Annia burst into the dining hall with their helmets tucked under their
arms. Caspian trails after them, helmet still on, their hands clasped uneasily over their
breastplate. Varis’ guards salute before making a beeline for the cake.

“Happy nameday, Your Radiance! Thank you for sharing your bounty!”

The Warrior watches, amused, as the girls cut off generous chunks of cake and deposit
themselves at the far end of the table. The centurion doesn’t move.

“Go ahead, Cas,” she says. “There’s plenty of cake to go around.”

“Are–are you certain? I didn’t wish to intrude, but they insisted I come along.”

The Emperor takes a sip of wine. “Would you feel more at ease were I to order you to have a
piece of cake, Maristella?”

The guard nods mutely.

“Very well. I order you to partake in a piece of my nameday bounty.”

The centurion salutes. “Thank you, Your Radiance. Happy nameday, sire.”

Varis nods and waves a hand. “Go ahead.”



She watches as the centurion goes to the cake, cuts themself a modestly sized piece, and then
sits down at the end of the table next to the other guards. Looking back at Varis, she notices a
peculiar glint in his eyes. It is something almost wistful as he watches the guards.

“That was very kind of you, Varis,” she whispers. He blinks and shifts his gaze to her.

“‘Tis custom, if you are given sweets on your nameday, to share the bounty with those in
your household. It brings good luck to those who receive of the gift, as well as the giver.” He
smiles wryly. “I suppose it also reduces the odds of someone poisoning nameday sweets.”

“Who would do such a wicked thing?”

“My grandsire,” he deadpans. The Warrior muffles a laugh.

“I should know to expect that as an answer by now.”

“I do not know for certain that he was guilty of such an abuse of the nameday festivities. But
if anyone was going to…” He trails off as he again looks down the length of the table. “What
say you to a dinner party?”

She blinks. “Tonight?”

“No, no. Not tonight. In the future. Host a few senators and their spouses, or something like
that.”

“If you want to, I can’t stop you.” The Warrior smiles. “It would be a chance to meet more of
the people you work with in a more casual setting.”

“Not until later, of course,” Varis says. He turns his glass slowly in his fingers. “Until after
we are wed.”

“It’s up to you, dear. I’m in no rush.”

“Neither am I.” Varis pulls out his pocket watch, the blue glow of the magitek briefly
illuminating his face as he flips open the lid. “It is nearly time for your surprise.”

“I hope it’s a surprise that you can enjoy as well,” she says. Varis’ nose wrinkles for a brief
moment, which only serves to pique her curiosity.

“We shall see.”

 

The Emperor leaves the distribution of his nameday cake in the hands of his guards. The
centurion doggedly follows along as the royal couple returns to their quarters, and stations
themselves in their usual spot across the hall from the doors.

“I could use a nap after all that cake,” says the Warrior. This elicits a chuckle from Varis.

“The frosting was quite heavy,” he says. “I suppose that could make you a bit drowsy.”



“I just want to flop in bed and use you as a big pillow.” She stretches her arms over her head
and gives him a suggestive look. Varis clears his throat.

“As tempting an activity for the afternoon as that might be, we do already have plans.” He
gives her bottom a pat. “We can reschedule the nap and cuddle for later today.”

“Fair enough.”

The Warrior perches on the edge of the bed and watches as Varis changes into his court attire.
She thinks he looks quite dignified in the long black coat and its brassy epaulets. When he
offers to help her get dressed, she laughs and swats his hands away.

“If you help me get dressed, then we’ll never leave the room,” she says. “That’s why you got
dressed first, silly.”

“Such cruelty on my nameday.” He winks at her, smoothing a hand over his red sash.

“It’s not cruelty, it’s foresight.” He laughs and shakes his head.

“I will, at the least, continue to supervise your dressing. In the event you need assistance, I
would be remiss to ask anyone else to grant you aid.”

“Ever the gentleman.”

Varis takes her place on the bed and watches as she undresses. His hands remain still, pressed
to his knees, but his eyes take in her every movement. She laughs while wiggling into her
underclothes.

“You act as though you’ve never seen me in the nude before.”

He barely blinks. “Every time is a fresh delight.”

“Simple pleasures.”

The Warrior selects a green dress from those that the Emperor had commissioned for her
during the previous year–one that she has never worn for any great length of time due to
being summarily stripped from it as soon as her lover sees her wearing it. Even now his eyes
light up as she retrieves the gown from its hanger and pulls it on. His boyish delight is
enough to bring another laugh to her lips.

She manages to dress without direct interruption, and then goes into the bathing room to
brush and braid her hair. When she emerges again, Varis is waiting for her, a long red length
of silk in his hands. The Warrior smiles and holds her arms out while he pins the sash into
place.

“You just want an opportunity to grope me,” she teases.

“Denial would be a lie,” he says, and gives her a kiss on the cheek. 



“So, when are you going to tell me what we’re doing? Where are we going? Do I need to
wear a coat?”

“This is Garlemald,” Varis says with a chuckle. “You should always wear a coat.”

“And, the rest?”

“Soon.”

 

As Julia and Annia are still busy with cake duty, the centurion is the only guard who
accompanies the Emperor and the Warrior on their way to whatever activity that has been
scheduled for the afternoon. Varis leads the way through the palace. At first, the Warrior
thinks they are heading to the airship docks, but shortly before reaching the lift to the docks
they turn down a different hallway and proceed to a lift that she does not recall having ridden
before. The lift they take here rattles its way heavensward for what feels like a peculiarly
long amount of time.

“Are we going to the roof?” she wonders.

“Something like that.”

The lift releases them onto a short platform that seems to ring the lift shaft itself. The walls
are set with massive sheets of glass that let in the vibrant light of the day. The sky is pale and
blue and brilliant, and the palace itself stretches out below where they are standing. A handful
of well dressed people are already present, mostly busying themselves with looking out the
windows. A few salute the Emperor’s arrival.

“A party?”

“Not exactly.” Varis gently guides her past the assemblage, around to the opposite side of the
platform. There exists a small extension connecting to a gangway, and moored here is a sight
that causes the Warrior to let out a small gasp of delighted surprise.

An airship hovers above the palace. It is far more massive than any non-warship she has seen
before, colored in stately red and glimmering silver and gold. It is a wonder in itself that the
thing manages to stay aloft, let alone to do so with its engines making nary a whisper.

“The theater ship Prima Vista,” Varis says. “Back in Garlemald for the first time in more than
two years.”

The Warrior takes in the grand form of the airship, and cannot help but wonder about the man
who had commissioned it and gifted it to his favored theater company. What had the Ascian
stood to gain from such an expenditure? It might be useful as a means of spreading imperial
propaganda, yes, but beyond that she cannot fathom any other ill intent from the gesture.

“It’s beautiful,” she whispers. Varis makes a low noise of agreement. She looks at him. “Did
Emperor Solus make regular patronage of the theater company?”



“He was their entire bankroll,” he says. “The Prima Vista used to be a regular sight in the
skies over the palace. It would be fair to say that grandsire took as much delight in viewing
their performances as he did distressing me.” He frowns briefly. “Not the same delight, of
course. There was never malice in his enjoyment of the theater.” He stares hard through the
window, and jerks bodily when she touches the back of his hand.

“Thank you for permitting them to return,” she says. “You didn’t have to.”

Varis sighs and looks away from the airship. “No, I did not. But, you were right, as you often
are. It was unfair to make other people suffer simply because of my hatred toward my
grandsire.” He flashes a wan smile. “Be not mistaken–they did not return for me or my gil.
They returned for their art, for their people. For you.”

“Did they say that?”

“I did, yes,” a voice chimes behind them. They turn, and find a neatly dressed man with dirty
blond hair standing behind them. He gives a polite half-bow. “Lady van Umbrus, it is an
honor to meet you.”

“This is Jenomis cen Lexentale,” Varis says, gesturing at the man. “Owner and playwright of
the Majestic Theater Company.”

“Ah, yes. Emperor Solus’ pet playwright, wasn’t it?” The Warrior smiles at the man. The
playwright clears his throat, a faint blush warming his cheeks.

“Guilty as charged, I’m afraid. Emperor Solus was the best patron a man such as myself
could hope for. His loss was sorely felt.” He glances at Varis but hurriedly returns his gaze to
the Warrior. “Thank you for your interest in the arts, your ladyship. I am certain it will be of
great benefit for Garlemald.”

“Thank you for agreeing to return to Garlemald,” she says. “I’m sure it was not an easy
decision for you to make.”

“Indeed. However, it would be foolish of me to refuse a gesture of peace and goodwill from
Emperor Varis and the future empress.”

“Thank you all the same.”

“Lord Lexentale has been generous enough to agree for the company to perform a play not of
his own writing today. Instead, they will be performing one from the book you were reading
recently.”

“Lord Avon is undoubtedly the greatest playwright of the Fourth Era,” says Jenomis. “I can
only aspire to leave behind so great a collection of works.”

“My grandsire heaped a great deal of praise upon your genius, Lord Lexentale. I am certain
that you are well on your way to creating your own legacy.”

The playwright still does not meet the Emperor’s eyes. “Thank you, Your Radiance.”



Jenomis hastily thanks them again and excuses himself.

When they are alone once more, she says: “He doesn’t like you.”

“Of course he does not like me.” Varis rests his hand on her hip and pulls her flush to his
side. “I ruined his livelihood and threatened his life. ‘Tis wondrous he can manage to be civil
with me to my face.”

“He is an actor,” she notes.

“I am aware. It speaks volumes of his desire to make good with a new patron that he would
be polite to me.” He gives her a squeeze. Coyly, he adds: “Did you not know? You are the
new sponsor of the Majestic Theater Company.”

“Where am I getting the gil for that?” She tilts her head to look up at him. “Being an
adventurer doesn’t really provide that kind of coin, you know.”

“Mm. As the empress you receive a stipend for personal use, and a small percentage of the
national budget shall be set aside for your public usage.”

“Oh? I wasn’t aware of that. What kind of stipend do you get, Varis?”

“I am the Emperor,” he says. “The entire empire is my stipend. However, I try not to lean into
any superfluous spending.”

“Really? I’ve seen your wardrobe, dear.”

Varis grunts. “Believe me, my wardrobe is rather miniscule compared to that of my grandsire,
unless you are counting literal dimensions. I still recall being told by my earliest advisors that
the only thing that kept the empire from going into debt thanks to his spending was further
conquest.”

“I was just teasing.”

“I know.” He still pouts for a moment. “Will you protest me gifting you with pretty gowns to
wear?”

“I don’t need a new dress for every single event, and you know it. Get me a few proper
gowns to wear to state and court events, and I’ll be fine.” She observes his lingering frown
and sighs. “You can get me a few pretty green frocks to peel me out of as well, if that will
make you happy.”

“It would.”

The Warrior looks up at the airship again, and then considers the other people who are on the
platform. “Did you invite others to see this play?”

“I did,” he says. “Any of the palace guard and other staff that are off duty today were invited
to attend, along with their partners and children.”



“And the ones that are working today?”

“There will be other showings later in the week.”

“Oh.” She squeezes his side. “Thank you, Varis.”

“You needn’t keep thanking me,” he grunts, an embarrassed blush coloring his cheeks. “I am
merely doing as I should.”

“Well then, how am I to show you my gratitude?”

“Actions speak louder than words, my love. You standing here at my side speaks volumes.”
A faint squeak of alarm from the centurion is the only warning the Warrior gets as Varis
bends to kiss her.

Against his lips, she whispers: “If that is the case, then I shall continue expressing my
gratitude to you with absolute clarity.”

“I look forward to it.” Varis looks to the sound of Lord Lexentale announcing the opening of
the airship. “But first, we have a play to take in.”

The Warrior smiles up at him, and offers her hand. “Lead the way.”



Chapter 73

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

A few weeks after Varis’ nameday, The Warrior stands in her parlor and admires the newly
installed curtains. The heavy fabric is colored a dark cerulean and threaded with a pattern in
silver. She pulls back a curtain and ties it into place before gazing down into the courtyard
below. To her surprise and soft delight, the Warrior notices a dusting of white on the half
desiccated leaves of the decorative flora, and more of the powdery white lazily descending
among the dark walls of the palace.

She smiles, a feeling that all is well in her world settling in her breast, and studies the rest of
the room. It is still only half-finished, in need of rugs and couches and the like. A bookcase
has been installed–somewhat low and broad, its shelves occupied by a scattering of books
that have been extracted from either the library or storage. The Warrior looks forward to
accumulating more tomes to fill the space, but does not see it as a pressing rush. The table
that serves as her impromptu desk is at present partially covered in a new selection of fabric
swatches for upholstery and yarn samples for future rugs. 

A few pieces of mail have been left on the table. The Warrior still finds it a fanciful thing, to
have her own office like some person of import. Many would be quick to tell her she is such
a person, but the Warrior herself still feels no different than she did nearly a decade before
when she first set out from Thanalan. The weight of her deeds and titles sometimes feels like
cloak that she can still take off and set aside at will.

The letters are a tangible reminder that this feeling is indeed illusory, and that once she and
Varis are wed, the title of ‘empress’ is not something she will be able to cast aside for an
afternoon.

There is a missive from the cohorts at Castrum Centri, reporting that they have recently been
given permission for a patrol to pass through Revenant’s Toll in exchange for aiding the
locals with their ongoing gigas problem at the Sons of Saint Coinach’s digsites. The soldiers
are apparently quite excited to get a chance to be of use somewhere that isn’t the fetid
swamp. An accompanying letter is from Rammbroes of the Sons, expressing polite gratitude
for the new support and extending the Warrior an invitation to visit the digsite near the
Crystal Tower.

Last in the pile is a letter of peculiar shape. Its paper has a noticeable curve to it, and upon
untying the ribbon keeping the letter closed, she realizes that it is in fact a scroll that was
opened and then refolded. At the top of the page there is a note scribbled in different
handwriting from the rest of the page – Apologies. All mail from unapproved sources must be
reviewed before delivery. Cheers, Briana eir Aisblaet, Royal Imperial Mail Assessor.

A scan of the heading reveals that the letter is from Doma. This comes as something of a
surprise. The Warrior has heard nothing from anyone in Doma since her last venture there
more than five months previous. She knows that Doma has remained in communications with



their former conquerors, as the castrum there is still active, but no word has been sent to her
directly.

The letter has been sent from the royal house of Doma, but a quick glance at the bottom
shows that it was penned and issued by a secretary and not Prince Hien himself. It is an
invitation to an event early in the autumn, set to celebrate the first anniversary of the
liberation of Doma. She wonders if this is in bad taste, especially considering her somewhat
unpleasant interaction with Prince Hien during the winter.

Lady van Umbrus, as the one responsible for the freeing of our nation, we would be most
honored if you would grace us with your presence during this time of celebration.

The Warrior wonders if Varis received a separate invitation to the event, or one at all. It
seems almost pointed, this invitation, as it includes no mention of Garlemald or its ruler
explicitly.

Her musing is interrupted by a knock on the door. The centurion peeks in.

“My Lady, you have a guest.”

The Warrior blinks and looks up from the letters. She isn’t expecting any guests, although she
would not be entirely surprised if Thancred just showed up in the palace one day without an
invitation. She wouldn’t mind such a visit, though perhaps it might lead to the palace guard
getting a reprimand. She considers the centurion’s tone–a bit uneasy, but not anxious. The
unexpected guest is, at the least, not a physical threat.

“Alright. Thank you, Caspian, you may let them enter.”

She smooths her hand over her blouse to brush away a few stray threads and waits as the
centurion disappears. The door creaks further open, admitting a lone man. He is tall and
slender, his face the echo of a familiar shape and his eyes a murky shade of gold. The man’s
attire bespeaks of his affluence and standing, as does the careful grooming of his slicked back
brown hair. He is carrying a cane despite having perfect posture.

The Warrior schools her expression. She doesn’t need to show her immediate distaste of the
man–whoever he is, he definitely believes that he is important. She forces a placid, vacuous
smile onto her face as the man takes a few steps into the parlor and lets the door swing shut
behind him. If he means to intimidate her while they are alone, his plans immediately go
awry when the door opens again and the centurion steps inside. Her guard stands at rest
between the man and the exit. The man casts an irritated glance back at the guard.

“Is he really necessary?” he says. “Shouldn’t he be standing guard in the hall?”

“There are other guards already manning the corridor,” she says, finding it difficult to talk
through such a forced expression. “And my guard is welcome here in my parlor. I’m not sure
if the same can be said for you, Lord…”

The offense on the man’s face appears sincere enough to the Warrior. “Lord Nerva yae
Galvus, prince of Garlemald. You would do well to remember that, girl.”



“Well, that explains how you managed to get into the palace,” she murmurs. The man
grimaces. 

“Any citizen of the empire can enter the palace during the daytime, provided they are not
armed.”

“You are armed, are you not?” The Warrior gestures at the cane gripped tightly in the man’s
hand. She relaxes her expression and lets the false smile fade. “That certainly looks like a
weapon to me.”

“I would think that even a simple savage would know a walking stick when they see one,” he
says with a sniff. He tenses as she steps away from the table and slowly approaches him. The
Warrior holds out her right hand.

“Might I see it?”

“Why would you want to look at my cane?” He does nothing to hide his suspicion. The
Warrior forces a glib tone when she replies.

“You can tell a lot about a man from his weapon.”

He lets out the faintest of grunts and rests the shaft of the walking stick in her open palm.
“Very well.”

The Warrior inspects the cane while the man slowly looks around the parlor. It is crafted from
some hardwood and painted black with golden accents. The handle is in the shape of a
hawk’s head, fashioned from brass. She notes the man’s initials–NyG–along with the imperial
emblem carved into the underside of the beak. 

She also notes a pattern of wear on the paint about halfway down the shaft. A weapon indeed,
the Warrior muses.

The man clears his throat. “My father met with you not long ago. Spoke well of you. I
thought I would come and see for myself the woman that my cousin has chosen to be his new
bride.”

“Well, you’ve come to the right place.”

“Indeed, Lady van Umbrus.” Nerva frowns. “So, this is to be the empress’ parlor, is it? I
remember when it was the office of my grandsire.”

“It is.”

He looks in the direction of where the great black desk one sat. “I visited him here a few
times. Grandfather Solus was an absolute nightmare.”

She doesn’t waste breath agreeing with him.

“In truth…” Nerva’s voice fades in consideration. “I never knew Uncle Sabinus, but my
father spoke well of him. Truthfully, I always felt somewhat bad for Varis. To be forced to



grow up here, in the Emperor’s shadow. I might come and visit and squirm in discomfort
while listening to the old man spew his vitriol. But, at the end of the day, I got to go home. I
got to leave this place, and eat supper with my parents, and have my mother kiss my eye
before I went to bed.”

The Warrior holds out the cane. “Do you think Varis resented you for that?”

“Of course he did,” says the man as he reclaims his weapon. “He was orphaned and thrown to
the lions. Raised to be a lion, though that man is no lion. He is naught but a meek little lamb
wearing stolen claws.”

She stares at him. “What can be said, then, for a lion that refuses to use its claws for the good
of its pride? Is he better or worse than the lamb?” There is something gratifying in the way
the man’s jaw clenches as he glares at her.

“I would not expect a savage child of Eorzea to understand the needs of the great nation of
Garlemald.”

The Warrior knows he is trying to goad her into some sort of misbehavior–there is familiar
contempt in Nerva’s tone. She wonders if he realizes how much he sounds like his grandsire.

“You certainly care a great deal for your homeland.”

“Of course I do.”

“Tell me then, Nerva. When was the last time you raised a blade for the safety of Garlemald?
What enemies have you faced, what troublesome beasts have you felled? Prince Zenos gave
his arm for Garlemald. What have you sacrificed for the empire?”

The man wrinkles his nose. “You should know better than to compare me to that troublesome
child. My contributions to the empire are far greater than he could ever hope to achieve.”

She gives him an expectant look. “Do share.”

He stares at her. “I haven’t the time to explain my accomplishments in a fashion that you
could understand.”

“I see. Well then, you should probably be on your way. You certainly have more important
things to be doing with your time than chatting with this little savage.”

“Quite right.” Nerva blinks, and his lips curl in a sneering smirk. The look is unsettling with
how familiar it is to the contemptuous look that Emet-Selch gave her months before. “Let me
do you a favor, Miss Umbrus, and tell you not to get comfortable here. Women never seem to
last very long in this palace. There is no reason for me to believe that you will be any
different.” His smirk tilts cruelly. “If anything, I am surprised that Varis has not already
grown bored of you and cast you aside. There is certainly nothing of interest about a vacant
little thing like you.”

She swallows down the anger that spikes it way up her through and tries to force its venom
from between her jaws. “Well then, I am fortunate that Varis is not of a like mind with you,



little prince.” 

Nerva’s mouth opens, but she doesn’t let him speak.

“I have suspected for some time now that it does not take much to be a prince here in
Garlemald. Many men are born into the title, but few are they that are worthy of rising to
become the emperor.” She bats her lashes. “After all, your father certainly wasn’t capable of
it.”

“You rude little–”

“I will tell you who I am, Nerva yae Galvus, since you seem to be blissfully unaware. I am
not just some pretty little savage girl that your cousin took a liking to. I am Lux van Umbrus,
legatus of the Fourteenth. I am the hero of Eorzea. And, I am the Warrior of Light, charged
with the duty of protecting this star. If you have a problem with any of that, I suggest that you
leave my parlor and never return.”

He stares at her, eyes wide and mouth wider. There is a faint squeak as his fingers clench on
the shaft of his cane.

Behind them, the door swings open and her guard steps aside. The Emperor strides into the
room. He does not stop until he stands only a fulm behind the other man.

“Nerva,” Varis barks, and his cousin jerks bodily and pivots to face the Emperor. There is a
spark of anger in Varis’ eyes, one that the Warrior recognizes as different from the one
present when he faced off against his grandsire. Fury, without an onz of fear to temper it.

“Varis,” the other man replies, arrogant tone pinched off to a squeak. He takes a step back,
but Varis still towers over the man.

“What are you doing here, Nerva. You have not stepped foot in the palace since the death of
Emperor Solus. And you certainly were not invited here today.”

Nerva takes a moment to collect himself before replying. “Why, I merely came to visit.
Father told me that he met your bride-to-be, and I wished to see just how charming she was
for myself.”

“Uncle Titus met with Lady van Umbrus in the early days of spring,” Varis growls. “And it is
summer now. Why wait so long?”

“I am a busy man.” Nerva gives an airy sniff. “Perhaps not so busy as an emperor, but still
quite preoccupied with my own business. Matters of greater import than taking time out of
my day to meet your mouthy little bed warmer.”

“Leave. Now.”

“Hmph. You needn’t try to order me, Your Radiance. I was already on my way.”

They stand silent as the prince flounces his way out of the parlor, snapping at the centurion to
get out of his way as he departs. When the door has closed, Varis crosses the parlor to her and



stoops to fold himself over her in a hug. He exhales in a huff against her hair.

“Are you alright?” she whispers.

“Fine, though I could ask much the same of you, dear. You looked ready to spit when I
entered the room.”

“I’m better now.” The Warrior raises her voice and calls to her guard. “Caspian? Could you
fetch some tea for us? I need something to drink.”

“Of course, my Lady.”

She guides him over to the table and half-pushes him into a chair. His armor rattles as he sits.
The Warrior perches on his knee before he even has time to reach for her.

“Did he do anything to you?”

“No, no. I mean, he was trying to intimidate me, but I’ve definitely met worse.” She touches
his jaw and rubs at a bit of stubble there. “He did not touch me, if that is your concern.”

“Nerva has a vicious temper,” says Varis. “At least, that is what I have heard from his
people.”

“He… seemed to me the sort who was used to getting what he wanted.”

“Spoiled, yes. Uncle Titus saw to that. ‘Twas why he never had to serve in the imperial army-
his father whined at Emperor Solus until grandsire exempted him from service. He did not
wish to endanger his only son.” Varis sighs.

“Nerva does not have to be invited to our wedding,” she says.

“I have been considering that, yes.”

“In fact, I would rather he wasn’t.”

Varis makes a noise of surprise. “The Warrior of Light’s infinite benevolence has finally met
its match?”

“Oh, trust me, it is far from infinite. I’ve punched a merchant before.” Varis barks out a
laugh, and she shakes her head with a sigh. “Why did he choose today to visit, I wonder.” She
watches Varis’ thin brows knit together for a moment.

“Difficult to say, though I have heard rumors that Lady van Corculum has been somewhat
sour with him as of late. The Third legion returned to its duties yesterday after their usual
seasonal break, so perhaps Nerva needed an outlet for his frustrations.”

“Would I have gotten in trouble for breaking his nose? I wanted to punch him, but I had to
settle for being a bitch.”



Varis rumbles with a laugh. “I would have likely have had to issue an apology on your
behalf.”

“Would have been worth it.”

He leans and kisses her forehead. “Indeed. I will have to speak with the head of the guard to
determine why no one thought to deter Nerva from entering the palace. He knows he is not
permitted here, prince or not.”

She tips her head back to smile up at him. “He struck me as something of a fool.”

“Did he?”

“Mm-hmm. Claimed that you were a meek little lamb, and not a lion like the rest of your
family.”

“Ah. Well.” Varis grunts unhappily. “I was something of a shy child. Perhaps it is that to
which he was referring.”

“He meant it as an insult. But, he neglected the fact that little lambs grow into big strong
rams that are just as ferocious as any lion.”

“Do you think me a ram, then?”

She gestures at his crown. “You do wear horns.”

Varis chuckles, but the sound trails off into a sigh. “I am no lion, indeed. Nor the dragon that
my crown implies. But, I will gladly be your aries, if you should fancy.”

The Warrior laughs and leans in to kiss his chin. “You need not be any beast at all, my dear. I
am happy with you as my man.”

“Thank you.” His tips his face to join his lips with hers. They only separate when the door
opens to admit the centurion.

“The kitchen brewed you a pot of Coerthan black,” the guard reports as they set the tea tray
down on an empty spot on the table. “Along with some suggested pastries.”

“Ah, more from the latest trade shipment, to be certain,” says Varis. “Very good, Maristella.”

“Thank you, Cas.”

The centurion salutes and returns to the door. The Warrior pours tea for herself and her
partner, and watches him take a long drag of the hot liquid.

“Now then,” she says, once he has selected a pastry and bitten it in half. “Did you really
come charging in here just to scare off your cousin? I could have done that myself, you
know.”



“I know.” He considers the delicate little confection in his hand. “In truth, I had finished my
last meeting for the morning, and was wanting to come and visit you. Then I was given word
from Julia and Annia that Nerva had been seen entering the palace and making his way to the
throne room. Except, he never traversed all the way to the throne. He stopped here instead.”

“Like I said, I think he was just trying to intimidate me–though, to what end I am uncertain.”

“Nerva is very dedicated to the well being of Garlemald. As is his father, and as am I. He
just… has a different attitude about it all, I suppose. He lets being a prince get to his head.”

She smiles into her cup. “You never flaunted being a prince when you were growing up?”

“Who was I going to flaunt it to? My grandsire? My uncle? My tutors? They all knew who I
was, and not one cared a whit for it. Even Regula treated me as a friend before a superior in
private.”

“Perhaps it isn’t something that you had to say for people to understand. You have a certain
dignified carriage. Even without the crown, it’s easy for people to know that you are
important.”

“I am only as important as I have made myself. Being a prince is practically meaningless
here. Nerva is still sour that Uncle Titus did not claim the throne and secure himself an easy
ascension.” Varis picks up another biscuit and shoves it into his mouth.

“What does he do, anyways? You know, for his important business.”

“Mm. Like his father before him, Nerva holds a seat in the Senate. Though that, like his seat
of authority over the Third Legion, was all given to him by Emperor Solus. As of late he
tends to sit in Senate meetings and try to find ways to second-guess the intent behind the
orders I give.”

“Isn’t that what they’re supposed to do?”

Varis just huffs. She smiles and pats his arm.

“He’s gone now. Let’s talk about something more pleasant. Like… wedding plans?”

“Might I plan to have Nerva on the other side of the world during our wedding?”

She muffles a laugh. “Okay, less complex than wedding plans.” The Warrior reaches for the
swatches. “You can help me pick out a fabric you like.”

Varis considers the samples, and then looks up at the curtains. “What is this for?”

“Cushions for the couches that will be brought in for guests and myself to sit upon.” The
Warrior grins playfully at him. “You can pick out one that you’d like to see me sprawled out
indecently on.”

“Indecently, you say? That is a high order indeed.” Varis holds out his hand. “Let me have a
look.”



 

In the afternoon the Warrior makes her way to the royal library. Annia had earlier mentioned
to her an old storybook that would explain some Garlean wedding customs to her, and so she
has set herself to the task of locating the old tome. The library is as quiet as ever, but she does
not find it as unsettling as she did upon her first arrival. The spot at the crest of the stairs is
vacant, waiting for a new painting to cover the empty wall. The portrait of Emperor Solus has
been relocated to elsewhere in the palace, destined to spook any wanderer who happens to
turn down the wrong abandoned hallway.

She considers the contents of the lower levels of the library. These are mostly dedicated to
works of fiction, while the upper level houses writings of non-fiction–histories, scientific
journals, and the like. The library lacks a proper catalog, and so she has been forced to
randomly search through the stacks. The Warrior does not entirely mind, as in the course of
her search she has come across quite a few other interesting titles that she has set aside for
later reviewing. She is flipping through the first few pages of a tawdry novel obtained in
ancient Belah’dia  when the old doors creak open.

“Apologies for the interruption, my Lady,” the centurion says after stepping into the library.

“It’s alright.” She glances at the door as it closes. “No more unwanted visitors?”

“Just myself,” they say. “I hate to interrupt you, but I wanted to, um… run something past
you.”

The Warrior closes the book and adds it to her stack. “Hm? Go ahead, Cas. I’m listening.”

Her guard fidgets their hands for a moment. “It’s about your wedding, my Lady. Or rather,
afterwards. I wanted to ask your permission not to accompany you and His Radiance when
you journey out on your honeymoon. More than likely Julia and Annia will be in attendance,
and so my additional presence will not be necessary.”

She tips her head in thought. “I won’t order you to come along if you don’t want to, Cas. But,
what would you do instead?”

“A whole lot of nothing would be a grand thing to do for a week or two,” they say. “I haven’t
had that much time off to myself in years. I thought it would just be–” They look at the floor.
“It just seemed like an opportunity to have a break, my Lady. It’s fine if you don’t want to
approve the personal time.”

“I didn’t say that. I was just curious what you were going to do.”

“Sleep in, maybe go into the city for a meal, spend the afternoons reading in the
glasshouse…” They wring their hands again. “I know it doesn’t sound like much, but I don’t
need much, either.”

The Warrior smiles. “I think that sounds like a lovely way to spend a few days.”

“Y-you do?”



“Sure I do. Just don’t let anyone try to force you to cover a guard shift for them on your days
off, okay? You’re my guard, and I can order you to enjoy your holiday.”

“Thank you for being so understanding, my Lady.”

“Of course.” The Warrior looks back to the shelf before her. “Now, where was I…”

“What are you looking for, if I might ask?”

“Oh, just a book Annia mentioned to me. ‘The Flute and Fiddle’, I think was the title. It’s an
old storybook, and supposedly it covers some of the local wedding customs.”

“Why would Emperor Solus have kept a storybook in his royal library?”

“Well, his children grew up here, as did Varis. I suppose there was some need for fictions to
keep young minds both entertained and educated.”

“Ah, that is true.” The centurion half turns to consider the shelves. “I could help you look, if
you’d like?”

“That’s a great idea, Cas. Two sets of eyes might have better luck at finding a single title in
all of this.”

“I would be glad to be of assistance.”

They spend a few minutes in silent seeking, fingers gliding over the spines of long neglected
tomes. The Warrior’s mind wanders, and she thinks of the letters she received this morning.

“Hey Cas. Do you remember Doma?”

“Hm? Of course I do, my Lady. I mean, it wasn’t all that long ago.” There is a smile in their
voice. “And, it was the first time I had the honor of accompanying you.”

She nods. “I got an invitation from Doma to attend a celebration in the autumn. One for the
anniversary of the freeing of their nation from the shackles of Garlemald.”

“Oh. I see. Are you going to go? I will go with you, of course, should you choose to attend.”

“Of course you will.” The Warrior shakes her head. “I’m not certain, to be honest. I know I
should go–it would be rude of me to deny their invitation. But, I spoke with Varis about the
subject over lunch, and he did not receive any such solicitation. It was very deliberately sent
only to me.”

“That seems almost an insult to His Radiance,” they say in a careful tone.

“I thought so, too.” She sighs and moves to the next shelf. “Varis told me that I was welcome
to attend the celebration if I desired, or to go for political propriety even if I did not. But, it’s
up to me, he said…”



“His Radiance is quite kind, to treat you as an equal and not just another person to order
around.”

The Warrior gives a startled laugh. “Why, that is because we are equals, Cas. Varis may be
the emperor, but he and I are partners.”

Her guard is quiet for a moment. Then they say: “Yes, it does appear that he is in agreement
with that sentiment.”

“I’m glad you think so.” She scans the closest books. “Whoever implemented this library
without any sort of cataloging system truly was a wicked man.”

“You know of Sharlayan, yes? I’ve heard that they have an unbelievably massive library, and
it’s all managed with magic and mammets and the like.”

“Mammets? They must be very clever in Sharlayan.”

“That is what they’re known for.”

“Yes, I’ve heard that as well.” The Warrior considers the stacks. “Maybe the empress can
have some sort of magitek system set up for tracking all of these books. It may not rival the
libraries of Sharlayan, but between all of these books and the ones in storage…”

The centurion chuckles. “A worthy task for the empress.” They rest their hands on their hips
and sigh. “What is His Radiance doing this afternoon?”

“More meetings.”

“Perhaps he could spare Julia and Annia for a bit. If they’ve seen this book of yours before,
then they might be able to help us find it more quickly.”

She laughs and claps her hands. “That’s a wonderful idea, Cas! I’m sure that His Radiance
won’t mind me borrowing his guards if it’s for a good cause.”

The centurion lifts their hand to their ear. “Shall I page them?”

The Warrior grins. “Aye, please do.”

Chapter End Notes

This week marks the second anniversary of the beginning of A Gentleman of
Garlemald! Two years and they're still not hitched, oh dear... 
Thank you all for reading, and I hope you continue on to the end!



Chapter 74

It is Annia who finds the book, crowing victoriously as she retrieves the old leather-bound
tome from a shelf. She delivers it to the Warrior with an excited flourish. The Warrior
considers the tome–’The Flute and the Fiddle’, as promised. A date inscribed in the front
cover indicates that the book was transcribed nearly a century before, when Garlemald was
still a republic.

“Of course you would be the one to find it,” Julia teases. “You probably knew exactly where
the book was!”

“No, no, I wasn’t the one who put it back on the shelves,” says Annia. “I suppose I found it
more easily because I had read it before.”

“Several times.”

“Don’t say it like that, sister!”

The Warrior smiles. “Thank you all the same for your assistance.”

“It really is a charming little story, my Lady,” says Annia. “It makes me happy whenever I
read it. A lowborn fellow playing his fiddle wins the heart of this highborn, and the highborn
tries to learn to play the flute so they have something to talk about. He’s utterly rubbish at it,
but the birds in his courtyard take pity on him and–”

“Don’t spoil the story for her!” Julia hisses at her sister.

“Oh, right, right. Apologies.” Annia salutes. “I hope you enjoy it, Lady Lux. And, if you
want to talk about it with anyone, you know where to find me!”

“Thank you, Annia.”

Julia salutes before nearly dragging her sister out of the library.

“I believe she knew where it was,” says the centurion. The Warrior chuckles.

“Perhaps so, but at least now we have what we were looking for, eh?”

“Indeed.” They look at the book in her hands and hum thoughtfully. “I wonder what the birds
did for the highborn?”

She smiles. “I guess we’ll just have to read and find out.”

 

The next morning, the Warrior’s menses begins.



“Ah,” she says as she stands in the bathroom and glares between her thighs. “That explains
why I took so readily to biting that fool’s head off yesterday.”

“He deserved it,” Varis says. “Nevermind that unpleasantness. Is there aught I can do for
you?”

“I am well stocked with painkillers and toiletries,” she says. “And I have a book to read.” She
smiles wearily over her shoulder at him. “You mustn't keep using me as an excuse to skip
your Senate meetings.”

“I will if I so desire.”

“Well, I will suffer more sweetly knowing that you are suffering in your meeting without
me.”

“That is a bit sadistic, my love.”

“I know. That’s just how I’m feeling this morning.” She reaches for a towel.

“I understand.” He kisses her brow. “Know that I am loathe to leave you, and that you can
reach me through our guards should the need arise.”

“Of course, dear. Thank you.”

 

After cleaning up and activating her heating pad, the Warrior settles on the study sofa to read.
She quickly dozes off, and is woken some time later by a gentle shake to her shoulder.

Varis leans over her with a soft smile. “That interesting of a book?”

“Oh, hush.” She smiles and lightly swats at him. “What are you doing back already?”

“‘Tis time for the midday meal,” he says. The Warrior rubs her face.

“Gracious, I didn’t mean to take several naps in a row.” She winces as she shifts her weight.
Her heating pad has gone cold, and her painkillers have begun to wear off. “I’m sorry.”

“No need to apologize. In fact, I come bearing a gift of sorts.” He holds out a small cream
colored piece of paper, neatly folded in half. “Technically it was given to me, but I am
forwarding you the message.”

“What’s this?” The Warrior takes the paper and unfolds in. A short note is written in
impeccably neat handwriting.

Varis–

I spoke with Nerva last night over supper, and learned of his day’s misadventures. My
apologies for the disrespectful behavior of my son toward your bride to be. She is a charming



young woman, and I look forward to seeing what she accomplishes as the empress of our fine
nation.

–Titus

Surprised, she looks up at Varis. She gestures with the paper. “Your uncle sent you this?”

“Aye, with the morning missives. It would seem that he is not as keen about burning bridges
as his son is, but then he has always been more diplomatic than most.”

“That is something of a surprise, all things considered.” She holds out the paper, but he
shakes his head.

“No, you keep it. I want you to have it as a reminder, in case the old man ever goes back on
his word.”

“Very well.” She folds the paper over a few times and sticks it into the pages of her book.
“Do you expect him to go back on his word?”

Varis is quiet for a long moment as he considers her question. Then: “I do not know.”

“Do you trust your uncle, Varis?”

He blinks. “Of course I do.”

“Even though you fought over the throne and tried to have each other killed.” She watches
Varis’ brow furrow at the inquiry. “I know, that wasn’t so much a matter that was either of
your’s faults.”

“Grandsire was to blame, yes. Everyone expected him to name me as his successor. He had
been preparing me for the duty. But he died without naming anyone… For the first day there
was a lull, as though no one knew exactly what should happen. Then the Populares thought to
encourage Titus to make a bid for the throne, and as High Legatus I was equally encouraged
to do the same.” He absently strokes his fingers over her hair. “Knowing what I do now, I
suspect grandsire did not name his successor as part of his Ascian schemes. But, Titus is my
father’s brother. I cannot permit myself to hate the man, even if we were at each other’s
throats, and no matter how different our ideologies might be.”

“I am glad you feel so.”

Varis whispers: “Titus has to be there. My father cannot be.”

“Oh, sweetheart…”

He gasps and shakes his head. “No, no, I did not mean to cause tears.” Varis stoops over the
couch and scoops her up, book and all. She laughs and swats his arm.

“I’m not crying, silly. And neither am I an invalid.”

“I know. Humor me and let me carry you while my back still permits.”



“Very well. I need to freshen up in the bathing room, then we can have lunch.”

“As thy ladyship commands.”

 

Over the next few days, the Warrior spends some of her spare time reading the book. Though
she finds the tome and its story enjoyable, she cannot deny that there is still something
undeniably foreign to her when it comes to the couple’s courting rituals and eventual
marriage. There is a strange rigidness to everything–rules to be carefully followed lest
something go horribly awry. The Garleans may not believe in gods, but they certainly are still
beholden to some unseen vengeful force of the universe.

She mulls over her time with Varis while reclining on the study sofa, and wonders if he is
subconsciously bothered by how unconventional–in Garlean terms–their relationship has
been. He has never really shown indication of such. Even if nothing has bothered him in that
respect, the Warrior still feels incredibly out of touch with the plans for their wedding. She
grew up with the idea that a bride would at least be able to pick out the flowers for her
wedding–but thus far discussions of Garlean weddings have included no mentions of flowers
at all, and neither have considerations of their wedding included her.

Varis is at his desk, going through that week’s missives from throughout the empire. She
drums her nails on the book’s cover.

“Varis,” she says, staring up at the ceiling. “How strict are the rules about Garlean
weddings?”

“What do you mean?” His response is immediate, as though he has been waiting for her to
break the silence between them. 

“I know that Garlemald is big on its traditions and superstitions and whatnot, but just how
rigorously do the standards for a Garlean wedding have to be adhered to?”

“Well, I–” He shifts in his chair. “I am the emperor. I have an example to set for the rest of
the empire. You know that.”

“You’ve said as much before. But, that doesn’t answer my question.” She frowns. “It’s our
wedding, Varis. Don’t I get any say in it? Don’t you?”

“I do not need a say in the ceremony. I had none in my first wedding. Why should this one be
any different?”

“Because this is not the same situation as your first wedding. You are not a 19-year-old
lacking any agency, and I am not some complete stranger that your grandsire has selected to
be your broodmare.” She shakes her head. “You are a man grown, old enough to have
grandchildren of your own. And I am the woman who loves you, and who hopes that one day
we might be as good of friends as you were with Regula.”

The Warrior can hear his breathing, but he remains otherwise silent.



“I just want to have some say in everything.” She looks at the book. “What I’ve heard of
Garlean weddings so far sounds lovely, but it isn’t entirely like what I am accustomed to
when I think of weddings in Eorzea.”

Stiffly, he says: “Things must be done in a particular way.”

“Why? Who are you worried about disappointing?” The Warrior sits up to look at him.
“Really. I know the tradition is important to you, but are the people of Garlemald going to be
up in arms if you make some variations to the typical wedding?”

“I can think of a few, yes.”

“What about the Garlean territories? Do you make them hold to your precious standards, too?
Did your grandsire make them throw away all of their cherished customs and principles when
he conquered them? He took away their gods, did he take away everything else that mattered
to them?”

“I–” Varis’ jaw clenches. He chokes out: “I do not know.”

“You are a better man than your grandsire, Varis. You should care about these things, because
they matter to the people that you rule.”

He looks away, and she sees his jaw move as he grinds his teeth.

“You can’t care just about the Garleans. If you don’t care about your subjugated peoples, they
will know it, and they will continue to revolt and rebel and cause endless strife and heartache
for everyone involved.”

He bites out: “What would you have me do–dismantle the whole empire?”

“Yes, if you aren’t going to take care of it.”

Varis’ head snaps around to glare at her, and his golden eyes gleam with fury at her
suggestion. She meets his gaze.

“You do not know what you suggest.”

“Perhaps not, but I still mean what I say.”

His nostrils flare, but when he inhales again he blinks several times. The Warrior does not
miss the wet sheen of his eyes as he looks away again. His shoulders jerk with another
breath, and her name catches between his teeth and tongue.

“Tell me, then,” he says, voice straining low out of his throat. “How do the weddings differ
where you come from? I ought to know.”

The Warrior sets the book aside and rises carefully from the sofa.

“Well. I should start by saying that there is much the same between the two lands. A wedding
is a time of celebration and love and… usually a fair amount of cake, depending on the



available finances. After the wedding there is usually some sort of party, and there’s music
and dancing and revelry…”

“That does sound similar,” he murmurs.

“But, the peoples of Eorzea–and of the lands folded into Garlemald–are a varied bunch, so
every community has its own unique wedding customs. All of them do have one thing in
common: their gods. A wedding is usually done in dedication of one or more of the Twelve.
In Ishgard they stand before an image of Halone, and in Ul’dah there are offerings made in
honor of Nald’thal. I would imagine that they make similar sacraments to Rhalgr in Ala
Mhigo, and so on.”

“Why?” he wonders. She shrugs.

“I can’t say I really know what drives men to be faithful. Maybe it’s just nice to feel that
there’s someone out there looking out for you and your loved ones.”

“Garlemald lost its faith a long, long time ago,” Varis says slowly. “It is difficult to feel that
any higher power is looking out for you when you are outcast and cast out from your
homeland, forced to scrape by in a frozen wasteland when your people are guilty of no
greater crime than simply being different. You have seen the cold and dark of Garlemald’s
winter. That would sap even the most faithful after a few generations.”

“I know. And, I’m not saying that the Garleans need to change, though–” she cannot help but
smile “--I think you might find something to like in Halone.”

He just grunts. The Warrior leans against the back of the sofa.

“In a fashion, I suppose you could say the only thing Garleans are faithful to is the snow
itself. That is why the primum and secunum –the bride and groom–both wear white at the
wedding ceremony. The white represents the snow, which cares not for the status of the
person it falls upon. It holds all in equal regard, and thus the married couple are equal
partners in their relationship.”

“I had been wondering about that. The book I’m reading referred to the men as wearing their
‘sacred whites’ to the wedding ceremony, but didn’t elaborate more on the subject.”

“That is correct. The wearing of white is quite important, and something I would be
unwilling to change for our wedding. It is… important to me.”

“I understand.”

“What…what sort of changes would you be wanting to make? What do you want from our
wedding?”

She rubs her hands over her face. “I don't know, to be honest. I need to think on the matter.”

“Take your time.”

 



The Warrior leaves their quarters and takes a short walk to clear her head and loosen her
muscles. The centurion trails after her, but chooses not to disturb her musing. She tries to
keep her thoughts empty, but they keep returning to the angry look on her lover’s face at the
suggestion of disbanding the empire. She thinks: I might as well have told him ‘You are a
failure, Varis.’ 

She wonders if she reminded him of his grandsire in that moment, and prays that this is not
the case.

Varis is still in the study when she returns, his seemingly interminable pile of
communications sorted into a few stacks.

“There is mail for you,” he says. She notices a faint tremble in his arm when he holds out the
envelopes.

“I didn’t mean to upset you,” the Warrior says. She takes the letters, and folds her free hand
around his.

“No, it–you had every right to say what you did. Yours is just a fair assessment of affairs as
mine own. You are my advisor, after all.”

“I know, I just… I guess some of this has left me feeling out of sorts.” She gives his hand a
squeeze, and feels a returning pressure.

“I am not angry at you. And, I will make sure that you are included in more of the wedding
planning.”

“Thank you.” She gently extracts her hand and returns to the sofa. Varis clears his throat as
the Warrior begins to look through her mail.

“I received a short missive penned directly by one of the purported leaders of the
underground resistance movement in Bozja,” he rumbles. “They wanted to know what
exactly I was playing at with the behavior of the new legion in their province, specifically its
legatus.”

“Oh?” The Warrior glances up from a letter sent by Castrum Centri. “What has Zenos done to
them now?”

“He has completely ignored them,” Varis says dryly. The Warrior lets out a laugh.

“Oh, that must be driving them mad, then.”

“I believe Gabranth’s men were easier to provoke into mild skirmishes.” Varis chuckles.
“Zenos does not yet believe they are worth his time.”

“Imagine, your rebellious efforts being ignored because someone would rather play with his
chocobo.” The Warrior smiles as she notices familiar handwriting on an envelope. “Speaking
of which, I’ve a letter from Zenos.”

“He only sent me a requisition list this week.”



“Well, I’m sure he knows by now that I will share the contents with you. He needn’t write the
same letter twice.”

“Fair enough.” Varis shifts his weight and waits patiently as the Warrior opens Zenos’ letter
and peruses the contents.

 

…The days here in Bozja continue to be filled with naught of note. My spies speak of the
usual dissatisfaction amongst the locals, and of the attempts to assemble something
resembling opposition to their Garlean masters. However, this contention fails to show its
face to me, and even at our outposts the officers report no noteworthy activity. Perhaps they
are biding their time; perhaps they simply mean to bore me to death. At times I nearly find
myself missing the Ala Mhigans–their rebels were tactless, but far more spirited.

To pass the time I have been seeing to the education and exercise of my chocobo. Thus far
Rufus has taken well to his training, and responds to whistles and commands as well as any
hunting hawk or hound. He has made himself at home in the castrum, and my men have taken
to viewing him as something of a mascot. I find no cause to dissuade them from such–soldiers
in good spirits perform their duties with fewer complaints.

Yesterday, I led a patrol out to a small farming village a malm from the castrum. We receive a
small amount of supplies as an annual tithe from the village, but also check on their well
being a few times a moon because their productivity is vital to the survival of the surrounding
towns. We were greeted at the gates first by a handful of children, tiny things standing no
taller than my knees. They were holding a handful of greens each and politely asked if they
could feel Rufus. I obliged, and while they fed the chocobo, a few of the adults spoke with me.

These farmers are a timid lot. They are not warriors like us, Lady Lux. They are the sort of
people you would show patience and open mindedness with, and so I have tried to do the
same. The village adults showed me several sheep that had been slain by the local wildlife,
and spoke of their little shepherd girl who was badly injured by the same beasts. The
villagers have often spoken disdainfully of the previous legion, and how little was done to
keep the wilds of Bozja safe for its inhabitants. 

At the people’s behest, I led my men to where the beasts made their lair. Rufus led the charge,
and my men finished routing the dishonorable beasts. A number of them fled, but enough
were culled that the village should be safer for a time. Afterwards, I spoke with the injured
shepherd. A little Hrothgar maiden, not even fourteen summers to her name. She wept more
for the loss of her wooly charges than her own injuries. I was impressed by her gallant spirit,
and told her parents that if they chose, she would be welcome to do some training at the
castrum so that she might better fare against wild beasts in the future. They were reluctant,
but the girl showed some interest.

There may be hope yet for the Bozjans to entertain me…

 

“Will Zenos be invited to our wedding?” she asks. Varis grunts in soft surprise.



“Of course, should he choose to attend. Why do you ask?”

“I don’t know.” The Warrior runs her thumb over the paper. “What if he’s busy?”

“I cannot imagine anything that would prevent Zenos from coming to our wedding,” says
Varis. “Not for me, mind, but for you.”

“I didn’t–” She looks at the letter. “I didn’t do anything to deserve such esteem from him.”

“Whatever you did, it meant the world to him.” Varis smiles. “And, to me.”

“I…” She feels the heat of a blush on her cheeks, and busies herself folding the letter and
tucking it back into its envelope. “I was just doing as I should.”

“Thank you.”

The Warrior turns the envelope in her hands. She thinks of the weddings she has heard of and
seen in her younger years. She recalls what is missing from Garlean weddings, and gets to
her feet.

“Flowers.”

“Hm?” Varis is visibly confused by the seeming change in subject. “What about flowers?”

“I want to have them at our wedding. In Eorzea, most weddings have flowers. The bride
carries flowers, and they are used for decorations. Even in arid places like Thanalan, flowers
are still a necessity.”

He rumbles in thought. “Flowers have always been a costly expense here in Garlemald, as I
am sure you can imagine. It was long ago deemed a better allotment of resources to use other
decorations for weddings. Ribbons and the like. Things that can be reused and repurposed.”

There is a pinch of disappointment in her belly. “I understand.”

“But–this is a special occasion. And you have connections, yes?” Varis licks his lips.
“Perhaps something could be imported for you. Maybe some still alive, that could be later
planted in one of the glasshouses, so that there would be less protest over the waste.”

“You wouldn’t mind?”

“Not at all. If you want flowers, my love, then you shall have them.” He holds out his hands.
The Warrior sets the letter aside and folds her hands in his. She smiles and kisses his brow.

“Thank you, Varis.”

“If flowers will please you, then I will fill the whole damned throne room with flowers.”

She laughs and kisses him again. “That won’t be necessary. Though, maybe I can convince
you to put a few flowers in your lovely hair for me?”



“Ah, well–I ought to be wearing my crown during the ceremony. As will you, afterwards.”
She blushes anew when he adds: “A pretty little crown for my pretty little empress.”

“And I still say you should get something lighter to wear, yourself.”

“Bah.”

She squints at him playfully. “What about a flower crown? For the wedding, I mean.”

“If you would like. I think you would look lovely in a crown made of flowers.”

“You should wear one too. We have to match. Equals and all, right?”

Varis’ cheeks pink. “Indeed, my love, that is the custom.”



Chapter 75

The weeks of summer flutter past with the same steady ease as the snow that falls upon the
capital of Garlemald. The Warrior loses track of time, only reminded of its passage by the
weekly mail deliveries and the annoying repetition of her menses. Her days are busy, filled
with work on her parlor and the glasshouses, as well as partially overseeing the preparations
for their upcoming wedding. The world seems a tentatively peaceful place as the summer
shuffles on–there have been no new reports of Ascians, the Eorzean states and Ala Mhigo
have reached cooperative agreements with Garlemald, and even Bozja has been warming to
the peculiarities of their present viceroy.

The Warrior knows the tranquility will not endure. Something will happen to shatter it like a
careless child on a frozen pond. Still, she hopes that it will last a few months more. Let her
have a few more months before she has to continue actively worrying about the safety of her
friends and family.

She hopes, and forges ahead.

Now, summer and its snows are well settled in, coating Garlemald in its familiar blanket of
white. The Warrior pauses in writing a missive to the cohort at Castrum Occidens, and peers
out into the courtyard below her parlor. White and gray on black–potentially dismal, but the
monochrome has also come to feel like home to her. She thinks of Zenos, busy playing lord
of Bozja. Does he ever get homesick for the nearly interminable snow? Or is he indifferent to
the weather around him, as he is to nearly everything else in his life. She makes a mental note
to inquire about the weather in Bozja in her next letter.

The Warrior finishes her missive, signing and sealing it before putting the envelope into a
small basket that has been placed on her desk for outgoing mail. She still thinks it a
peculiarity--the Warrior of Light having a desk like some businessman or politician–but
reminds herself that this is the empress’ desk, not the Warrior’s. Besides, the desk itself is
small and fairly indiscrete. The only indulgence she allowed in this setting was a comfortable
chair to go with the workspace.

When done with the business of the legatus of the Fourteenth, she makes her way alone back
to the royal quarters. The centurion has taken the day off, taking a bit of personal time to deal
with their bodily discomforts. The Warrior does not mind the solitude, as it affords her a bit
of time to leisurely make her way down the corridors and greet the guards in passing. 

There is music playing in the study upon her return. The Warrior finds this a touch curious, as
she knows that Varis is supposed to be in meetings until late in the afternoon. But there he is,
garbed in his armor and standing in front of the cabinet where the radio is housed. He has his
back to the door, so she cannot see his face, but she can see a piece of paper in his hand.

Gently, she calls: “Varis?”

His broad shoulders jerk just enough to cause his armor to rattle. Varis murmurs her name,
but does not turn to face her.



“Are you alright? I thought you were in meetings with the Senate all day.”

“I called for a brief recess,” he says. His voice is tight, and belatedly she realizes that he has
been crying. Immediately she goes to his side and presses a hand against his elbow. The
Warrior does not ask what troubles him–she knows that he will tell her should it be in his
heart to do so.

“I received a letter today.” Varis gestures with the piece of paper.

“It isn’t mail day.”

“I know. It was sent by special post, through a courier directly from Bozja.”

“Bozja? Did something happen to Zenos?”

For a beat he is silent, then: “No.” Varis relents the letter, hand trembling briefly as he holds
out the paper. The Warrior takes it and reviews the contents. The missive scarcely counts as a
letter, being naught more than a paragraph penned in Zenos’ handwriting.

‘Father–

I know that you do not require a reminder that the anniversary of Uncle Regula’s passing is
swiftly approaching. When that date arrives it is my intent to perform a memorial ceremony
with my legion. We will honor the dead with offerings of the appropriate libations and song.
Please inform me if there are any other preparations that you wish to be made.’

The Warrior reads it twice, before looking up at Varis. “Zenos sent you this?”

“Aye.”

The contents explain the tears, she thinks.

“I’m sorry, Varis. I hadn’t realized how close we were to… to that day.” The Warrior shakes
her head. “I’m afraid I don’t know the exact date that… Regula died.”

“I would not expect you to know the date,” Varis says. “I, of course, do not have the leniency
in my heart which will ever permit me to forget. It was a strange day, to lose one light in my
life and gain another.”

She doesn’t know how to respond to that, so she holds her tongue. Varis goes over to his
desk, and gestures at the calendar affixed to the wall. He reaches and taps his finger on one of
the boxes. The date is circled with black ink. “This is the day.” He taps the next day. “And,
this is the day you first came to Garlemald.” He stares at the calendar, the corners of his
mouth turning down more than usual. “It is difficult to believe that it has been nearly a year.”

“In some ways, it feels to me like it has been longer than a year,” she says. “Perhaps that was
just the darkness of the winter playing tricks on me.”

“I find myself of a similar mind. As much as part of me yet thinks that if I were to send for
him, Regula would still come to me, another part finds it equally difficult to remember a time



when I could not do the same for you.” He lowers his hand to the desktop. “You are both
indelibly etched upon my heart.”

“That’s a good thing, Varis.”

“I am gladdened that you think so,” he says. “You have a generous heart, but I already knew
that. Many other women would be drawn to jealousy over a dead man.”

“Regula had you first,” she says pointedly. “If anyone had reason to be jealous of your
affections, it would have been him.”

“Bah. Regula was happy for me when I–when I fell for you. He teased me, and said you were
out of my league. But, he meant well. He would not have been so kind over the matter had he
not approved of you.”

The Warrior smiles. “Then, I will continue to strive to meet his expectations.”

“I trust that you shall.” He grunts softly and moves a few pieces of paper until he uncovers a
sheet of parchment. It is covered in his handwriting, each letter inked with precision and
formality. 

“Hm? What’s this? Bit fancy for a letter to Zenos.”

“‘Tis no letter, but it was Zenos’ word that put an idea into my head. His thoughtfulness is
unexpected, but I believe it should be shared. And so, I am going to institute a new holiday.”
Varis gestures at the parchment. “This is a formal declaration for the holiday–a memorial day,
for all the people of Garlemald who have perished in service to the republic and empire.
From the highest legatus, to the greenest of conscripts. All should be remembered.”

She beams up at him. “That’s a lovely idea, Varis. I know Regula would be proud of you, and
honored that you would choose to remember him in this fashion.”

“Yes, I felt much the same. This way, he will always be remembered.” Varis’ brows pinch,
and he looks freshly mournful. “Regula never married, because of me. Because he loved me,
and believed in me, and chose to pursue greater heights in the service of Garlemald rather
than settle down and raise a family. Because of me. He said as much, years ago. Regula left
behind no heir, no one to carry on his legacy. That is left to me.”

“To us,” she says.

“Ah, yes. Us. Regula was quite charmed by you during your encounters. His letters said as
much. He told me that he hoped you and I would have another chance to meet, as he felt that
you…might be good for me.” He looks down, color darkening his cheeks. “I should think he
was correct. I only wish he was here to see it for himself.”

“I believe that he knows. From his resting place in the aetherial sea, his dreams are filled with
your deeds. His love for you keeps him informed.”

“I would hate to think he was not at rest because of me,” Varis says.



“I am sure he doesn’t mind. It must bring him joy to see you doing so well despite his
absence.”

He twists a few strands of pale hair between his fingers. “Do you think I will ever see him
again?”

“One day, yes. Hopefully not for a very long time, mind you, but I am sure he will be waiting
to see you again when your soul goes to the aetherial sea.”

“I–” He swallows. “That thought is a comfort.”

“In the meanwhile, I will be happy to carry on Regula’s legacy in his stead. Regula guided
you for many years, and now I will help you the rest of the way.”

“What of your own legacy?”

She shrugs. “There is no reason that his cannot be part of my own.”

Varis stares at her for a moment before letting out a fond sigh. “You may truly be out of my
league.”

 

A few days later, on the morning of the anniversary of Regula’s passing, the Warrior wakes to
the sound of her lover crying. It is soft and muffled by his pillow. She shifts her weight under
the covers and presses a hand gently to the small of his back, offering her presence but
making no effort to interrupt his tears. 

The Warrior knows that Varis still misses Regula to an almost painful degree. She knows that
he yet weeps for his lost love. She knows it is a wound still raw and deep, and that her
presence is the only balm that keeps Varis from going completely mad with grief. It is nearly
a frightening line of speculation, to consider what might have happened to Varis, to the
empire, had she not crossed paths with him.

His tears eventually quiet, as they always do, and Varis rolls over and drags her to his chest
with his big hands. His grip on her is nearly uncomfortable.

“It’s okay, love,” she whispers. “I’m here. I’m not going anywhere.” Varis’ grip slackens a
bit.

“I can make it through today,” he whispers shakily. “I can make it through today, because I
have you at my side.”

“That’s right,” she soothes.

“Thank you.”

They take breakfast and bathe, and then prepare for the day. They dress in gray and black and
wrap crimson scarves over their shoulders. When they head out to face the day, Varis puts on
what the Warrior recognizes as a mask of courage. Their guards follow the couple down to



one of the exits, but do not accompany them as they board a carriage. They are going to a
memorial service, after all, and it would not do to show concern for their safety at such a
public event. Besides that, there will be many soldiers in attendance, least of all to say that
the Warrior of Light will also be present.

The Warrior looks out the carriage windows as it rolls through the streets of the capital. She
cannot help but be reminded of the fact that some of the people who are being remembered
today died at her hand. This guilt is not a new thing for her–she felt remorse at the necessity
of killing Garlean soldiers when they were her enemy–but she cannot help but wonder if she
will ever be able to put the feeling to rest. Her deeds cannot be undone, after all, and she
knows that now all she can do is ameliorate the people of Garlemald as best she can.

Trying not to dwell on this instead leads her thoughts to the friends and allies that she has lost
over the years, the ones that she was unable to save. Last that comes to mind is the most
painful–that of Varis’ lifelong friend. Her stomach clenches, and she swallows.

“I try not to think about it,” she blurts out. Varis looks up from the sheet of paper he is
reviewing. “About Regula’s death. At the time, I was just so horrified, I just–” She stops and
shakes her head. Varis covers her hand with his own.

“It is alright. I know it is a selfish sentiment to have, but I am glad that you were there, so
that you could bear witness to his heroism on my behalf.”

She just shakes her head again.

Varis returns to looking at the paper. The Warrior knows that it bears the notes for the speech
the Emperor is due to give outside the Hall of the Honored Dead.

“Are you nervous? The whole empire will hear your words.”

“Just a touch. It has been some time since I had cause to address the nation by radio, and
certainly not at such a public venue. Grand speeches were always more of grandsire’s
specialty. But, you have heard enough of those old things on the radio to know that.”

She nods. “I look forward to hearing you speak. I know that you’ll do well.”

“Oh, Regula would tell you I am awful at public speaking. Far too shy for my own good.”
Varis swallows. “But, I do this for him, and for everyone else who has made the final
sacrifice for Garlemald.” His nose wrinkles for a moment. “Grandsire would say I am being
far too sentimental, but at this point I would take it as a compliment.”

“You can be strong and sentimental at the same time.” 

Varis’ shoulders shake with a restrained laugh. “Yes, one day I might be able to stand up to
the example that you set, my dear.”

“I know you will.”

 



A small crowd has gathered near the entryway to the Hall of the Honored Dead. Near, but not
disrespectfully close–a few soldiers are standing to keep the public away from the stoop and
a collection of magitek equipment has been set up near a podium. The fourteen soldiers of the
deathwatch are standing in their usual positions flanking the entry doors. The soldiers salute
in unison at the Emperor’s arrival. A few people in the crowd cry out ‘Your Radiance! Your
Radiance!’, but are admonished into silence by one of the guards.

“I shall have time to speak with you all after I have made my address,” Varis says to the
gathering. The Warrior nods in silent support. She follows as he makes his way over to the
podium, and stands out of the way as an engineer adjusts the height on the mouthpiece. Varis
sets his paper on the podium and smooths his hand over its surface. He waits in silence, the
crowd echoing his stillness, until somewhere far in the distance a bell chimes out the hour.

But for listening to the tone of his voice, the Warrior does not listen closely to Varis’ speech.
She has already read the words several times. The evening before, she listened to him mutter
his way through the words, and helped him soften the sentiment of some of his phrasing.
There are no empty platitudes in his speech. Every word is as sincere and vulnerable as the
Emperor feels he can be before his people.

The Warrior stands near the Emperor’s right elbow as he speaks. It takes all the willpower
she has to resist the need to press a hand to his back when she hears the tiniest of tremors in
his voice as he speaks of the late legatus of the Sixth legion. Instead she scans the crowd,
watching as some struggle to maintain a somber expression, while others dab their eyes with
red handkerchiefs. They pay her no mind; their sad but hopeful gazes are all fixated on their
leader.

Afterwards, Varis spends a few minutes individually greeting members of the audience. Some
receive a handshake, others a reassuring touch to the shoulder. He holds the hands of a
weeping woman, and whatever words he murmurs over her head grant the woman enough
solace to dry her tears and smile gratefully up at him.

Eventually the Emperor and the Warrior are left alone in the street before the Hall. The
deathwatch remains in place, and the engineer is already busy disassembling the magitek
equipment and podium.

“What now?” the Warrior wonders.

“I need to visit Regula,” Varis says. “Will you accompany me?”

“If you wish me to, then of course I will.”

 

The interior of the Hall of the Honored Dead has not changed since she and Varis paid a visit
to it the year previous. The statues and walls of niches bask in the blue and gold light from
overhead, and the air is peaceful in its stillness. Varis’ steps are soft and subdued. He stops
before the statue of Sabinus yae Galvus. Varis stares silently at the youthful face of his father.



After a few minutes, he whispers: “Will I live to see our children grown? Or will I leave them
with naught but an incomplete memory of me?”

“Varis…” She reaches and takes his hand. “You will live to see them grow up and get married
and have children of their own.”

“Do you think so?”

“Of course I do. You told me that you were going to outlive Emperor Solus, right?”

“I–Yes, I suppose that I did.” He squeezes her hand. “I look forward to doing that, with you at
my side.”

She smiles. “That’s right. There’s no getting rid of me now.”

“I would not dream of trying.” Varis sighs. “I merely wish that I remembered him better than
I do. Most of what I know of my father is based on what others have said of him. All I can
really remember is that he was very tall. And very kind, very gentle.”

“Those are good things to have to remember,” the Warrior says. “Better than the alternative.”

He nods following another moment of thought. “You are right.” Varis tugs her hand lightly,
and continues through the columbarium. He lets go of her hand when they approach the
section dedicated to the fallen of the Sixth legion. Varis steps toward the wall of niches and
stops with obvious certainty in front of the niche of Regula van Hydrus.

Again, Varis stands silent for a few minutes before finding his voice. The Warrior remains at
his side.

“Hello, my dear Regula,” Varis murmurs at the nameplate. “So, what do you think? A whole
holiday in your honor.”

“Don’t let it go to your head,” the Warrior whispers. Varis’ shoulders jerk with a subdued
laugh, but a quick look up is all she needs to know that he is struggling not to cry. His words
are thick as they pass his lips.

“It is not just for you, of course. You would never permit me to do anything so frivolous.” He
clears his throat. “But, I do hope you enjoy the festivities.” For a moment he is wordless,
head slightly bowed. He gives a small sniff before continuing. “Ah, speaking of festivities.
The Warrior of Light and I are set to be wed in the autumn. Just two months or so now. The
plans are coming along nicely. You are–you are invited, of course.”

Sensing that Varis’ careful composure is beginning to crumble, the Warrior pipes up. “Don’t
you have something of his to bring to the wedding? Something of his that you’ve kept to
remember him by?”

He hesitates. “Mayhaps.”

“Then that should be brought to the ceremony, so he can be represented. Your best friend
shouldn’t be forgotten on your wedding day.”



There is a sniffle. Then: “He was at my first wedding.”

“Then he should be present in some fashion for ours. Does Regula have living family
members that could be invited?”

“His parents have already been invited to the wedding, but he has a few younger siblings as
well.”

“Then, we should invite them, too.”

“I–” Varis looks at the plate, and then to her. “Very well. The more the merrier.”

 

The Emperor spends a bit longer in the Hall, quietly scanning the walls and pointing out the
occasional name that he recognizes. Eventually the pair departs from the Hall and steps out
into the cold of the late morning.

“We have one last stop to make before we head back to the palace,” Varis says after they have
loaded into the carriage. “Not one I am particularly keen on, but I must properly show my
face.”

“Where are we going, then?”

“My grandsire’s funerary monument.” He doesn’t hide a grimace. “It would not do for the
sitting emperor to declare a national day of memory and then not make any visible effort to
acknowledge the memory of the first emperor.”

“Ah, politics.”

“Something like that.” He turns his face to the window. “It is difficult. It has always been
difficult, my relationship with my grandsire. I yearned so greatly for his approval. He only
ever gave me little tastes of it, and each came at a terrible cost. I was as a man dying for thirst
must drink the poison given to him for sustenance.”

She touches his sleeve. “None of it is your fault. You were a lonely child seeking love. You
had no control over who your grandsire was, or what awful things he might have guided you
into doing.”

“I know your words to be true,” Varis murmurs. “But I believe it will take me some time to
be able to feel their truth.”

“That’s alright. I will be here to repeat them for you whenever your heart needs a reminder.”

He nods, and exhales a wear sigh as the carriage slows to a stop.

 

They disembark at the periphery of a plaza that has been tucked away among several
buildings of the military complex. A crowd is gathering, standing in a burgeoning gray and



red ring around the monument that occupies the center of the plaza. The cityfolk immediately
move aside at the Emperor’s approach.

The statue of the first emperor is, as expected, far larger than life. It stands some twenty
fulms tall, and its sculpted surface has been faithfully cleared of snow. The Warrior is
surprised that it depicts Emperor Solus as an old bearded man and not the younger figure that
she has seen in the library portrait. The man is garbed in armor very similar to that which
Varis wears, though instead of any scepter or weapon, the emperor is holding a lantern in his
outstretched right hand. The Warrior mulls over the symbolism for a moment–she is well
aware from listening to the radio that Emperor Solus frequently declared that Garlemald was
destined to shine a light that would cast its glow over the whole star.

Of course, the brighter the light, the darker the shadow it casts. Until now, Emperor Solus’
great empire has only stretched a shadow over the rest of the world. The Warrior wonders if
she will be able to fare any better in the long run.

For a moment, the Warrior is almost certain that someone is watching her. She glances
around, but there is naught amiss in the shadows, and the lingering townsfolk are minding
themselves and keeping a respectful distance. She consoles herself that dealing with Ascians
has simply instilled her with paranoia, and tries to leave it at that. She is standing at the
Emperor’s side, after all, and it would be naive to think that no one is looking at her.

Varis squeezes her hand, and the Warrior blinks a few times and struggles to clear her
thoughts. She looks up at him, but the Emperor is staring up with resolute bleakness at the
face of his grandsire. She knows his heart is weighed down by the knowledge of the truth of
the first emperor.

The Warrior squeezes his hand in return. She looks at the base of the statue, and notes that
instead of the morning’s snow  it is covered in a haphazard layer of white and red roses.
Dozens of careful triumvirates–one white, one red, one white–have been scattered over the
base by the faithful of Garlemald. She puzzles as to where they would have acquired so many
roses, but upon leaning in to inspect one of the offerings she notices that they blooms are not
real.

“Artificial, yes,” says Varis. “An old craft here: twisting and folding lengths of cloth to form
blossoms. They are usually used in funerary wreaths in lieu of the real thing, as they are more
readily available and far more durable.”

“They’re still pretty,” she says. “Maybe we can incorporate something similar with the
wedding decorations.”

“Some might think using funerary décor in a wedding to be of bad taste, or bad luck.”

“I understand your reluctance, dear. But…every custom, every tradition had to start
somewhere.” She smiles up at him. “Perhaps it’s time to start a new tradition in Garlemald.”

“Ah–” Varis’ eyes unfocus for a moment, and then he blinks. A small smile finds its way to
his lips. “I had never considered it in that fashion before. I will raise the suggestion with our
planner, and see what they say regarding the idea.”



“Thank you.”

“In funerary decorations, they are used as an expression of love and respect,” Varis muses.
“Looking at things from your point of view, I would see no cause for that same love and
respect not to be present at a wedding.”

“That’s a very wise observation, Your Radiance.”

His smile widens enough to reach his eyes. “I happen to have a very gifted advisor
enlightening me to such things.” Varis gives her hand a gentle tug. “Come. Let us return to
the palace. A memorial feast is being prepared for the midday meal, and will include some of
Regula’s favorite food and drink selections.”

“That sounds delightful.” The Warrior watches her lover’s expression relax as they walk
away from the statue. “But tell me, my dear Emperor, what shall we do after lunch?”

“After? I believe a nap is in order after a generous meal. But after that, who knows? Perhaps
there will be some time left in the afternoon for some mischief.”

She smiles and swings their hands. “I do believe Regula would approve of such behavior.”

The Emperor winks at her. “As do I.”



Chapter 76

Standing on a high walkway of Castrum Fluminis, the Warrior marvels at the change that is
visible in Doma from one year to the next. It was winter when she first visited this region,
and now in the early weeks of autumn the landscape below shimmers with green and gold.
Even from the heights of the castrum she can make out the forms of farmers moving through
the fields. In the distance, the keyholes of the great wall are no longer marred by black spikes
of imperial make. 

“It looks like things are going well,” observes the centurion.

“It does,” the Warrior agrees. “Though, from this lofty vantage it’s difficult to be certain. Just
because people are working the fields and the bridges have been repaired doesn’t mean that
people are living better than they were a year ago. After all, I would assume they had to work
the fields all the same when they were controlled by Garlemald.”

“You don’t have to be such a killjoy, my Lady,” they say. The Warrior sighs.

“I would be less of one if the tribunus would stop hiding in his office and speak to my face.
It’s been nearly a bell already.”

The centurion hums in agreement. The Warrior studies the movement down in the fields.

“It’s not so straightforward a thing, freeing a nation. Sure, they aren’t answering to Garlemald
now, but does that mean that the people are faring better? That they are being treated better
by those that are in charge?”

“That is why we are here, isn’t it? To see for ourselves.”

The Warrior frowns out over the vista. She considers the invitation that brought her to Doma
today–an impersonal invite from Prince Hien to attend Doma’s celebration of its liberation.
She has yet to send official word to the castle, but when flying into the area her transport had
announced its presence and reason for entry. Additionally, one of the soldiers stationed here
has already assured her that the Doman shinobi keep constant tabs on the castrum and have
likely sent word of her arrival to the prince. So it is just a matter of waiting for a Doman
representative to make their way to Castrum Fluminis. As yet, there has been no sign of
anyone approaching from the north.

“What will you do if you don’t attend the festivities?”

“Whatever it is, you’ll have my back, right?”

“Please don’t cause trouble, my Lady,” they murmur nervously. She smiles and shakes her
head.

“No, no, I’ll behave. I promise.”



The centurion sighs. “I’ll believe that when I see it.”

The Warrior laughs. As the sound echoes away out over the countryside, she notices the
sound of boots clanging their way across the walkway. The centurion turns to face the arrival
before she does. They are approached by a soldier in the local uniform. The soldier salutes
before speaking.

“Lady van Umbrus, we do appreciate your patience. The tribunus has finished with his
business and is ready to meet with you now.”

“Thank you. Please, lead the way.”

The interior of the building is unremarkable, following the same design of black and gray and
glowing red lights as she has seen in every other castrum in the realms. Her guide eventually
stops in front of a door.

“This way, ma’am.” He presses a button, and the door slides open.

The Warrior thanks the soldier and enters the room. The centurion follows, close at her heels,
and positions themself by the door as it closes. She glances around the room–a small office,
with a lone window looking out over the Doman skyline. Behind the desk stands a petite
Hyur dressed in a white version of the local officer’s uniform. The man has a soft face,
framed by short black hair, and big expressive black eyes that are focused on her as she
approaches the desk. The Warrior stops and politely salutes.

“Lady Lux van Umbrus, legatus of the Fourteenth legion.”

“Asahi sas Brutus, lord tribunus in charge of the remaining forces of the Twelfth legion
stationed here in Doma.” He gives a quick salute. She considers his accent–despite having
picked up Garlean inflections of words, it is definitely Doman. Curious.

“Lord Brutus,” the Warrior says with a thin smile. “Thank you for finally taking the time out
of your busy schedule to meet with me.”

The man’s black eyes are focused, appraising her. “As the highest ranking soldier left here in
these lands, I am indeed quite busy.”

She looks around the small office. A few charts hang on the walls, along with a pristine white
Garlean banner, and a small scattering of papers litter the surface of the desk. 

“Clearly. All the same, you have my thanks.”

The Hyur nods. “Tell me, Lady van Umbrus, what brings you here to Doma? This area is not
overseen by your legion.”

“Do not worry, Lord Brutus. I am not here to step on your toes. And although I am certain
that Prince Zenos would be interested to know how things are progressing in Doma, I am not
here on any official business.” She notices the man’s brows tick slightly upwards at the
mention of the prince. “In truth, I was invited by the prince of the Domans to attend the



celebration they are holding today in honor of the anniversary of their liberation from
Garlemald.”

“I have heard of that business,” the tribunus says with a sniff. “We have kept out of it, of
course.”

“It’s probably for the best, yes. As of yet, I’m not entirely sure that I will be attending the
celebration.”

He blinks, eyes widening slightly. “Why travel all of the way here, if you are not intending on
attending the festivities?”

“The Domans invited me, but not the person who actually freed them.” She crosses her arms
over her chest. “I know it would be awkward, but the lack of invitation for His Radiance still
speaks quite loudly to me.”

“And, what does it say?”

The Warrior just frowns.

“I understand, Lady van Umbrus. It is an insult to His Radiance, to deliberately ignore his
contribution to the day.”

“Something like that, yes.” She watches as the tribunus slowly steps around his desk and
moves to stand next to the window. He seems to stare out at the blue sky in contemplation
before turning to address her again.

“Do you–” Asahi hesitates for a moment. “Do you have any word of Lord Zenos? We do not
receive much in the way of reports out here. I know that he was injured last year in Gyr
Abania, and that he yet lives, but not much more.”

“Ah.” She smiles. “Zenos is doing quite well these days. He did unfortunately sacrifice his
right arm in the name of Garlemald’s safety during our battle against Shinryu last year, but
otherwise he has since recovered his health. After Zenos recovered, Emperor Varis had most
of your legion relocated to deal with things in Bozja. But, you probably knew that part.”

“Yes, of course.” His eyes search her face. “Have you ever witnessed Lord Zenos fight?”

The Warrior manages not to laugh at the question. “I have indeed. In fact, I have had the
honor of fighting at his side during the battle against Shinryu.”

“He is very impressive to behold, isn’t he?”

“Like a force of nature,” she quips. “But, there is more to him than just the beautiful violence.
He is both the storm, and the calm at its center.”

“You sound like–” He falters. “It sounds as though you know Lord Zenos quite well.”

“Oh, I don’t think I would say that. I’m not sure that anyone really knows what’s going on
inside his head.” The Warrior chuckles. “But, I’ve come to view Zenos as someone very dear



to me. I hope that someday he will feel the same. Or, at least, feel something positive.”

“I see.”

Though his face is set in a careful mask of civility, the Warrior still sees the glint of
something dangerous deep in his dark eyes. She doesn’t need her Echo to warn her that if she
turns her back on the little Hyur, he will be tempted to draw a blade and try to stab her.

He is jealous of her closeness to Zenos, she realizes. Murderously so. 

She smiles slowly at Asahi. “Indeed. Zenos is a marvelous young man. That is why I am so
pleased to be able to call myself his step-mother in only a few weeks.”

The Warrior waits. Asahi blinks several times, as though clearing dust from his eyes. The
severity of his expression does not falter, but the look in his eyes shifts to confusion.

“Step-mother?” he echoes.

“Yes, of course. I’m to be wed to Emperor Varis in less than a month.” She tilts her head and
gives him a mirthfully inquisitive look. “You did know that, didn’t you, tribunus?”

Asahi’s mouth opens and closes a few times. The malice fades completely from his features,
and he is nearly squeaking with his delight as he takes a step closer to the Warrior.

“I had no idea! And what an honor it is to meet you, Lady van Umbrus! Nay, to meet the
future empress of Garlemald herself, no less than the honored step-mother of my dear Lord
Zenos!”

The abrupt change to his demeanor is startling, but the Warrior is relieved that her words had
the desired ameliorating effect.

“It makes me very happy,” Asahi says, his eyes still shining with excitement. “To know that
Lord Zenos has someone like you to look out for his well being.”

She laughs and shakes her head. “It is not an easy task, Lord Brutus. Zenos seems quite fond
of throwing himself into dangerous situations.” But then, she thinks, much the same could be
said of herself. Who better to mother the prince?

“I am certain that Garlemald will flourish with you as its empress, your ladyship.”

“Thank you for the vote of confidence.” The Warrior considers Asahi’s beaming face.
“Would you answer a question for me, tribunus?”

“Of course, Lady van Umbrus. Ask away.”

“Why do you hold such devotion to Prince Zenos? Most would rather give him an extremely
wide berth.”

Something new sparks in the tribunus’ dark eyes–less murderous, more ardent. “Ah, but you
know different, do you not, your ladyship? You have seen the depths of kindness and



generosity that dwell in his noble heart!”

The Warrior struggles to maintain a calm facade. She still recalls the pompous prince she first
met months ago, and is uncertain that his personality has changed beyond his relations to her.
She cannot imagine what Zenos might have done to ingratiate himself to the little Hyur.

“I do indeed.”

“I first met Lord Zenos a few years ago. It was back during the Garlean civil war, when the
Domans rose up and attempted to regain their freedom while the capital was distracted. I was
among the soldiers that were dealing with the rebels. One evening, a comrade and I were
being pursued by a pack of those savage Doman dogs. We had been cut off from the rest of
our forces, and I must admit it truly seemed to me that I was about to die.” Asahi tilts his face
toward the window, but his eyes are wide and unseeing. “And then, there was a blast, as
though a cannon had gone off. The rebels were thrown asunder. Out of the haze of the
battlefield strode a single man, and to my feeble self it was as though a kami had descended
to destroy Doma. He cut down more than half a dozen armed men with no more effort than it
would take you or I to breathe. It was none other than Lord Zenos. He saved my life with
nary a demand for my thanks.”

“And, after that moment you swore your life to his.”

The tribunus swallows and returns his gaze to her. He nods. “Yes, your ladyship.”

“It is indeed a noble thing that Zenos did,” the Warrior says. In truth, she is uncertain that
Zenos even remembers the encounter, but it clearly meant the world to this one person. And
for Asahi, that was all that mattered, wasn’t it? Even if it had made him a bit obsessed.

“I would do anything he asked of me,” says Asahi. “Lord Zenos ordered me to watch over
this area, and so I shall until he orders otherwise.”

Zenos has probably completely forgotten about Doma, the Warrior thinks. He has new things
to occupy his attention. She recalls Zenos’ displeasure over losing control over Doma, but
that ire had been brief as his mind had steadily moved on to new pastures. He never mentions
Doma in his letters home, and even Ala Mhigo is steadily ceasing to be referenced from one
month to the next. She half expects that the prince would be surprised to learn that his legion
still has a cohort lingering behind in Doma.

Asahi wanders back to the window. “I hope that Lord Zenos is happy in Bozja.”

“His letters imply that he thinks it a bit dull, to be honest.”

“He thought much the same of Doma. Called the people lifeless and poor sport.”

She silently agrees that such words do sound like something Zenos would have said.

Say says: “Zenos can be quite demanding when it comes to the people that he interacts with. I
suppose it’s from growing up as a prince, you know? There’s always someone there to do
everything for you, and if they’re not competent then they can easily be replaced.” She does



not say that she doesn’t really believe her own words. They are an excuse–the Warrior knows
well enough that Zenos’ warped psyche was inflicted by far worse things than indulgent
servants.

Asahi, however, appears to accept her explanation as valid. He gives a solemn nod. “That is
his right, as prince. Lord Zenos should not have to put up with inferior rabble.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that. Treating with the rabble builds character.” She smiles.
“Wouldn’t you say so, tribunus?”

“Ah-well–yes, your ladyship. It does do that.” He fidgets a gloved finger along the
windowsill. “But, still, Lord Zenos should not have to stoop to such things.”

“That is entirely up to him.” The Warrior takes a moment to look away from the man. She
looks over her shoulder to where her guard stands by the door. They are at attention, but she
can tell by the slight cant to their head that something is bothering them. Perhaps so much
talk about the fearsome prince is making them anxious.

She clears her throat and returns her focus to the tribunus. “Tell me, Lord Brutus. You have
been the overseer for this region for nearly a year now. What are your thoughts on the
people?”

The tribunus crosses his arms and leans against the window frame. “That is a very heavy
question, Lady van Umbrus.”

“I know. That’s why I am asking you, and not anyone else. You have been making sure that
the duties of your cohort are carried out to the letter. I know this is to please your legatus, but
you still must have observed something of note over the last few months.”

He tucks his chin in, eyes closing and brows and lips pinching in thought. The Warrior takes
a step closer.

“I understand if you don’t feel comfortable speaking freely about the Domans.”

“That is not the issue.” Asahi opens his eyes. “My apologies, I but needed a moment to
gather my thoughts.” He shifts his position to face the window. The Warrior takes in the cold
set of his features as he glares in the direction of Doma Castle.

She waits for him to speak.

“Do not be fooled by their niceties, Lady van Umbrus.”

“How do you mean?”

“Whatever mercy you asked His Radiance to show them, they did not deserve it.”

The Warrior wonders at the sudden chill of his demeanor. It is quite different from his jealous
wrath of only a few minutes previous. She is also aware that his displeasure is not aimed at
her.



She asks: “What happened?”

He blinks and looks at her. “I beg your pardon?”

“Tell me why you say such things of your own people.”

Asahi grimaces. “Do not let my accent fool you. I am as Garlean as anyone else here.
Everything I am is of Garlemald.” His expression calms. “I had a stepsister. Make no mistake
of my words, as I hold no affection for the woman. My sister’s name was Yotsuyu. I am sure
you have heard of her.”

The Warrior thinks for a moment before recalling: “The viceroy of Doma, appointed by
Prince Zenos.”

“That is correct. When Doma was freed, she was quickly captured. The Domans did not
bother feigning civility. They gave her no trial, did not bother shaming her with her crimes.
They dragged her in bonds before their prince, and demanded her apologies. She spat at his
feet. And he cut off her head.”

She frowns. His story is much the same as Prince Hien told months before. “You… would
have preferred that they made a mockery of her and made her suffer before they executed
her?”

“Yes,” is the flat reply.

The Warrior hesitates before responding. Her gut reaction is to condemn his response, but she
is certain that she does not know the entire story that led to the words. “I take it you and your
sister were not close.”

“Far from it,” Asahi says tersely. “It was an insult, for Lord Zenos to select her to be the
viceroy of Doma. She was completely undeserving of his blessings.”

“He put you in charge of the castrum here.”

“Yes, but now that Doma is freed, this post is all but meaningless. My Lord has not visited
Doma in more than a year.”

“Well, then, I’m sure that means he trusts your abilities to keep things here under control.” In
truth, Zenos has never mentioned the officer in charge of Castrum Fluminis, or even made
recent mention of his former holdings in Doma. If Zenos had not appointed the tribunus to
the post, she wouldn’t be entirely sure that the prince even knew the moody little Hyur even
existed.

She decides not to mention as much.

“I am certain that you are correct.” He fidgets his fingers over the cuffs of his gloves.

“Tell me, tribunus. Who is it that you serve above all: Garlemald, or Prince Zenos?”



“I-I-” His eyes widen as he stammers. “G-Garlemald, your ladyship. My dedication to Lord
Zenos is but a part of that.”

“Good. I do much the same.”

“Even though you’re a–” He stops. “Even though you were born in Eorzea?” Asahi flinches
as the Warrior smiles at him.

“I’m a savage, yes. And, yes, I care about Garlemald despite that. You must always
remember, Lord Brutus, that none of us can control how or where we are born. We might yet
control how we live, and should always do so as honorably as possible.”

He nods. “Very wise words. Lord Zenos is quite fortunate to have you as a mother.”

With her own words, the Warrior reaches a decision about her journey.

“Do you have a pen and paper that I might use, tribunus?”

“Of course, your ladyship.” Asahi hurries over to his desk. “Might I ask what they are for?”

“I am going to write a missive that will be sent to Doma Castle. I have decided that I am not
going to be attending their… liberation festivities.”

“I see.” He sets the requested writing instruments out for her.

The Warrior considers her words, and then picks up the pen. Asahi watches her write in
silence for a few minutes. He clears his throat.

“You know, Lady van Umbrus, I knew as soon as you entered my office that you were not
going to attend the celebration.”

She pauses in writing and glances up. “Is that so?”

“Indeed.”

“And, how did you guess that?”

“You came to Doma dressed as a legatus of Garlemald, not as some heroic adventurer.” His
eyes flick to the door as the centurion muffles a cough.

“Can I not be both?”

“Not to the Domans,” he says. “To them, you are either a friend or an enemy. Or a traitor.
They do not much abide by gray areas. I suppose that might be why His Radiance was not
invited to their festivities. Even if he made a great sacrifice on the part of the empire, the
people of Doma will always view him as an enemy because of who he is.”

The Warrior continues writing. She tries to keep a frown from pinching at her lips, as she
would hope to be better at masking her thoughts than the tribunus. She understands what he
means, and equally understands the viewpoint of the Domans. If she were not so intimately



familiar with Varis’ motivations, she would have her suspicions regarding the freeing of
Doma. Surely he had some ulterior motive behind such a grand gesture?

He had, the Warrior thinks. 

Her.

The letter is signed with a flourish. She stares down at the paper while waiting for the last of
the ink to dry.

“Will you have a courier deliver this to Doma Castle?”

“With all haste, Lady van Umbrus,” Asahi says. “Is there aught else I can do for you?” 

The Warrior recalls her first trip to Othard. "In fact there is. On the eastern coast there is a
small fishing village called Isari. I would like to arrange transportation for myself and my
guard to there and back. Just for a few hours."

We would be happy to provide transportation for you. But, might I ask for something in
return?"

"It depends on your request."

"Nothing excessive or untoward, your ladyship. Simply…the next time you write to Lord
Zenos, could you ask him to check in on m-on us? It would do much for morale, and he is
certain to listen to you."

She takes in the hopeful gleam to his eyes.

"Aye, that will not be a problem for me."

"Thank you, Lady van Umbrus. You truly are kind."

 

With her message to Doma dispatched, the Warrior and the centurion board a small transport
craft. She closes her eyes to collect her thoughts as the vessel hums its way over the
mountains. 

After a few minutes, it is the centurion who breaks the mutual quiet.

“What a peculiar young man,” they say. The Warrior opens her eyes. The centurion has
removed their helmet and is idly scratching behind their right ear.

“Hm?”

“The tribunus in charge of Castrum Fluminus. Didn’t he strike you as a bit odd?”

“A bit more emotional than the average officer, perhaps.”

“I think he’s in love with Prince Zenos,” says the centurion. The Warrior snorts a laugh.



“It takes all kinds, Cas.”

“It does, my Lady. I just find it amusing that he would dedicate himself so wholly to someone
who probably doesn’t even remember that he exists.”

“That’s not very nice. Don’t you believe in love at first sight?”

They shrug. “It’s never happened to me.”

“Well, Emperor Varis fell in love with me and all he knew was that I was violent and
dangerous and easy on the eyes.”

“Yes, but you’re–” They shake their head. “‘Tis unkind to compare His Radiance to that
twitchy little tribunus.”

“You may be right.”

They brush back a stray lock of white hair. “Now, Prince Zenos, he is more the sort to see the
utility in a person, you know? What can he get out of a soldier, a civilian, a commoner.”

“A chocobo.”

The centurion chuckles. “I’m sure that Prince Zenos cares far more for his chocobo than he
does that tribunus.”

“It isn’t for us to judge.”

“Of course, my Lady. My apologies.” They fold their hands in their lap. The Warrior closes
her eyes once more.

“I’ll have to ask Zenos what he recalls of Asahi sas Brutus the next time I write to him.”

“‘Who??’” the centurion growls out. They both laugh.

 

The sun is shining brightly over the Ruby Sea as the transport touches down lightly on the
beach near Isari. The Warrior instructs the pilot to wait for their return, and then disembarks.

“Leave your helmet off, Cas.”

“Wh–are you sure, my Lady?”

“Yeah. You need the sun.”

“I don’t tan!” the centurion laments, but does as instructed.

They make their way over the warm sand. The Warrior notices that several villagers have
already gathered as they near the perimeter of the village.

She hears the centurion murmur: “My careful, my Lady.”



“They aren’t armed,” she says.

“Neither are you.”

By the time they reach the village, most of the gathering has wandered off, gone back to
mending fishing nets and sorting through the day’s catch. Only a lone man and woman
remain. The Warrior notices the subtle chagrin on their faces, and wonders if she is visiting at
a bad time.

“Hail. I am Lady Lux van Umbrus. To be honest, I am not entirely sure that you all will
remember me.”

“Of course we remember, Lady van Umbrus!” says the woman. 

“Oh,” the man says. There is an obvious note of disappointment to his voice. “When the
Garlean vessel arrived, we thought it was Flavius visiting us for the revelry.”

The Warrior blinks. She half turns to look at her guard, who shrugs. “Flavius?” She looks to
the villagers, who both look confused.

“Isn’t he your representative here in Isari?” the woman asks.

“Oh, the fellow from Records and Bookingkeeping,” pipes in the centurion. “You put him in
charge of returning Isari’s lost, Lady Lux.”

The Warrior is grateful for Caspian’s assistance. “That’s right. He must have done his job
properly, as I didn’t receive any reports regarding a lack of progress.”

“Flavius has been visiting every few weeks to keep us up to date on progress,” says the
woman. “Sometimes bringing personal effects and records of those that have passed, but
sometimes coming to us with one of our own! It’s truly been an exciting few months here in
the village.”

“He feels like part of the family now,” says the man. “Hence our expecting him to be here
today.”

“I’m sure he will be,” the Warrior says with a smile.

“Your arrival is quite welcomed too, your ladyship.” The woman claps her hands. “After all,
it is you who we have to thank for being able to celebrate!”

“I am glad to have been able to have helped.”

“What brings you here today, Lady Lux?”

“Ah, well. I happened to be in the area, doing some inspections of the region on behalf of
Prince Zenos. Matters have prevented him from checking in on things himself. But, I wanted
to check on your village personally.”



“We’re quite honored that you took the time to seek us out.” The man holds up a hand.
“Please, wait here. I want to fetch my grandmother–she has been asking to see you should
you visit again.”

“Of course.”

The man hurries off, while the woman leads the Warrior and her guard into the village. After
a short wait, an elderly woman emerges from a building and approaches the Warrior. She is
accompanied by the man and another who looks like he might be his father. The woman
smiles warmly at the Warrior and reaches out to clasp her hands around the Warrior’s.

“The good mother of Garlemald has returned to visit us,” the woman says. “How lucky we
are to be able to thank you in person for all that your people have done for our little village.”

The Warrior wants to protest and deny her involvement–she had forgotten Flavius’ name,
after all–but instead smiles and gives the old woman’s hand a reassuring squeeze.

“Truthfully, I am glad that we were able to fulfill my oath to your village. I was a bit
concerned that there might be no one to find to bring home.”

The woman pats her hand. “So far six have been returned to us alive, and the memories of
more have been given peace. If you would like, we could introduce you to them.”

“I would be honored.”

The next few hours are spent with the Warrior being led around the village, meeting those
who have been returned by the Empire, and hearing their stories. She is shown the relics of
those who were unable to return home and speaks to the widows of their owners.

“Would you pray with us?” asks one of the widows. “I know that the people of Garlemald are
not faithful, but I believe if you pray at our side, the kami are sure to hear us.”

“What will you be praying for?” the Warrior asks.

“Peace. For those that have passed, and for those that yet live.”

She smiles and nods at the widow. “It would be my pleasure.”

 

The chiming of her linkpearl brings the Warrior out of a light doze. She blinks the haze from
her eyes and glances at the orange glow of the evening coming through the viewports. Across
from her, the centurion has their knees tucked up to their chest and is resting their face in
their folded arms. She smiles and answers the linkpearl.

“I told you I would call you when I was done with my business for the day.”

“I know,” comes the rumbled petulant reply after a delay. “I wanted to call you now.”



The Warrior shifts her weight to look out the closest viewport. The mountains of Othard
flicker by in a deep green blur. “We’re on our way back to Castrum Fluminis now. Are you
eating dinner?”

“I am.”

“Ah. I understand, then.” She rests her head against the back of her seat. “What did you want
me to talk about?”

“What decision did you reach in Doma?”

“I didn’t go to the celebration. It seemed in poor taste.”

“Is that wise?”

“I don’t know. If the Domans really wanted me to attend, they would have made more contact
with me over the last few months. I haven’t heard a peep from them since I last visited the
country. And, it’s not like they don’t know how to reach me.” She hears a faint hum from her
partner over the line. “So, instead I decided to visit this little fishing village on the Ruby Sea.
Isari. I don’t know if you recall anything about it.”

“You visited it before.”

“That’s right. They were the ones I promised to return their conscripted people to when I
visited last year. I gave the order, but never thought to follow through on it… Turns out, I
didn’t have to. One of our soldiers quite dutifully followed through with the orders, but I was
unaware since I never received any reports on the matter.”

“Reports were likely sent to whoever is overseeing business in Othard.”

“Mm. Either way, it was a…emotionally gratifying few hours.”

“So, you traveled all the way there for nothing?”

“I wouldn’t call it nothing, Varis. Besides, I would have honestly considered going to the
castle in Doma if they had shown any interest in me actually being present. Garlean ships
have to announce their presence in Doman airspace, and after ours did, the dispatcher said
nothing to welcome me or reiterate their invitation to me. I was at Castrum Fluminis for
nearly two bells, and there was not a word from Doma castle.”

She hears the faint chiming of Varis’ nails drumming against the side of his coffee mug.

“It was rude,” she says. “And so I wrote a letter declining their invitation, and left.”

“Perhaps they were expecting you to attend more directly,” suggests Varis.

“Then they should have said as much when I announced my arrival.” She frowns. “I haven’t
the patience for such petty politics. Remind me why I came out here?”



“Because you are a good-hearted woman who wants to believe that there is good in everyone.
Even the most ungrateful.”

The Warrior sighs and rubs the skin between her brows. “Yes, yes.”

“It sounds to me that at least the people of Isari were appreciative of your visit today,” Varis
says, his tone diplomatic. “So your journey was not completely a waste of time.”

“I know. I visited Isari because I wanted to.”

“Yours is a different sort of politics, my love. But, not a bad sort.”

“Not the best sort for an empress to have.”

He grunts. “I would not say that. And neither should you. Yours is a special gift–not many
can so readily speak to the hearts of men.”

“That didn’t seem to do me much good today in Doma.”

“Perhaps the Domans were undeserving of you.”

She thinks of the tribunus’ earlier words and shakes her head. “Perhaps today was just not a
day to treat with me, despite inviting me to do so.”

“If they mean goodwill, then they will approach you again. If not, then mayhap it is best we
leave them to their own business.”

“You’re right.” She closes her eyes. “It’s too late to fly back tonight. Cas and I are just going
to hole up at the Consulate in Kugane for the night and fly back home tomorrow as the
weather permits.”

“I will miss you,” he says.

“You don’t already?”

Varis chuckles. “Fine then. I will miss you even more. I shan't let the maid in before your
return, so that I might be comforted by the scent of you on your pillows.”

“That’s sufficiently dramatic.” She hears him chuckles again.

“Only the best for you, my love.”



Chapter 77

The Warrior always enjoys her first training session after the passing of her menses. She does
not have to be careful with herself or work against any additional unwanted physical pain. It
is just her and a training sword, with nothing to stop her until the strength in her arms begins
to flag and the creeping sweat becomes a distraction.

She returns the sword to its rack and grabs a towel. Her guard is waiting for her out in the
hall.

“Good workout?”

“Mm. Nothing like cutting my way through old fights to start the day.”

The centurion makes an inquiring noise, but does not ask aloud. Similarly, the Warrior
chooses not to elaborate. She doesn’t feel like trying to explain to someone like Caspian how
her mind stubbornly chooses to replay old battles whenever she stands alone in the training
center. She thinks that Varis might be able to understand, but she doesn’t want to trouble him
with the matter when he already has so much else on his plate. The echoes of her past are not
as important as their future.

They are halfway back to the royal chambers when the centurion speaks up.

“Don’t forget, my Lady: you have an appointment with the tailor later this morning.”

The Warrior pauses in rubbing her neck with the towel. “What, are you my secretary now,
Cas?”

The centurion chuckles. “Someone has to remember for you.”

“I didn’t forget.” She stretches her arms over her head. “Varis told me about it this morning
before he left for court.”

“You did forget.”

“Oh, hush.” She swats at their arm with the towel before continuing down the corridor. “I
have a lot of things on my mind. Dress fittings don’t rank extremely high on that list.”

“You also have dance practice this afternoon.”

The Warrior huffs a sigh. “I don’t need to learn how to dance. I already know how to dance. I
told Varis that.”

“When did you find time to learn how to dance, amidst all your bloodying the countryside?”
Her guard sounds amused.

“Ishgard,” the Warrior says. “It was very necessary in Ishgard. Being their savior meant I was
invited to every ball held for a month straight. So, I had to dance. I was fortunately never



forced into joining a quadrille, but I can still waltz and tango and Lalalie with the best of
them.”

“Luckily for you most people just choose a basic waltz for their wedding dance.”

“That’s what Varis told me he preferred. But, he is still insisting on this lesson.”

“Perhaps he is nervous?”

“Why would he be nervous? He said he knows how to dance a waltz.”

The centurion shrugs. “That doesn’t mean he isn’t nervous about such a public dance.”

“I… hadn’t really considered that.” In truth, the thought that the Emperor of Garlemald might
be nervous about dancing with her in front of a room full of people had not crossed her mind.
He was used to ‘performing’ like that, wasn’t he? She considers how Varis had told her that
Emperor Solus had often teased and chided him when he was but a young prince. Too shy for
his own good. Who was going to listen to him if he was looking at the ground the whole
time?

“I doubt there’s anyone on the whole star who is immune to a touch of the nerves,” says the
centurion. “Goodness knows I’m not.”

“Yes, well. I’ll have to speak to him on the matter.” She pulls the towel from her shoulders as
they reach the door to the royal chambers. “In the meanwhile, if anyone asks for me, I’m
freshening up before that appointment with the tailor.”

“Of course, my Lady.”

 

It has been some time since the Warrior has crossed paths with the royal tailor–so long that
she cannot remember their last meeting. The tailor has been providing her with additions to
her wardrobe as the seasons shift, but never comes to see her in person. Varis had assured her
that this was how the man worked, that unless something was amiss with measurements he
preferred to work privately.

And so it is with a small amount of trepidation that the Warrior knocks on the door to the
tailor’s workshop at the time specified by her appointment. The door creaks open and the
dark, scarred face of the older Elezen peers out at her.

“Ah, right on time. This way, Lady Warrior.” The tailor opens the door further and gestures
into the room. His eyes fixate briefly on her guard. “Maristella. Good that you came along. I
need to check your measurements as well to finish the alterations on your dress uniform.”

“Of course,” the centurion squeaks out.

“After I am done with her ladyship. For now, wait out in the hall.”

“Yes, sir.”



“Cataegis, do you always go ordering around your superiors?” the Warrior asks as she
follows the tailor into his workshop. This earns her a soft laugh from the older man.

“I am no longer a soldier, as you well know. Here in this room, my word is law.” He smiles
thinly. “Or, at least, I like to pretend it is, and His Radiance tends to humor me in such things.
I did not mean to cause insult by telling your guard to wait outside.”

“Well, Caspian is an officer. It wouldn’t hurt you to at least say ‘please’.”

The tailor stares at her for a moment, his blue brows drawing together. “I suppose… But, you
are to be the empress in little more than a week. What care do you have for how I address a
guard?”

“Because they are my guard. And my friend. So, I care about how they are treated.”

“I see. My apologies. I shall attempt to mind my tongue around you in the future.”

The Warrior nods. She looks around the workshop. The space is tidy, and she cannot see
anything that would indicate that the tailor has been working on wedding vestments.

“That all being set aside, I’m here to be measured, right?”

“You are.” Cataegis goes to a work table and picks up a notepad. “His Radiance insists that
you haven’t gained any weight since last year, but I would hate for your wedding finery to be
spoiled by me taking him at his word.”

“I understand.” She looks down at herself. “I hope I haven’t changed too much. I may not be
going out adventuring on the daily, but I am still regularly spending time in the training
center.”

“The measuring tape shall tell the truth.” He picks up the tool in question. “Fortunately, the
wedding niveste is not particularly form-fitting. It can hide if you’ve been sharing a few extra
indulgences with His Radiance.”

She chuckles. “I wouldn’t go that far. I usually feel full to bursting after eating only a third of
what Varis consumes in a meal.”

“His Radiance eats like a growing boy,” the tailor says with a smirk. He pats his own flat
belly. “Meanwhile, I have always had to be rather mindful of my own figure since I retired.”

“We all have our own struggles.”

The Warrior patiently stands with her arms out as the tailor checks her measurements. She
watches him check the tape, write a number down, and then squint critically at whatever part
he was measuring. She is grateful that he keeps his scrutiny of her chest to a minimum.

“So tell me, Lady Warrior…” The tailor trails off as he pulls the tape taut around her waist.
“When first we met, you asked me if I thought Lord Varis was a good man. Do you recall
that?”



“Not really,” she admits. Cataegis releases the tape and picks up his notepad.

“You did.” The Elezen hums in thought. “Your measurements are nearly the same as a year
ago. I am impressed.”

The Warrior isn’t sure if she should thank him for the observation. Instead, she asks: “Why
did you bring that up? My question, I mean.”

“I do wonder when you ceased to worry over the question of my Lord’s perceived
‘goodness’. You are still here, after all, and I am checking your measurements for your
wedding to the man. So, you must have come to your own conclusion.”

“Oh. Yes, I suppose that I have.” She smiles, even as she contemplates his words. “To be
honest, I don’t really know when it stopped being something I worried about. I suppose that
eventually my heart knew the answer without my mind having to dwell upon it.”

“And, what answer did you find?”

The Warrior winks. “Come now, Cataegis. You know that the answer to that question is
something that can only be determined by the person asking the question.”

The tailor barks a laugh and shakes his head. “Fair enough.” He sets down the notepad. “If
you do not mind waiting, I will retrieve your vestments so that you can see how everything is
going to look.”

“Do I need to try them on?”

The tailor squints at her. “Has anything I have made for you in the last year been ill fitting?”

“Not that I can recall.”

“Then I do not think that there is much need for you to try it on now.”

“Another Garlean superstition?”

“Wh–no, my Lady–” The tailor stops and sighs. “In truth, your niveste is not yet complete,
and I would hate for you to be disappointed by the unfinished product.”

“You have yet to disappoint me with your craftsmanship, Cataegis. I doubt that you would
start now.”

To her surprise, Cataegis makes a softly flustered noise. He turns away.

“Well, I suppose a proper peek won’t hurt. Wait a moment, please.”

She does as he asks, waiting as the Elezen disappears behind a partition. He returns after a
few minutes toting two mannequins. Cataegis carefully sets them out. On the left is a gown,
somewhat plain in its design, and crafted from pale green silk charmeuse. On the right is
what looks, at a passing glance, like a floor length cloak fashioned from snow white cloth
with a satiny finish. The cloak is still visibly held together with a network of pins.



“This is the marital gown,” says Cataegis. He indicates the dress.

“It’s green,” she says. He flashes her a brief smirk.

“Yes, I thought His Radiance might appreciate the color. The marital gown isn’t meant to be
seen during the ceremony, so the color doesn’t really matter. However, it is intended to be
worn again in the future, and so I thought I would select a color that he would find pleasing.”

“Well, it’s a pale green, so hopefully he won’t find it too…overtly stimulating.”

The tailor chuckles. “I should hope so. It is a simple design, one considered quite classical
and proper here in Garlemald. Should you choose to wear the gown to a party or some other
function in the future, you will be viewed as a woman of proper grace and style.”

“Good to know.”

He gestures at the unfinished cloak. “Are you versed in the nature of the niveste?”

“To a degree, from what I’ve read and what Varis has told me about them. They’re white like
snow, and both people getting married wear one.”

“More or less. The niveste represents the bond between the primum and secunum, and shows
how they stand as equals in their partnership.”

The Warrior moves closer to the mannequin. “It looks rather heavy.”

“It weighs just as it should,” says the tailor. “Unlike the gown, you will likely only ever wear
the outer robes once. Your children might perhaps wear it in the future. So, it’s crafted from
heavier fabric, better to support the level of detail that goes into it.”

“It looks lovely so far.”

“I don’t even have the sleeves pinned in place yet,” he laments. “Finishing His Radiance’s
niveste has unfortunately taken priority. He is the Emperor, after all.”

“I understand.” She considers his words to the centurion. “Who else’s wedding attire do you
have to work on?”

“I’ve been having to check the fittings on the dress uniforms for all the guards that will be in
attendance that day, including your personal guard’s. That task is almost complete. There
were a few orders for various pieces from members of the Senate…” The tailor drums his
nails on his arm in thought. “Oh, and a new dress coat for Prince Zenos, as commissioned by
his father.”

“For Zenos?” Varis has made no mention of this request.

“Yes. He wanted his son to have something new to wear, with a better fit over his right arm.
Black and red, gold epaulets and trim–the usual royal finery. He wants the boy to look more a
prince and less a soldier.” Cataegis waves his hand. “That was easy enough to make, though.



I had that finished weeks ago, and have just been waiting for the prince to arrive from Bozja
for a final fitting.”

“I believe he is due to arrive in two days, should the weather be permitting.”

“You may be the only person here who is looking forward to the prince’s return.”

“Oh, I don’t know. I’m sure that Varis is… anticipating Zenos’ homecoming.” She frowns in
thought. She hasn’t asked Varis his thoughts on Zenos being back at the palace–she knows
that his relationship with his son is still strained at best. “I’ll have to talk to him about it this
afternoon.”

“I wouldn’t trouble him over it too much, Lady Warrior. We don’t need His Radiance getting
an ulcer just before his wedding.”

“Don’t be silly, Cataegis. If Varis hasn’t gotten an ulcer from dealing with Zenos or his other
family members by now, I doubt that a little chat about his son will trigger one.”

The tailor sighs. “If you say so, your ladyship.”

 

After lunch, the Emperor succumbs to the soft comforts of the study sofa. The Warrior has to
rouse him from his nap so that they are not tardy for their dance lesson. Varis is quiet as they
make their way to one of the empty ballrooms.

“So, Zenos will be back here in Garlemald in two days, right?”

“Aye. I voiced my doubts regarding him leaving Bozja unsupervised for so long, but Zenos
insisted that he trusted his officers to maintain the status quo that he has established thus far.”
Varis grunts. “Apparently he believes that the locals will ‘behave themselves’ in his
absence.”

“It would be nice if they did.”

He grunts again.

“I’m glad that you invited him to the wedding,” she says. “I know that you and he still don’t
have the best… I mean, I know you’re both trying.”

“Zenos would have been invited to our wedding even if I wanted him dead,” Varis says. “All
of the legati were invited to the wedding. I could not exclude him.”

“I see. Was that a rule your grandsire established?”

“No. ‘Twas mine own. Grandsire was already married and my father born by the time he
became emperor.”

“Oh.”



Varis wraps his arm around her shoulders. “Besides, I know that you are fond of the boy, and
that you want Zenos to be present at our wedding. I would not deny you that happiness.”

“Thank you, dear.”

He nods silently. The Warrior thinks of the prince. He is only a year or two younger than she,
but he still strikes her as a boy trying to play soldier. His heart still has so much catching up
to do…

“I’m to be Zenos’ stepmother, yes?”

“That is right.”

“What if I wanted to be… more his mother?” She feels the arm tense around her. “I mean, I
am taking your name. What if I wanted to adopt him? I don’t even know if that sort of thing
is done here in Garlemald.”

“Zenos is a man grown,” Varis replies slowly. “I know he seems a lost little boy to you, but
he is an adult. He does not need to be adopted.”

“But, what if I wanted to?”

He sighs, steps slowing to a stop as the ballroom doors come into view. “That would be
entirely up to Zenos, darling. I could have no say in it, and neither could you.”

She echoes his sigh. “I’m not sure how I could even broach the subject with him. I don’t
know if he would even understand the sentiment behind it.” She shakes her head. “It was just
a thought. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

“I am not upset.” His big hand strokes down her back. “We will talk about this later, if you
wish. For now, we must dance.”

 

The ballroom is nearly empty. All that occupies the space is a small wooden table with what
looks like a radio placed upon its lacquered surface, and the dance instructor. The instructor is
a severe looking Hyur fellow.

“Thank you for your time, Lord Gelida. I hope we did not keep you waiting too overlong.”

“No longer than I expected, Your Radiance,” says the instructor. He frowns as he peers at the
Warrior through his glasses. “Oh dear, this is going to take a lot of work. I should have been
called on sooner.”

“I already know how to waltz,” the Warrior says. The instructor fixes her with a doubtful
glare.

“I know not what counts as a proper waltz in your savage homeland, young lady, but here in
Garlemald we put more pride into our dancing.”



“Mind your tongue,” the Emperor growls. “You were called upon the recommendation of my
uncle, but do not think that I will permit unkind words to Lady van Umbrus in my presence.”

The instructor flinches and leans away. “Of course, Your Radiance. My apologies.”

After that the instructor is almost painfully polite. He shows them the correct way to stand,
and makes suggestions of ways for them to adjust their stance to compensate for the
difference in their heights. 

“Now then. I will turn on some music, and we will have you go through the steps.”

The Warrior giggles and holds out her hand. “Would you dance with me, Your Radiance?”

He huffs. “That is supposed to be my line.”

“Please take this seriously,” chides the instructor. “The first dance is of utmost importance.
Metaphorically speaking, the entire empire will be watching the two of you, judging your
performance, looking for weaknesses in your bond.”

“And here I thought it was just a dance,” she says. “What if we were just naturally bad
dancers?”

“Then it would reflect poorly on your partnership. Fear not, your ladyship, I shall ensure that
does not come to pass.”

The pair spends the next half bell dancing slowly to a waltz that plays from the music box.
Aside from occasionally offering suggestions to improve the pacing of their moments, the
instructor keeps out of the couple’s way. Finally, when the Warrior thinks she will become
dizzy if she has to do another turn, the instructor silences the music.

“I must admit, Lady van Umbrus, your moves are more…polished than I would have
expected.”

“You never bothered to ask where I learned to dance,” she says gently. “If you had, I would
have told you that I was a ward of one of the High Houses of Ishgard, and they were kind
enough to make sure I was educated in all of the common styles of ballroom dancing.”

“Ah, I see.” He swallows. “Well, I would say that their efforts certainly paid off.”

“You should not judge a person based solely on their place of origin,” says Varis.

“Of course, Your Radiance.” The instructor looks between them and smiles. “I will say, I
have high confidence that the two of you will perform quite admirably for your dance. You
clearly are quite comfortable in each other’s presence, and that goes a long way.”

Varis looks down at the Warrior and smiles. “After more than a year together, I would hope
we were not as strangers to each other.”

“Far from it,” she says with a returning smile.



“Indeed.” The instructor clears his throat. “Well, I believe my work here is done. Should you
require a refresher before the ceremony, you know where to find me, Your Radiance.”

“Thank you for your time,” rumbles the Emperor.

The instructor bows, collects the music player, and then briskly departs from the ballroom.
The Warrior hums a few notes from the song they had been forced to dance to on repeat. The
weight of Varis’ hand is firm against the small of her back. She looks up at him, and finds
that his attention has fixated on the empty table.

“Is something wrong, dear?”

“No. I was considering what further use we could make of that table.”

“Oh?” The table is small and unremarkable. “What came to mind?”

“I want to fuck you on it.”

“Varis!” She squeaks as his hand moves to squeeze at her bottom.

“‘Tis just the right height for such usage,” he calmly notes.

“Yes, well–Are you sure there aren’t any superstitions about having sex in the same room as
where your wedding reception will be held?”

“None that I am aware of.”

“Just checking. At least let me close the door before you open your trousers.” She gestures at
the exit. Varis looks to the door, and then down at her. There is a hungry gleam to his eyes
that sends a shiver up her spine.

He growls: “Make haste.”

 

Two days later, the Warrior sits in her parlor and stares out the big windows. It is lightly
snowing, and she cannot help but wonder if the weather will delay Zenos’ homecoming. She
doesn’t entirely think so–Varis has explained that weather delays are usually because of high
winds and not snow–but still finds herself concerned all the same. At lunch Varis assured her
that communications from Castrum Lacus Litore had reported Prince Zenos’ vessel departing
safely early in the morning hours. She just has to wait.

So she does, alternating between restlessly picking through the pages of a book and staring
out the window at the afternoon snowfall. 

She is staring blankly at a page when there is a knock on her office door. The centurion leans
into the doorway.

“You have a visitor, um, Lady van Umbrus.”



“Hm?” She isn’t expecting anyone, and she doesn’t have any wedding related appointments
scheduled for the day.

“A visitor,” they say again. “Shall I let her in?”

“Oh, yes. Of course.” The Warrior hurriedly closes her book and straightens up the collection
of papers that litter her desk.

The door swings open, and she notices her guard salute just before her uninvited guest enters
the room. To be polite, she rises from her desk and moves to the middle of the room.

Her visitor is a Garlean woman of moderate height, her lean build covered by white armor
and black skirts. The woman has a serious but not unfriendly expression, and peers at the
Warrior with bright violet eyes.

They exchange salutes.

“Thank you for seeing me, Lady van Umbrus,” says the woman. “I am Vergilia van
Corculum, Legatus of the Third Imperial Legion.”

“Ah, yes. I have heard of you, Lady Vergilia. It’s nice to meet you in person.”

The legatus nods. “I have heard much of you since your arrival in Garlemald. ‘Tis not often
the hero of one land moves on to another.”

The Warrior smiles. “So I have heard many times. I hope I do not disappoint.”

After a moment of consideration, Lady Vergilia says: “I expected you to be a bit taller.”

“I’m tall enough,” the Warrior says with a laugh. “Now then, I assume you had a reason for
visiting me today.” She watches as the legatus casts her gaze to the floor for a moment,
steeling herself before returning her attention to the Warrior.

“Yes. I wanted to talk to you, Lady van Umbrus. About Nerva.”

The Warrior doesn’t mask her grimace. “I don’t really have anything to say about Lord
Nerva. Certainly nothing nice, at least.”

“I understand. He can be… difficult for some to get along with. Nerva lacks the charm and
culture of his father and grandfather. He wouldn’t know what to do if you put a gunblade in
his hands–he would in all likelihood shoot himself in the foot. And, yes, he can be something
of a boor at times…”

“Lord Nerva must have a great dick if you’re trying to defend his behavior after that
testimony.”

Lady Vergilia coughs out a startled laugh. “Yes, well. Despite his rather gnarled exterior, I
can promise you that there is a good person underneath all of that. I have seen it, Lady Lux.
He is a steadfast partner, and has supported me at every step of my career. When I was turned
down twice for promotion to legatus, he went before the High Legatus–you dear Lord Varis–



and pleaded my case. ‘Twas a bit embarrassing, in truth, and it was still another year before I
was promoted, but…”

“You feel you owe him this.”

She shakes her head. “No, Lady Lux. But surely you had doubts about Lord Varis when first
you met. I am merely begging of you not to write Nerva off solely due to a rotten first
impression.”

“To what end?”

The legatus looks sheepish for a moment, and then casts her gaze to her hands. “As legatus of
the Third legion, I am invited to your wedding by His Radiance. It would bring me joy to be
able to attend such an important event with the man I care for more than any other.”

The Warrior studies the other woman for a moment. “I will consider it. The decision is not
entirely up to me, mind you. Varis is not particularly fond of his cousin.”

“I am aware that there is little love between them. Still, I would be deeply grateful for the
consideration.”

“I will discuss it with Varis. Be mindful though: if we do permit Lord Nerva to accompany
you to our wedding, he will have to leave his claws at home.”

“Yes, I understand. Thank you, Lady van Umbrus.” Lady Vergilia salutes. “I must be on my
way–I had only a short time to come visit before I must return to my cohorts.”

“It was good to meet you, Lady Vergilia. Perhaps next time we can have tea and talk about
something more pleasant.”

The legatus smiles softly. “I would like that.”

 

Scarcely a bell has gone by before the Warrior’s solitude is again interrupted by her guard
knocking on the door.

“My Lady?” The centurion pokes their head into the room. “I have received word that Prince
Zenos’ transport has arrived from Bozja.”

“Oh, lovely! Thank you, Cas.” She sets down her book. “Could you have him alerted to my
location?”

“Of course, my Lady.” The door closes, and she is left again to her reading. 

A quarter of a bell passes, and then there is another brief knock on her parlor door. The door
swings open before she has a chance to respond. The Warrior hears a sputter of ‘Go right
ahead, Your Highness’ from her guard as Zenos enters the room.



“Zenos!” She rises from the desk to greet the prince. For once Zenos is not wearing his
armor, and is instead garbed in a long dark gray coat with a fluffy collar. She spots the soft
metallic gleam of his right hand as he steps into the room.

“Lady Lux. You look well.”

The Warrior meets him halfway. “I’m glad that you made it here safe–ly–” The words stutter
to a stop on her lips as the prince half folds himself over her. Zenos rests his cheek against the
top of her head and curls his left arm around her narrow shoulders.

After a moment she feels his chest quiver with a shaky exhalation. “‘Tis good to see you
again.”

“I–You too, Zenos.”

He rights himself and takes a step back. When she looks up at the prince, his expression is as
neutral as ever. He surveys the parlor.

“You have done much since last I was in this room.”

“Yes, well…” The Warrior gestures at the space around them. “The empress has to have her
own office, right?”

“Indeed. You have done well to remove the stains left by my great-grandsire.” For a moment
his gaze shifts to a point on the wall. She wonders if he is recalling the last time he was in
this room–when he attempted to defend her from the wrath of Emet-Selch. Perhaps he does,
perhaps not. With the prince’s impassive mien it is impossible to tell. Neither can she tell if
the memory might bother him. Zenos says nothing.

Her eyes catch a tuft of red down on his sleeve. “Zenos, did you… bring your chocobo to
Garlemald?”

“Of course I did. I was not going to leave Rufus alone in the care of my men back in Bozja.”
Zenos picks at the fluff. “I had to see him settled in the stables before I came here.”

“Of course you did,” she echoes with a soft laugh. Zenos gazes down at her, head tipped
slightly to the side.

“I have missed getting the chance to spar with you. But, I have heard on good authority that
you are continuing your training, and so I shall not worry that you are going soft in my
absence.”

The Warrior pats his arm. “I am not going to fight with you before the wedding.”

“I was not going to ask such of you,” Zenos says. The slight pout that curls his lips says
otherwise.

“Your father would have an absolute fit if I showed up to our wedding looking like a bruised
fruit.”



“Will I ever get another chance to face you?” There is something anxious to his tone, even if
his face reveals nothing. She smiles and gives his arm a squeeze.

“I will make time for you, Zenos. Do not worry.” She thinks. “Your nameday is coming up in
a few months, isn’t it?”

He mutely nods.

“Well, then, perhaps we will have a match then. Would you like that?”

“Greatly,” he growls.

“Good. We will settle on a date after your father and I return from our honeymoon.”

“Agreed.” Zenos stares down at her through his thick eyelashes. “I know not if Father shared
the information with you, but he requested that I be the one who stands sentinel to the throne
while you and he are away on your honeymoon.”

“What, really?”

He nods somberly. “Father said that I was the only one he trusted with the task.”

“Wow, and I didn’t even suggest the idea to him.”

Zenos huffs. “I agreed to the task, but not for his sake. I would not want you to have to worry
about the safety of the throne while you are away.”

“You aren’t going to stage a coup while we’re on holiday, are you?”

“I have no interest in taking the throne for myself,” says the prince. “Not now or ever. But I
will ensure that it is kept safe in your absence.”

“It’s alright if you’re doing it for his peace of mind, too. I won’t tell him.”

Zenos grimaces. “Thank you.”

The Warrior lifts her palms. “Bend down, will you?”

He frowns. “Why?”

“I want to hug you. You hugged me, didn’t you? It’s only fair.”

The prince’s mouth opens in protest, but closes before he voices his doubts. He stoops over,
shoulders tense as the Warrior wraps her arms around them. After a long moment his posture
softens, and she feels his nose press into her shoulder. The Warrior smiles.

“Welcome home, Zenos.”



Chapter 78

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

In the morning, as he often does after breakfast, Varis wraps himself around the Warrior and
buries his face in her hair.

“I am loath to leave you this morning,” Varis murmurs. The Warrior smiles and pats the back
of his gauntlet.

“You’re loath to leave me every morning, dear.”

“I am. Perhaps I will petition to have you start attending the Senate meetings with me.” He
smirks as she laughs.

“You would prefer to torture your bride rather than be away from her?”

“Well, when you phrase it like that…”

The Warrior tips her head back and kisses his chin. "You know, a week from now, we will be
married." He hums in agreement. "How does that make you feel?"

"Nervous." Varis sighs. "You were right, darling; we should have eloped."

“It’s too late for that now, I’m afraid.” She chuckles. “Get to work. I will be around here
somewhere when you’re free.”

“Yes, yes, as you wish.” Varis kisses her before stepping away. “Stay out of trouble.”

“I make no guarantees. Adventure might call on me before lunch.”

Fewer than five minutes have passed from Varis’ departure when there is a knock on the main
door of the suite. The Warrior is curious as she makes her way to the door. Her guard has the
day off, and so she can only wonder who is calling on her so early.

“Zenos.” The prince stands a few fulms from the door, dressed in casual attire with a leather
pouch attached at his right hip.

“Good morning, Lady Lux,” Zenos says. “I hope I am not interrupting.”

“No, no. If you’re looking for your father he just–” She stops and shakes her head. “Listen to
me. Of course you aren’t here for your father. Is something wrong, Zenos?”

“No,” is the calm reply. “I was going to check on my chocobo, and wondered if you would
like to meet him.”



The Warrior blinks and then smiles up at him. “Oh, I’d love to meet your new friend. Just
give me a few minutes to change. I shouldn’t be wandering the halls in my sleep clothes.”
She gestures at herself. The prince nods.

“Take your time. I will wait.”

 

The Warrior has yet to visit the royal stables, though she has carried some interest toward
their occupants for some time. She admittedly doesn’t even know where they are located in
the vast complex of the palace, and so she mentally traces her path as she follows Zenos’
enthusiastic passage. Eventually they step outside into the chill of the morning, before
quickly crossing a small courtyard and entering the stables.

A stable boy is already present upon their arrival, and he hurriedly salutes the pair.

“Good morning, Lady van Umbrus. Prince Zenos, I have already fed your bird with the
mixture that you ordered. He appears to be in high spirits today.”

“I will be the judge of that,” growls the prince, and starts down the line of stalls. 

“Thank you,” says the Warrior. She hurries after the prince.

The stables are warm but airy, perfumed by the scent of chocobos and dried grass. Four of the
stalls are occupied by the big fluffy chocobos that the Warrior has seen previously used to
pull carriages–two black, two steel gray. Other stalls are filled with more of the fluffy
chocobos, though they are smaller and lighter in color for the most part.

“Riding chocobos housed here by my great-uncle and members of the Senate,” Zenos says
when she stops to admire a small chocobo that looks more like a cloud than a bird.

“It might be nice to have my own chocobo again,” she muses.

“I am certain that Father would acquire one if you were to ask him.”

“Mm, no rush.” She smiles and pats his arm. “Now, where is your bird? Are you hiding him
away in the back?”

“Yes, though more for his benefit.” Zenos frowns briefly. “The other birds are somewhat…
rude to outsiders.”

“I see.”

They pass several empty stalls. Zenos lets out a short, low whistle as they approach the final
stall. With a loud kweh, a large red chocobo head pokes over the gate. It towers several feet
over Zenos, and the Warrior has to tip her head back to get a full look at the massive bird.

“Good morning, Rufus. I hope that the stablehands have tended to you properly.”



The bird whistles, and the Warrior senses that he is generally pleased with his current
situation. His back is even higher than her eye level, but she can still see that a heavy gray
woolen blanket is draped over his back and wings. 

“Rufus, this is Lady van Umbrus.” Zenos gestures at the Warrior. “Recall what I have told
you of her.”

The chocobo lets out a brief whistle and bows his head far down to get a better look at the
Warrior. He blinks a big brown eye and kwehs inquiringly at Zenos.

“What? Why would you think she would be taller? I–I am not her biological chick.”

The Warrior smiles. “Now Zenos, you wrote telling me that you had befriended a chocobo,
but you did not mention that he was such a handsome bird.” She tries not to laugh as the
chocobo trills and puffs up his feathers at her praise.

“I thought it better not to inflate his ego,” Zenos says dryly. “Too many men let a simple
compliment go to their heads.”

“Well, he seems fairly level headed to me.”

“He still has his mischievous days.” He reaches and gently pats the bird’s glossy beak. “Be
good, and we will go for a ride this afternoon.”

“A ride? He lets you ride him, Zenos?”

The prince nods. He opens the pouch on his hip and pulls out a large, glossy gysahl green.
The chocobo eagerly plucks the treat from his fingertips. “Rufus has taken to the activity, but
only if I am the rider. It has been fairly beneficial–I can easily perform my patrols and he gets
to stretch his legs.”

“I’m glad that you two are so comfortable together.” 

“He was lonely,” is Zenos’ calm reply. “An outcast in his own flock. I…It was not difficult
for me to imagine what it might be like for him to live in such a fashion. And so I have
approached him with the same gentleness and understanding that you did for me. At least, I
have attempted to.” His eyes half close. “I expected him to wish to return to his flock, to hear
him keening for it in the night. But, he never has, and his flock has moved more than a malm
away from the castrum.”

“I’m proud of you,” the Warrior says. “You have made an effort to be good to another
creature, even if you did not stand to gain from it.”

“Rufus is useful in combat,” Zenos says. He looks away.

“Certainly he is.” She decides not to press the subject, lest he become more uncomfortable.
“You’re going for a ride, then? Won’t you disrupt traffic?”

“We shall not ride in the city,” sniffs the prince. “There is a hidden transport route that runs
underground beneath the city. We can take that and head into the countryside with the



smallfolk being none the wiser. I am curious to see how he handles the snow.”

“I see. Won’t he be cold?”

“Most likely. He does not have the breeding of an Ilsabardian chocobo, so his plumage is not
as suited to the climate here. Fear not: I have had a barding constructed to protect him from
the cold.” Zenos smiles thinly. “That is the only tithe I collected from the people of Bozja this
quarter. No food, no coin, just a barding fit for the prince of chocobos. They took to it with
some zeal–Rufus is quite popular with the smallfolk in Bozja. When we go on patrols, old
and young in the villages bring him vegetables to eat and bones to sharpen his beak. I have
never asked for any of the gifts, but…I know Father would call it undiplomatic to turn away
charity given in good faith.”

“Are you sure they do not act out of fear?” The Warrior glances at the bird as he lets out a
disagreeing whistle.

“The adults, perhaps, but not the children.”

“That’s good. I mean, you have to start somewhere, right?”

Zenos stares silently at the stall gate for a long moment before nodding. “Yes, just so.”

 

The days that follow are relatively quiet, but for the bustle of arriving guests and other
wedding preparations. Two days before the wedding, her guard delivers her a message after
her morning workout.

“An airship of Ishgardian make has made anchor in the docks,” reports the centurion. “That
would be your friends arriving for the wedding, yes?”

“I would think so, unless Ishgard has decided to stage a very straightforward invasion.”

“It would certainly be a surprise.”

They head down to the airship docks. The Warrior cannot deny a certain extra spring in her
step as she traces the route through the palace. She isn’t entirely sure who of the Scions has
decided to attend, as they had been uncertain how many were appropriate before it became
some sort of political mission. In the end, the Scions had been the only guests invited from
Eorzea, as she and Varis had decided that inviting anyone else would only lead to potential
scandal and discord. She is fairly certain that the twins will be in attendance, but does not
know who might have chosen to accompany them.

“You seem excited, my Lady,” observes her guard as they descend on a lift.

“I suppose I am.” She smiles up at them. “It’s a grand thing, for one’s dear friends to be able
to attend your wedding. Don’t you agree?”

“Indeed.”



“And, I mean–” She laughs softly. “It’s just two days now. The decorations in the ballroom
are almost complete, and Varis said the throne room is being thoroughly scrubbed today…”

“And you?”

“And me…” She laughs again. “My gown and robe are ready, and so are Varis’. I have my
private vows written out, and my luggage for our honeymoon is almost completely packed.
So, right now I’m just waiting.”

The centurion nods as the lift comes to a stop. “With your friends here, the time will pass
much more quickly.”

“You’re right, Cas.”

They step out onto the docks. A bracing wind is blowing this morning, and it blows the
night’s snow in swirling patterns along the metal walkways. It takes only a few steps for the
Warrior to pick out the location of the Ishgardian airship, as its design stands out in stark
contrast to that of the Garlean vessels that are currently moored. Several guards are clustered
near the airship’s gangplank. A chill wind gusts down the length of the pier, and the Warrior
hears an alarmed shout from the direction of the airship.

“--bloody cold–!”

She smiles at the familiar voice, and hurries over to where the guards are gathered.

“Let them pass,” she says in as authoritative a voice as she can muster. “They are my guests.”

One of the guards steps away and salutes her. “Of course, your ladyship.”

“We are supposed to check the belongings of any foriegn visitors before they are granted
permission to enter the palace,” protests another of the guards.

“They are my guests,” she says again. “I take personal responsibility for them and their
behavior.” The Warrior looks at the gangplank, and notices the Hyur standing with the two
little Elezen. “Except perhaps for Thancred. He’s a troublemaker.”

“‘Tis good to see you too, Warrior,” says Thancred with a grim smile. “I can assure you that
we brought only gifts, and no weapons.”

“Something Alisaie protested, for fear that we might crash and have to fight off snow wolves
or some other beasts in the wild.” Alphinaud grins briefly before grimacing against the cold.

“I did not!” cries Alisaie. “I said that we were going into ene–”

“Perhaps we could continue our hellos inside, before Alphinaud’s ears freeze off,” says
Thancred. “That is, if the guards do not protest.”

The guards look between themselves before one speaks up: “We will trust your judgment,
Lady van Umbrus.” They salute and move away from the gangplank.



“Thank you.” The Warrior holds her hands out. “Come, let’s get you all inside before you
freeze solid.”

 

The twins and Thancred are quick to follow the Warrior back into the relative warmth of the
palace. Once inside, the twins take turns hugging her. Thancred hangs back until the Warrior
comes after him with her arms extended.

“Come here. I haven’t seen that stupid, smug face in half a year. Don’t think you’re getting
out of a hug.”

“Oof, you are always such a bully, my good lady.” Thancred gives her a squeeze. “Do you
think we will have time to get a few drinks in?”

“Perhaps.” They step apart. She gestures at the centurion. “Everyone, this is Caspian. They’re
my guard, so don’t be alarmed if they just follow me all over the palace.”

“Do you need a guard?” Alisaie asks in a doubtful tone.

“Not at all,” says the centurion.

“Perhaps not, but I have come to appreciate having someone who is looking out for me.” She
smiles. “Caspian is a good friend, and they have permission to speak freely.”

Alisaie peers up at the centurion. “An Elezen?” She turns to the Warrior with a wounded
expression. “You replaced me with another Elezen?”

“I told you about my guard already, Alisaie.”

“I know, but I didn’t realize that they were an Elezen. That makes a huge difference.”

The Warrior just smiles and shakes her head. “Come along; I’ll show you to your guest
rooms.” She nods at the centurion. “Cas, could you lead the way? I’m still not completely
certain how to get from the docks to the guest wing.”

“Of course, my Lady.”

The Scions follow her away from the docks.

“I wouldn’t have thought that there would be guest rooms in the Garlean palace,” notes
Thancred.

“Emperor Solus did a large amount of entertaining when he was younger,” says the centurion.
“So, an additional wing for guest rooms was added to the palace’s design. The rooms have sat
empty for much of the last few years, but His Radiance had them all refreshed in preparation
for the arrival of wedding guests.”

“We aren’t the only guests?” asks Alphinaud.



“Varis has managed to convince some of his more skittish relatives to attend, so they will
have rooms,” says the Warrior. “As well as a few of the legati who don’t really have
residences here in the city proper.”

“Are we your only guests?”

“You are.”

“I’m sorry about your mother.” Thancred winces at his own words. The Warrior smiles
ruefully and shakes her head.

“You’ve no reason to apologize, Thancred. Or to offer condolences. You delivered the letter
to her for me, and she chose not to respond. That’s just how it is. Besides, I–I didn’t really
expect to hear back from her.” She swats lightly at Thancred’s arm. “But, you three are here,
and that’s all the family I really need at my wedding.”

“The others sent their best, but could not make it for varying reasons,” says Alphinaud.
“Though, Tataru did send a chocolate torte with our things. She said something about owing
one to the Emperor?”

“Ah, Varis will be quite pleased by that. I think he was a little disappointed when I didn’t
bring any cake with me after my last trip to Eorzea.”

“I hope Tataru doesn’t plan on leaving the Scions to become a baker for the Imperial palace,”
quips Alisaie.

“That job is already taken, I’m afraid,” the Warrior says with a grin. “Though, I’m sure His
Radiance might consider accepting political bribes in the form of tarts.”

 

They reach the guest wing without any incident, but that good fortune seems to fail the
Warrior when her guard pushes open the heavy wooden doors to the next corridor and walks
straight into the crown prince. They yelp and step back, letting go of the doors in the process.

“What was that?” Alphinaud wonders.

“That was Zenos,” says the Warrior. She shakes her head and steps around her guard. When
she pushes open one of the doors, Zenos is still standing there. His left hand is slightly
extended, and despite his completely indifferent expression, his head is tilted perceptibly
toward his shoulder.

The Warrior hears a nervous intake of breath behind her. She smiles warmly at the prince.

“I’m sorry, Zenos. We didn’t expect you to be standing on the other side of the doors.”

“‘Tis of no consequence,” he rumbles. His head slowly cants back to an even keel, and she
sees his eyes dart over the top of her head. “I did not mean to startle your guard.”



“It’s alright, Your Highness,” squeaks out the centurion. “I should have watched where I was
going!”

“What are you doing in this part of the palace?”

“Lady van Pruina arrived not long ago from Gyr Abania. After meeting with her, Father
asked that I escort her to her guest room.” Zenos gestures over her shoulder. “I see you have
been tasked with the same.”

“Very funny. You knew my friends from Eorzea were coming for the wedding.”

“Perhaps it slipped my mind.” His lips pull into a thin smile, and his right hand grips the open
door. “It is good that they arrived safely, then.” Zenos pulls the door open wide. “After you,
Lady Lux.”

“Thank you, Zenos. Will you be coming to dinner tonight?”

He stares down at her for a moment. Then: “Of course.”

“Good. I’ll see you then.”

The prince stands silent as the Warrior leads the Scions and her guard through the door and
down the hall. She hears the door click shut behind them, and knows that he has exited the
corridor.

“That was terrifying enough,” mutters Thancred. The Warrior chuckles as she counts the
doorways.

“What do you have to fear of Zenos? He doesn’t consider you a threat, and so he is no threat
to you.”

“Is it really that simple?” wonders Alisaie.

“I think so. Here, at least. Though, maybe I’ve just gotten used to him.” She smirks at
Thancred. “Zenos ruled you out as a threat when you were still snooping about the palace in
Ala Mhigo. That’s why he let you continue your spying without interruption.”

“‘Tis almost enough to wound me.” Thancred sighs and shakes his head. “Is he to be at the
wedding, then?”

“Of course he is. Zenos is the Emperor’s son, and to be mine as well.”

“And you’re just alright with that?” Alisaie looks at her doubtfully. “Zenos is still dangerous.
He doesn’t need to be coddled by you, Warrior.”

“He’s exactly the sort that needs to be coddled by me,” the Warrior shoots back. Alisaie
frowns. “I know you don’t–can’t understand. You grew up with loving, supportive parents
who cared deeply for you and who supported you even when they didn’t agree with your
decisions. Isn’t that right?”



The twins nod somberly.

“Zenos may have grown up in a palace, but you grew up in absolute luxury compared to
him.” She stops in front of a door, and looks at her guard. “This is the right room, isn’t it,
Cas? Do you still have the keys?”

“Yes, my Lady.” The centurion steps forward and unlocks the door. “Suite number 9, as
recommended by His Radiance.”

“Thank you.” The Warrior returns her attention to the Scions. The twins’ brows are furrowed
in uncomfortable thought, but Thancred is instead curiously looking down the corridor at a
guard. The Warrior pulls a small piece of paper from her pocket and unfolds it. She reads
Varis’ familiar handwriting. “This is a three-bed suite, according to Varis. Separate sleeping
rooms, connected by a sitting room. There is also a shared bathing room. Your luggage will
likely be delivered in a few minutes.”

“We don’t get a key?” Thancred asks, even as Alisaie quickly ducks into the open doorway.
The Warrior smiles.

“You don’t need a key. There will always be guards posted, watching the comings and goings
from each room. The doors can be locked from the inside, if that eases your mind.”

The spy nods. “I’m sure it will be more than sufficient. Doesn’t hurt to know one's environs.”

“I understand, but, please don’t go sneaking about the palace alone, Thancred,” she shakes
her head. “The guards are all on high alert because of the wedding, and I don’t need you to
get into trouble.”

“You say that as though you expect me to get caught.”

“If you really want to look around the palace, I will gladly give you all a guided tour.”

“Would Emperor Varis really approve of that?” asks Alphinaud.

“As long as I don’t take you to see any of the secret labs or anything like that.”

“I knew it!” Thancred whispers.

“I’m joking! I mean–I don’t really know about what goes on in some of the subterranean
levels of the palace, no, but neither do I spend much time worrying over it.”

“That is not very reassuring.”

“Just, please… I invited you here because you are my friends and I want to share this day
with you all. I promised Varis that you wouldn’t cause any trouble while you were here.”

Thancred sighs and shakes his head. He smiles. “Fine, fine. I suppose a sanitized tour of the
palace will suffice to satiate my curiosity.”



“Thank you. Besides, this place is like a maze at times. It took me weeks before I could find
my way to the library on my own.”

“What about food?”

“There is a guest dining hall at the end of this corridor. The kitchen will supply you with
meals at morning, midday, and in the evening for the next few days, though I believe you all
are invited to the rehearsal dinner tomorrow.” She wags a finger at Thancred. “So you don’t
need to sneak out of the palace to find something to eat. Or drink–the kitchen will supply you
with a fair variety of wine and spirits, including some from Ishgard if you’d like.”

“That sounds almost like bribery, and I am completely alright with that.” Thancred rubs his
hands together, and the Warrior laughs.

“The only real rule, as I said, is that you can’t go roaming around the palace on your own.
Guests are not permitted to do so.” She looks at the paper and thinks of the hand drawn map
that Varis gave her the year before. There had been clearly marked points for how far she was
allowed to explore. “Even I was not permitted to, at first.”

“And now you have the run of the whole place. Impressive.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t say that. I’m sure there are places I don’t have access to.”

“All in good time.” He claps a hand on the doorframe. “Alright, Alphinaud and I have to see
what rooms are left to us after Alisaie picked out the best one for herself.”

“Of course. If you need anything, or need to get in contact with me, you can speak with one
of the guards.” She gestures at her ear. “I can’t guarantee I’ll have my linkpearl on me, but
the guards have their own connected ones.”

“We will keep that in mind, thank you.” Thancred smiles. “And, thank you for the chance to
enjoy some royal hospitality.”

The Warrior laughs. “Just behave, Thancred, and you’ll be treated like a little prince.”

 

The Warrior reunites with her friends later in the afternoon for a tour of the palace.

“Lunch was fantastic,” enthuses Alphinaud. “I mean, I know I should expect that the emperor
would have the best of chefs available to him, but I did not expect that the same quality
would be extended to the guests of the palace.”

“Wouldn’t your parents have the same done at home?” asks the Warrior.

“I suppose so. Father might wrinkle his nose over it all. He isn’t as fond of entertaining as
Mother. She’s the one always looking for new people to have tea with.”

“Perhaps one day I will be able to venture to Sharlayan and have tea with her.”



“Tea with an empress! Mother would certainly enjoy that. But, she would enjoy having tea
with the Warrior of Light just as much. Or one of my dearest friends.”

“She would be able to get all three at once,” says Thancred. Alphinaud nods in agreement.

The group heads out of the guest wing.

“I hope you aren’t raising your expectations too high over this tour. The palace is really just a
very large house.”

“That’s being rather modest, don’t you think?”

The Warrior shrugs. “It’s just ‘home’ to me, now. Even if it is a bit dark and quiet in some
areas.” She smiles. “Hopefully in a few years there will be the patter of little feet to break up
the stillness.”

“So, you and the Emperor intend to have children?” Thancred’s tone implies a silent ‘but
what if they turn out like Zenos?’.

“That’s right. I’ll admit, a year ago I wouldn’t have thought it possible. My life was just too
busy with being the Warrior of Light. When would I find time to raise a family when I was
constantly being called all over the star to help end some war or save some nation from the
Ascians? But now it… it feels like a real possibility.”

“I hope we can still call on you for aid,” says Alphinaud.

“Within reason.”

Thancred smirks. “Hopefully the Ascians won’t stir up trouble when you’re too heavy with
child to move.”

“Knowing them, they might plan for that.”

She leads the Scions through the palace, showing them the various locations where she
spends her time. Alisaie is intrigued by the idea of a training center full of weaponry, while
her brother is plainly impressed by the Warrior’s new office. They briefly peek into the
throne room, but the only people present are busy scrubbing the floors, as the Emperor is off
at a meeting.

“‘Tis a pity Urianger could not come along,” Thancred muses as they look around the royal
library. “He would have had a grand time poking through all these books.”

“He can always come along the next time you visit,” says the Warrior.

“You would invite us back?”

“Of course. The Scions will always be welcome to visit the Empress of Garlemald. With
sufficient forewarning.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”



“What’s this big empty spot for?” Alphinaud is standing at the top of the stairs. He gestures at
a slightly darker spot on the otherwise occupied walls.

“Oh, there used to be a portrait of Emperor Solus,” says the Warrior. “It… made me
uncomfortable, so I asked for Emperor Varis to have it removed.”

“Uncomfortable?”

“At the time I couldn’t quite explain why. ‘Twas almost as though it was haunted by a bit of
the man’s spirit. Of course, that feeling made a lot more sense when I discovered that the old
man was in fact still lurking about, waiting to cause trouble.”

Thancred frowns. “Has there been any sign of Ascians in the palace as of late?”

“Not recently, no.” She shakes her head. “Not since I told Emet-Selch to piss off.” She smiles
at Alphinaud’s startled laugh.

“You didn’t really say that to him, did you?”

“My language might have been a bit more colorful than that. But, it got my point across.
Since then, things have been much quieter, more relaxed. There has definitely been a
lightening of the air here in the palace, and I have not sensed anyone lurking in the shadows.
Neither has Zenos, for that matter.”

“I still find it difficult to believe that Zenos yae Galvus would be gifted with the Echo,” says
Thancred. “Of all people, why him?”

“Who are we to question Hydaelyn’s choices?” The Warrior shrugs. “Why me, or Minifilia,
or Krile? Why anyone at all? Why not Zenos?”

Thancred frowns again.

“Besides, Zenos doesn’t even believe that he has the gift. He believes his talents are entirely
of his own making, and I’m not one to try and convince him otherwise.”

“And yet you believe he has it…”

“Zenos can see disembodied Ascians. That’s almost all the proof I need, wouldn’t you say?”

“There is no point in arguing over it,” says Alphinaud. “There’s no way to control the Echo,
and so Prince Zenos having the Echo is of little danger or merit.”

The Warrior smiles at him. “If anyone could manage to control the Echo, I would be willing
to put my gil on Zenos.”

 

Their tour eventually concludes in the great glasshouse. The Warrior is quite keen to show it
off, as the plants have all been carefully cultivated and the fish pond has been restored to its
proper bubbling glory.



“I will have to be careful if I bring Urianger to visit,” murmurs Thancred. “A bevy of new
books and a spot in the sun to enjoy them? He won’t want to leave.”

The Warrior chuckles. “Well, if you ever need to get rid of him for awhile, you know where
to have him dropped off.”

“I wouldn’t–!” Thancred laughs.

She moves to where Alisaie is seated next to the fish pond.

“Alisaie, are you alright? You’ve been unusually quiet this afternoon. You’ve scarcely told
your brother to shut his mouth during the whole tour.”

The little Elezen is staring into the water.

“I’m sorry,” she says. “I didn’t mean to make you cross with me.”

“I’m not upset with you.” The Warrior shakes her head. “Far from it.”

“I just–seeing you making a new life here, being so chummy with the crown prince of
Garlemald and all of that–it caught me off guard. I wasn’t expecting you to look quite so
comfortable in the palace. Like you belong here.”

“I do belong here,” says the Warrior.

“I know. I’m coming to understand that now.” Alisaie sighs. “It just hurts a little–I mean,
coming here to Garlemald really hammers home that you aren’t ever going to be coming back
to Eorzea. Before now I suppose I just kept trying to convince myself that it was temporary.”

“Oh, Alisaie…” She rests her hand on the girl’s shoulder. “To be honest, I’m not sure what I
can say to make you feel better. You and the other Scions are all in my heart, and always will
be. I wouldn’t have asked you to come all the way here if I didn’t still want you to be part of
my life.” The Warrior looks into the water and watches the silvery shimmer of scales as a fish
swims by. “I know you do not understand now, but I think you will someday. I cannot devote
my life completely to the Scions. But that doesn’t mean I’ll turn my back on our mission.”

“You’re right,” laments Alisaie, “I do not understand.”

“Someday, when you’re a bit older and taller, there will come a time when you realize that
your heart’s sole desire is not to fight for the star. That still matters, of course, but you’ll
realize that…that…”

Thancred says: “Your heart is lonely.”

“Ah–yes, I suppose that is a way to phrase it.” She thinks back to when she first met Varis, of
how his heart was lonely, too. “If you are fortunate, you will find someone who will ease that
feeling, and make you happy. And that happiness makes it a lot easier to be brave and strong
and all the other things that are expected of you.”



Alisaie wrinkles her nose up at the Warrior. “You don’t have to speak to me as though I were
a child. But… I think I understand the sentiment of what you are saying. Though, I don’t see
why we weren’t enough.”

“Friendship is good, but it isn’t all there is to keeping a heart happy.”

The little Elezen gives a soft, doubtful grunt, and flops back to rest her head against the
Warrior’s knees. “If you say so. You and Thancred are quite ancient compared to me.”

“What cheek!” She ruffles the girl’s hair. Alisaie shrieks in dismay and gets to her feet. She
scampers to a safe distance and runs her hands over her hair. Alphinaud starts to laugh, but
quickly muffles the noise when his sister glares at him.

Thancred smiles and tilts his head back to gaze up through the glasshouse roof. “I recall
something you told me once, Warrior.”

“Hm?”

“Long ago now, after you freed me from the domination of Lahabrea.” He tips his face down
to look at her. “You said… you stood before Hydaelyn. And she bade you to be a beacon of
Light, of hope, both for Eorzea and the lands beyond. Do you think she had this in mind?” He
points at the dark lines of the palace visible beyond the glass.

“Who’s to say?” The Warrior smiles. “I have wondered the same myself, but… If she
disapproves of my being here, I have had no indication of her displeasure. She gave me the
strength to take down Shinryu, and the courage to face Emet-Selch.”

“Are you certain that strength and courage are not your own?”

She looks at her hands. “It would be prideful to claim such things. Besides, strength and
courage and all of that are useless if they do not have a worthwhile purpose to be put
toward.” She traces her thumb over the black band on her ring finger. “Time and again, those
greater than me have given me a simple duty: To share my Light with those who need it. And
so I shall here in Garlemald. It would be selfish to keep the Light to Eorzea alone, when the
people of Garlemald are in such dire need of succor from the darkness of their first emperor.
Wouldn’t you say?”

“There is still much Light needed in Eorzea,” says Thancred.

“I know. And, I know that you and the other Scions will be as beacons for those in need.
Perhaps one day the Light will shine so brilliantly in the hearts of those in Eorzea and
Garlemald alike, that the Ascians will be able to find no foothold for their wicked schemes.”

“That is a noble goal indeed, my friend,” says Alphinaud. He smiles warmly. “But, perhaps
for today we should set aside concerns of the future, and simply focus on why we are all
gathered here.”

“I, for one, am here to see how many spirits I can get out of the guest kitchen before they cut
me off,” says Thancred. The Warrior laughs. “Well, it’s true, isn’t it? Urianger isn’t here to



try and guilt me into not drinking.”

Alisaie rests her hands on her hips. “Don’t worry, Alphinaud and I will keep him in line.”

“I’m sure that you will.”

“Come now, I deserve the chance to cut loose for a few days.”

“As long as it’s in private and not at the wedding reception.” Alphinaud shakes his head. “I
can’t have you dragging the good name of the Scions through the mud because you wanted to
get drunk and hit on strangers.”

“Ah, a reason to come back and visit again. I’ll bring Urianger. He can read in here, and I will
sample the fermented offerings of the empire.”

Alphinaud sighs. “You really are impossible sometimes.”

“So, after the wedding,” Alisaie says in a pointed tone as she turns her back on the boys.
“What then?”

“Well, there’s the reception, of course. You’ll find that the people of Garlemald are quite keen
on any excuse to throw a party. After that, Varis and I leave on our honeymoon. That’s, um,
sort of like a little holiday that a newly married couple go on after they are wed. It’s sort of
mandatory here in Garlemald.”

“Seven hells, a mandatory holiday,” mutters Thancred. “They really should use that as a
selling point when invading new territories.”

“Very funny. We aren’t doing any more invading on my watch.”

“Why a mandatory holiday?” wonders Alphinaud.

“Oh, well…” The Warrior doesn’t want to be too specific with the boy. “It’s meant as a time
for the new couple to… be alone together.” Alphinaud tips his head in thought at her answer.
Thancred arches a brow.

“Where are you and the emperor going on your honeymoon?” Alisaie shifts from one foot to
the other and back again. “And, what are you going to do there? It seems rather dull, to just
travel somewhere and sit around.”

“There’s a little cottage that’s been built on a strip of beach just north of Costa del Sol, on
land that is technically still claimed by Garlemald as part of Castrum Occidens. I believe that
Varis has reached some agreement with the licentious little fellow that owns Costa del Sol to
make sure that we are properly supplied during our stay.” The Warrior twists a stray lock of
hair between her fingers. “As for what we’re going to do there, Alisaie, that’s not entirely
your business.”

“Oh. I see.” The girl blushes. Her brother still seems to be mulling over the meaning of the
Warrior’s words.



“We’ll be going a bit longer than most would,” says the Warrior. “A week and a half or so.
Varis deserves a bit of time to rest and relax.”

Alisaie frowns thoughtfully. “What’s to stop someone from starting a coup or trying to take
the imperial throne for themselves while he’s away?”

“Nothing really. I mean, there’s nothing done to prevent that when he’s left the palace on
official business–dealing with Shinryu or the Eorzean Alliance, for example. He’s just going
away for personal business, that’s all.” The Warrior smiles. “I mean, there’s Zenos, of course.
Varis thinks him deterrent enough, which I believe is a sign of growth for him.”

“Zenos?”

She nods. “Yes. Zenos will be staying at the palace while we’re away, just to keep an eye on
things for us.”

“What if Prince Zenos tries to take the throne for himself?”

The Scions look between themselves as the Warrior bursts out laughing.

“Did we miss a joke?” wonders Alisaie.

“Oh, my dear friends. Zenos is the last person in Garlemald who would think to usurp the
throne. I imagine that it would be only a minor presumption on my part to think that he is
hoping that his father and I have children just so someone else can be named Varis’ heir.”

“Do you really think so?”

“I do, yes,” the Warrior says with a nod. Thancred scratches his chin.

“Sometimes I wonder if perhaps there is a copy of Zenos running around that is completely
different from the one that the rest of the world interacts with.”

She smiles. “Don’t be silly, Thancred. One Zenos is all the star can handle.”

 

The Warrior spends the next morning solely with her husband-to-be, as Varis has insisted that
it would be inappropriate for him to worry about affairs of the state the day before their
wedding. They spend most of that time in bed, but as midday draws near the Warrior relents
to the necessity for clothing.

“I promised the Scions I would have lunch with them,” she says over her shoulder as she
freshens up in the bathing room. “The twins thought it would be fun to eat in the glasshouse.
You know, sort of like a picnic.”

“As close as one can manage here in Garlemald,” Varis rumbles in agreement. “I hope you
shall not be disappointed if I cannot join you all. A few of the legati were wanting to drag me
to an eatery that we used to frequent when we were all a few decades younger. One last
hurrah before I am wed again, or some such sentimental business.”



She smiles. “As long as you promise to have a good time, and get back in time for the
rehearsal.”

“I believe I can manage both of those.”

They part ways, and are reunited a few hours later. Arm in arm, they walk to the ballroom
that will be used for the wedding reception. The Scions are already present, and the twins
look as though they are interrogating an older Garlean man who is standing with them. They
draw into range just in time to hear Alisaie speak.

“How often do suitors get killed? Has anyone ever really had their head cut off?”

“Alisaie!” The Warrior laughs. “What are you doing?”

“Oh, we were just–um—” The Elezen blushes. “Just asking questions about weddings in
Garlemald.”

Varis steps forward. “Lord Aemilius, I apologize for our tardiness.” He shakes the hand of the
older man, who smiles.

“Not at all, Your Radiance. I arrived early to look at the decorations. Flowers at a wedding–
quite the novel idea, I must say.”

“So I’ve been told,” says the Warrior. Varis gently touches her hip and gestures at the other
man.

“Dear, this is Marcus goe Aemilius. He is the official officiant here in the city, and performs
almost all of the wedding ceremonies for citizens here in the capital.”

“Pleasure to meet you, sir. You must be quite the busy fellow.”

“I am indeed, but it is a joyous sort of busyness to be burdened with.” The officiant gives her
an appraising look. “I must say, His Radiance could not have fallen for a better woman. You
are every ilm of what I would expect for an empress.”

“Am I?” She looks up at Varis.

“Well, I would agree with him.”

“I speak of my own volition, Lady Lux, and no prodding from His Radiance. I have heard
much of your deeds, and I believe that a woman who is graced with such bravery, strength,
and kindness is exactly what our land needs.”

“Emperor Varis certainly stumbled across the best that Eorzea has to offer,” says Thancred.

“Indeed, indeed.” The officiant clears his throat. “Now, I won’t keep you terribly long, Your
Radiance. We will simply be walking you and Lady Lux through the steps of the wedding, so
that you know what to expect for tomorrow.”

“I could certainly use a refresher,” Varis says with a smile. He winks down at the Warrior.



“I’m quite experienced in following excessively elaborate plans, so I believe that I can handle
this,” she says. “Right, Alphinaud?”

“That feels almost like an exaggeration at my expense,” he says. His sister laughs.

“Almost.”

The officiant smiles. “Such charming and inquisitive friends that you have, Lady Lux.”

“Thank you. They’re quite dear to me.”

He nods. “Now then.” He pulls a piece of paper from his coat pocket. “According to my
notes, Your Radiance, you have named Lady Victoriana van Pruina as your witness.
However, I don’t have anything written down for you, Lady Lux.”

“Oh, well, I wasn’t sure which of my friends was going to make it here, so I couldn’t decide
ahead of time…” The Warrior turns to where her friends are standing. “Thancred, will you be
my witness?”

“I–what?” The Hyur’s eyes widen. “Me? Why me?”

“Ever since I joined the Scions, you have been like a big brother to me. You’ve always
looked out for my well being, and checked in on me, and made sure that I was doing well.
Even when I came to Garlemald.”

“I–I was just doing what anyone else would…” His cheeks pink, and he looks at the tiled
floor.

“No one else has been as mindful as you. And so, I would be honored if you would stand
witness for me tomorrow.”

“It does not ask much of you, young man,” says the officiant. “You would be acting as a legal
witness to the wedding, on Lady Lux’s behalf. You would stand nearby during the ceremony,
along with Emperor Varis’ witness, and then would sign the marriage contract as her
witness.”

“Come now, Thancred,” Alphinaud says in a gently teasing voice. “I’ve read enough of your
reports to know that you’re both very good at standing around watching people, and that you
are capable of spelling your own name.”

“Oh, hush.” Thancred looks at the Warrior, and grants her a shy smile. “I am happy to know
that you are as fond of me as I have grown of you. And, I would be honored to stand as your
witness.”

The Warrior beams at him. “Thank you, Thancred.”

“Excellent,” says the officiant with a clap of his hands. “Now that we have that settled, let us
move on to the throne room, and I will explain the procession to you.”

 



By the time the officiant excuses himself for the evening, the Warrior’s head is nearly
swimming with all of the information she has to remember for the next day. Nearly–she was
not boasting when she claimed to be good at following elaborate plans. A Garlean wedding is
nothing so complicated as one of Alphinaud’s more detailed logistics. When the rehearsal is
complete, they head to the dining hall.

Upon their arrival, the corridor outside of the dining room is busy with people. Men and
women–some known to the Warrior, some not. The assembly is a puzzle to her, until she
realizes that the thirteen standing in wait must all be legati. They salute the Emperor.

“Thank you for joining us on this most gladsome of evenings,” says Varis. He gestures at the
open doorway. “Please, make yourselves comfortable.”

The Warrior watches the legati stream through the door. The Scions trail after, each nodding
politely at the Emperor as they pass his position by the entrance. Only Zenos hangs back,
waiting until the others have all gone inside before approaching the Warrior.

“May I speak with you for a moment, before we join the table?” The prince’s somber
expression gives the Warrior pause. She looks at Varis. He is watching them, his expression a
thin mask of austerity directed at his son. She nods at Zenos.

“Of course.”

The prince stares down at her, blue eyes flicking over the lines of her face. Zenos’ right hand
extends and gently takes hold of the Warrior’s hand. He folds his left hand over hers.

“I want you to take care of yourself,” says Zenos.

“How do you mean?”

The prince frowns for a moment. “When you and Father have children, my siblings should
not be raised as I was. They should have the care of their mother and concern of their father.
I… Let me be the last monster to come from these walls.”

She wants to tell him that he is no monster, but knows that mindset was set for the young man
a long time ago. Instead she smiles up at him. “You’re the best monster I know, Zenos. But,
all the same, I will take care of myself. For all of my children.”

Zenos briefly squeezes her hand before releasing it. “Thank you. I will hold you to that.”

The Warrior watches him turn and make his way into the dining hall. Varis’ brow furrows as
his son passes by, but he remains silent until the Warrior reaches the door.

“What was that about?” he whispers. She looks down at her hand and smiles.

“I think I just received Zenos’ blessing to marry you.”

Varis grunts out: “As though you needed it to marry me”, but she still sees the brief smile that
pulls at his lips as he turns to enter the dining hall. He pulls the chair out for her and kisses
her brow once she is seated.



The Warrior surveys the table. Across from her, Zenos sits at his father’s right hand. Lady
van Corculum and some of the other legati she is less familiar with line the rest of the table.
On her side, the twins and Thancred sit at her left. Lady van Pruina and a few other legati
crowd the seats beyond. Thancred has already struck up a conversation with a few of the
guests, and the twins are politely listening to something that Lady van Corculum is telling
them. 

When her gaze returns to the head of the table, she finds that Varis is also taking in the sights
before him. His eyes are wet.

“The servants had to pull up extra chairs so everyone could be seated,” he murmurs.

“No one minds the crowding,” she soothes. The Warrior reaches and covers the back of his
hand with her own. “Everyone is here to see you happy, Varis.”

“Indeed.”

She squeezes his hand. “Are you ready for tomorrow?” Varis gives her a watery smile.

“I daresay I have been waiting for tomorrow my entire life.”

Chapter End Notes

*bangs pots and pans* Finally, after two years, we're nearly there, y'all! The wedding
starts next chapter!

Also, as a reminder since data center travel is now available, the AGoG house (and
Caspian) are still available for visiting!
Location: Aether-> Midgardsormr server, The Goblet, 24th Ward, Plot 48

As a bonus, you can also visit the Empress' little greenhouse, too!
Location: Aether-> Adamantoise server, Mist, The Topmast Subdivision, Room 23



Chapter 79

“Is snow on a wedding day a good omen or a bad omen?”

“A good one, of course.” Varis smiles. “It snows on far too many wedding days for it to be
considered a bad omen.”

“Fair enough.” The Warrior shifts her weight from her perch on the cold countertop. She is
wrapped in her robe, the belt firmly knotted around her waist. 

This is the first of the Garlean wedding day customs, something dubbed simply as ‘the
Cleansing’. She finds it a bit silly that she and Varis cannot share a bath before their wedding,
but the officiant had said something about ritualistic cleansing before the taking of vows. She
decided that it wasn’t worth arguing over, as the man said there was nothing wrong with them
being present during their respective baths.

She turns an empty ceramic jar in her hands. It is one of two, their surfaces glazed a pretty
ceruleum blue, that were delivered roughly an hour prior. Upon delivery, each jar held within
it a measure of melted snow that had been mixed with a blend of rosemary, lavender, and
sage. More Garlean tradition and superstition, but it smelled nice enough. She sets the jar
next to its empty partner.

“What do the rules say about a quick feel-you-up before the wedding?”

Varis chuckles. “I do believe that is frowned upon, my dear.” He picks a bit of lavender from
his hair. “Wasn’t last night enough to keep you satiated for the day?”

The Warrior swings her feet. “Last night only served to whet my appetite for the days to
come.”

“Mine as well, but we must at least pretend to behave.” He smiles as she heaves a dramatic
sigh.

“I will manage somehow.”

She observes as Varis finishes bathing. She folds her hands in her lap as she watches him
towel off, quietly envying the towel as it caresses the lengthy lines of his limbs and chest. He
wrings the excess water from his long hair and works it all into a loose braid.

“You’re so beautiful,” she says. Varis rubs his hand over his jaw.

“Do you think so?”

“Achingly so.”

He chuckles again and pads over to the counter. “I believe I could use a bit of work.” Varis
stoppers the sink and turns on the flow of hot water. He pulls open a drawer and retrieves his
shaving supplies, setting them out carefully next to her on the countertop. With gentle



fondness, the Warrior observes as he goes through the nearly ritualistic motions of preparing
to shave. When his cheeks and jaw are carefully concealed by a layer of lather, Varis picks up
the razor. He looks at it for a moment in silent contemplation, turning it slightly until the
metal catches on the glow of the ceruleum lighting and gleams.

“Here,” he says, and holds out the blade to her.

“What?”

“I have already offered you my neck. This should be no greater peril.” Varis presses the
handle into her palm and gently curls her fingers shut around it. “Will you?”

“I–” She laughs softly. “Yes, of course.”

 

They take breakfast together in the sitting room, as they do nearly every morning. Today the
fare is different than what she is used to–not so much the food itself, but the portions.
Following another Garlean wedding custom, both the bride and groom are given the same
food for breakfast on their wedding day. In this case, it seems to the Warrior that the cooks
have tried to average out the servings between her modest appetite and Varis’ much larger
one.

“‘Tis all well,” Varis says as he sips his coffee. “It will leave me with more room for cake this
afternoon.”

“I don’t want you to go hungry…”

“I will manage. I have with less.”

They work through their identical meals in comfortable silence. While the food is as good as
it is on any day, it is more than the Warrior is used to eating. She looks at her half full plate,
and then over to Varis. His plate is bare, and he is working through another mug of coffee.

“Will it be breaking the rules horribly if I don’t eat all of this? I know we’re supposed to eat
the same thing, but…”

“It would,” he says quietly into his mug. She sighs and contemplates the food. When she
looks at Varis again, he is staring at her plate. She leans toward him.

The Warrior whispers: “What if we keep it a secret, just between us?”

His brow furrows. “We agreed not to keep secrets.”

“From each other.” She leans and sets her plate on the table before them.

They stare at it for a minute. He drums his fingers on the arm of his chair.

Then, in a coy voice, Varis asks: “Is that my plate or yours?”



“I believe it is yours, dear.”

“Indeed. In the excitement of the day, I believe my memory is playing tricks on me.”

She grins at him. “Then, you had better eat the rest of your food, so you have the energy to go
on.”

“You are truly wise beyond your years, my darling.”

 

After finishing their meal, the couple reclines together in the study. The Warrior rests her
head on the Emperor’s shoulder, and they rest, enjoying the quiet that precedes the impending
bustle of the afternoon. Varis holds her left hand in his own. He slowly traces a fingernail
over the lines of her hand, lingering long over the black band that graces her ring finger.

As his nail traces her knuckles, he murmurs: “It occurs to me that you have not yet been
shown your crown.”

“My crown?” The Warrior blinks–she had completely forgotten that such a thing would be a
new necessity in her life. “I honestly hadn’t even been thinking about it.”

“I understand. We have been quite busy with other matters.”

The Warrior nods. She has seen the crown the previous empress had been made to wear for
court appearances. It was a heavy, hideous thing of gilded dragon’s claws that reached over
the empress’ forehead and made as though to tear out her third eye. The Warrior of course
has no third eye to be threatened, but she still finds the prospect of wearing something similar
to be immensely unappealing.

“It’s not bad, is it?” she whispers.

“‘Bad’? I do not think so. I requested a design that was befitting of a woman of your strength
and grace.”

She thinks of the previous empress’ crown. “No claws, I hope.” Varis’ chuckle is a gentle
relief.

“No, no claws. I am not of the same aesthetic sentiment as my grandsire.”

“Good.”

“Would you… like to see it now? You cannot put it on yet, but if you want to see the
design…”

She considers his offering. “I suppose it wouldn’t be a bad idea for me to look at it before the
ceremony. No sense in being surprised when I’m supposed to be acting all… stately.”

Varis nods and rises from the sofa. He goes to the other side of the study, where his wedding
attire hangs awaiting its usage. From within the bundle Varis produces a relatively small



wooden case, no bigger around than a dinner plate. He returns to the Warrior's side.

"Were you going to carry that through the whole ceremony?"

"Hm? Oh, no." He chuckles. "It will be waiting for us in the throne room. But keeping it here
in the meanwhile is more efficient than having it under lock and key somewhere."

"I see. I suppose there aren't really rules in place for that sort of thing."

She watches as his fingers trace the mythril filigree that graces the lid before carefully
releasing two small latches on the side of the case. Varis lifts the lid, and the Warrior
curiously peers inside.

The crown is a simple circlet. It rests with an almost tangible serenity upon a bedding of
black velvet. The crown is formed from twisting vines of gleaming platinum, worked into a
loop that will soon encircle the back of her head. At the front, the metallic tendrils do not
quite reach, instead reaching for each other to form a gap no wider than her thumb. Between
these two endpoints dangles a polished domed bead of amethyst. The significance of its form
and location are not lost on her–when resting on her head, the little gem will hang where
pureblooded Garleans naturally wear their third eye.

She brushes her nail against the bead. “A bit on the nose, don’t you think?”

“Do you?”

“Won’t it draw attention to the fact that I’m not Garlean? Not a pureblood like you, at least.”

Varis makes a worried noise and rubs his thumb over his own third eye. “‘Tis not like that.
Everyone has a third eye, it is just that Garleans are the only ones with a visible physical
manifestation of it. It marks us as who we are–our badge of shame, some might say. We are
the outcasts from our own homeland, because of what we are, and our third eye lets everyone
know that.” He reaches and gently presses the pad of his thumb to her forehead. “But, our
third eye is also an important part of the bonding of our culture. And so, by wearing a visible
third eye on your crown, you will be…connecting yourself to the people.”

“Ah. I understand. I just didn’t want anyone to take offense to me wearing it.”

“You know as well as I that there will always be someone who needs to take offense at even
the most well-meaning of gestures.” Varis smiles. “Besides. Should the empire persist, then
the next emperor or empress will likely not have a visible third eye on their forehead.”

“What about Zenos?”

Varis looks at his thumb. “Zenos… Zenos has already expressed to me his wish to no longer
be considered the heir apparent after our first child is born. He has no desire to take the
throne.”

“He told you that?” She is surprised that Zenos would actually voice the words to his father.

“He did. Shortly after his return from Bozja. Does that bother you?”



“No. Not at all. I am glad that he knows what he wants for himself. And I… suppose that is
part of why he told me to take care of myself.”

“He has taken you in heart as his new mother, it would seem. So, naturally he would wish for
your wellbeing.”

“Naturally.” The Warrior studies the crown, and mulls over the weight and importance of
such a relatively delicate object.

“It is strange,” she muses. “I awoke naught but a normal woman, and I will go to bed an
empress.”

Varis kisses her brow. “You were far different from any normal woman when you awoke this
morning, my love.”

“You–you know when I mean.” The Warrior gently closes the lid and holds the case out to
him. “It’s beautiful, Varis. I look forward to wearing it.”

“And I look forward to seeing you wear it.” Varis takes the case and touches her cheek with
his free hand. “It is a pity that I cannot kiss you before the appointed part of the ceremony. I
would love to do so right now.”

“You Garleans and your cherished traditions.” She laughs, and he smiles down at her.

“Yes, well. Soon, they will be your traditions as well." Varis gazes at the case, brows drawn
in thought. "Who knows, mayhap the new empress will introduce some traditions of her own
to our people."

"Time will tell."

He smiles. "It will indeed."

 

Eventually, their quiet musing is interrupted by a knocking on the chamber door.

"It is time." Varis' whisper does not disguise his nervousness. The Warrior kisses his brow
and stands.

"I feel bad leaving you here to get dressed by yourself," she says. Varis smiles up at her.

"Fear not. Medicus Shaw and the tailor will arrive shortly after your departure to provide me
with any assistance I might need. I expect Zenos to be lurking outside the door, as well."

"I haven't yet gotten to see him in his new dress coat. I'll bet he looks handsome in it."

Varis grunts. "Of course he will."

There is another knock at the door.



"Coming!"

There are two women, rather similar in appearances, standing in the hallway. They are
wearing the royal guard's dress uniforms, but as before during the Long Night party, it takes
her a moment to realize who she is looking at.

Finally, one of the two speaks. "Your Radiance, we have come to claim your secunum for her
preparations."

Varis stands behind the Warrior. "Annia. Julia. I trust that you will take good care of Lady
van Umbrus."

The guards salute. "Of course, Your Radiance!"

The Warrior is led away by the Emperor’s guards. While Julia is calm and focused, Annia has
an undeniable spring to her step. Her enthusiasm is infectious, and by the time they reach a
door the Warrior finds herself equally eager to get things underway.

The centurion is standing outside the door. They are also garbed in their dress uniform, and
are fidgeting with the cuffs of their dress coat. The Warrior was expecting the presence and
assistance of the guards, and she is surprised to also find the diminutive form of Alisaie to be
standing next to the centurion.

“Shouldn’t you be with your brother and Thancred?”

“Well, hello to you too,” says Alisaie. She flashes a mischievous smile. “I decided that I did
not feel like sitting around waiting for the festivities to start. Thancred could find no reason
not to let me come and help you get ready, though he might have said something about
checking to see if you were getting cold feet.”

The Warrior smiles. “I’ll only be getting cold feet if someone lets the snow in.”

“That’s reassuring to hear.”

They head inside, but for the centurion, who blushes and insists that they are fine guarding
the door. The room beyond is full of well appointed furnishings, but there is a telling
staleness to the air.

"This was one of the private bedrooms for the royal family, but it has been out of use for
some time," Julia admits when the Warrior notes the smell.

"Seems to be a running theme in this place, if you ask me," says Alisaie. "Lucky that you
have the Warrior here to liven things up!"

"Quite lucky, yes," says Annia. "Lady Lux's arrival at the palace was like a breath of fresh
air." Julia nods in agreement.

"I fear to think what fate might have befallen us had she not come to Garlemald."

"There's no sense in fretting over such things now."



"Especially not today!" chirps Annia brightly. "Why think, my Lady. Soon you will no longer
be Lady van Umbrus, but the empress Lady yae Galvus instead!"

"It will take a bit of getting used to for all of us," says the Warrior. Alisaie frowns in thought.

She asks: "Why don't they call you by your real name?"

"Oh, well… it's something more a title than a name. It makes getting around easier. But, Varis
still calls me by my real name in private."

"I suppose that's alright," Alisaie concedes after a long moment of consideration.

They set about preparing the Warrior for her wedding ceremony. She strips down to her
smallclothes, which leads to a brief bout of fretting from Alisaie over the scars that linger on
her skin from the battle with Shinyru more than half a year before. Those unpleasant
reminders are quickly concealed by a layer of underpinnings and white stockings and leather
boots. Julia carefully laces up the back while Annia retrieves the pale green gown from its
mannequin.

"This is a lot more elaborate than the bridal attire we have back home," notes Alisaie. "A lot
more… layers."

"It's also a lot colder here in Garlemald," says Annia. "And few have the luck of getting
married in a palace."

"Fair enough."

"Garlemald is also very big on its customs," says the Warrior.

Julia says: "When all you have to form a sense of community is being outcasts and freezing
to death, traditions become very important."

"Seeing Garlemald as it is now, it's difficult to imagine that things were difficult until rather
recently." Alisaie shakes her head. "Sorry. I didn't mean to sour the mood."

The Warrior just smiles, and tries not to dwell on the fact that Garlemald, like so many other
nations on the star, is built on a delicate foundation of lies. All will be well, she tells herself.
The future has yet to be written. She and Varis will see to it that the future is a better one for
all.

In the meantime, her immediate future is focused on getting ready for the wedding.

With the sisters’ aid, she is buttoned safely into the wedding gown. The niveste follows,
wrapping the Warrior in a layer of heavy, soft fabric. Whereas the Emperor’s robes are
stylized more to mimic the military’s dress uniforms, the Warrior’s robes are embellished
with elegant swirls and floral patterns of embroidery and beadwork that would be right at
home on a princess in a storybook.

“You look so stately, Warrior,” says Alisaie. She sighs. “It’s a pity the other Scions won’t get
to see you looking all fancied up.”



The Warrior gazes at herself in a mirror, and laughs. “I clean up pretty well, eh? They
wouldn’t believe it.”

“Perhaps I can get Alphinaud to do a sketch tonight.”

“We’ll see if there’s time.”

Next, the Warrior is carefully seated while Julia and Annia work on her hair. It is combed and
brushed until smooth, and then worked into a meticulous weave of braids that crown the back
of her head. The braids are dotted with a line of roses twisted from white silk, and topped off
with a flourish of baby’s breath. The sprigs of tiny white flowers were delivered by the
Scions as a gift from the leaders of Gridania.

With her wedding ensemble complete, the Warrior stands before a floor length mirror and
studies her reflection.

“I scarcely look like myself,” she muses. “I look more like a figure from a pageant than the
Warrior of Light.”

“Today you are not just the Warrior, you are a bride,” says Annia cheerfully. “Do not worry,
His Radiance will certainly be spellbound by your appearance!”

She smiles at her reflection. “Not as much as he would be were I to arrive in nothing at all.”

The guard laughs. “Save that for tonight, my Lady!”

 

They wait and chat for some time before the centurion announces that word has been sent of
the Emperor’s readiness to begin the wedding. After a quick final once-over, the Warrior
follows the guards down the corridors to her parlor. Alisaie gives her a hug before hurrying
off to join her brother with the rest of the guests. As she stands outside the parlor door, the
Warrior can hear the murmur of voices coming from the throne room. There are a great deal
of people, from the sound of it. So many, just here to see she and Varis be wed!

Or, perhaps just for the free cake. That is the less intimidating possibility.

The officiant emerges from the parlor. He smiles at her and clasps her hands in his.

“Your primum is ready for the Viewing. Are you ready, Lady van Umbrus?”

“I am.”

“Very good. When you are ready to proceed with the vota privata, please let me know. I will
await your word out here in the hall.”

“Thank you, Lord Aemilius. We won’t keep you waiting too long.”

“Take your time. It is your wedding, after all.” He pushes the door open wide.



The Warrior steps into the parlor. The space has become familiar to her now, belonging to her
and no longer tainted by the memory of its previous owner, but she still feels a small twinge
of nervousness as the door closes behind her. The parlor curtains are all pulled back, and the
room is flooded with early afternoon light. She is aware of movement by her desk as she
blinks and waits for her eyes to adjust.

Varis murmurs her name, voice warm and soft with emotion. He draws near enough to
obstruct some of the light from the windows, and the Warrior is able to see him clearly. As
Varis steps into view, her eyes sting with tears. She is surprised by the nearly overwhelming
surge of affection she feels for the man as he smooths a hand down the front of his robe and
bashfully looks around.

The Emperor of Garlemald truly looks as radiant as his honorific implies. His pale hair is
carefully brushed and braided, with several flowers of folded silk tucked into the braids. To
the Warrior’s astonishment, the Emperor is not wearing the usual black circlet that he favors–
instead he is wearing one of twisted platinum, undeniably similar to the crown that she will
be presented with in a short while. Varis’ niveste is of white wool, with the shoulders and
chest trimmed in white satin and silk that is covered in fine embroidery and beadwork
reminiscent of a Garlean officer’s parade dress.

“My my,” she teases to offset her fluster, “how many sheep are shivering in the cold so that
you can look so beautiful?”

Varis smiles shyly, his cheeks tinting with pink. “Do you think my appearance is acceptable?”

“You look simply majestic,” she says.

“So do you–I mean, you look beautiful. More beautiful than normal.” He sighs as she presses
her palm to his smooth cheek.

“Take a deep breath and relax, dearest.”

Varis does as she instructs. He gazes down at her, his pale eyes bright.

“Are you not nervous?”

“Not really. Just increasingly excited.”

“I am nervous,” he admits. She smiles and strokes her thumb over the lines that frame his
lips.

“It’s alright, dear. I will be at your side, remember? Now and always.”

Varis swallows and nods. “Now and always.” His eyes dart to the door. “Any doubts?
Regrets? Second thoughts?”

“I still think we should have just run away and eloped without all of this fuss.”

The big man laughs. “Yes, I concur. Just think of it as an excuse to have cake.”



“It’d better be a really good cake, Varis.” She smiles as he bends and presses a kiss to her
cheek.

“Fit for an empress.”

“Well, then. That is all the reassurance I need.”

He exhales again. “I do not understand how you are not nervous. Everyone there, staring at
us…”

“My shy little sweetheart,” she says with a laugh. “Don’t worry about everyone else. I will be
there. Focus on me.” She rises onto the toes of her boots and kisses his cheek. “How ever do
you manage to give speeches?”

“In case you have failed to notice, I do not give that many. And when I do, I just…” He
gestures over the top of her head. “I look over everyone’s heads, and not at their faces.”

“I imagine everyone in their smallclothes.”

Varis bursts into a loud, rasping laugh. The Warrior smiles.

“I shall not do that. Looking at you will be enough to keep me grounded, I am certain.”

“I hope so. It sounded like there was quite the crowd in the throne room. Certainly a fitting
turnout to see an emperor and a heroine be wed.”

“Yes, well. ‘Tis mostly members of the Senate and their spouses, along with the legati and
their guests. I am glad your friends are included in the number.” His brows draw together for
a moment. “And, speaking of friends, there is one that only you and I shall be aware of…”

From within his robes, Varis retrieves a stone. Dark gray and shaped like a flat egg, it looks
quite small in his big hand. On the side facing upwards are the words 'Lux in obumbratio' 
etched in High Garlean. It takes the Warrior a moment to recall the last time she has seen the
object.

“Do you remember this?”

She nods. “You and Regula’s trust stone. I haven’t seen it in some time.”

“Not since you returned it to me after his passing. I have kept it in my bedside table since
then. And, I bring it with me today because I believe it will, in a fashion, allow a bit of him to
be present at our wedding.”

“That’s a lovely idea, Varis. I’m glad to have him here with us.”

“As am I.” He tucks the stone back out of sight. “Our secret. I do not wish for others to think
me morbid on my wedding day for wanting to include the memory of the dead.”

“We are the only ones who need know.”



Varis takes her hands and presses them gently between his own. For a moment they stand
together, each quietly drawing strength and solace from the other.

He lets out a soft laugh. “Gracious, you really are excited, aren’t you?”

“Aren’t you?”

“I…suppose I am.” Varis laughs again. “My nerves keep getting the way of enjoying the
day.”

She teases: “Well then, we should probably hurry and get this over with so that you can
relax.”

“I–I did not mean it in that fashion!” Varis blushes at her laughter. “I wish to enjoy and
appreciate every moment of this day with you.”

“And you shall, nerves and all.” The Warrior smiles up at him. “Now tell me, Varis zos
Galvus. Are you ready to get married to me?”

He nods. “I am.”

 

They summon the officiant. He enters the parlor, two envelopes in one hand and a block of
wood in the other. He beams at the pair.

“Ready then, are we?”

“Yes, Lord Aemilius.”

“Good, good.” He holds out one envelope to Varis, and the other to the Warrior. “Your vows,
as entrusted to me last night.” The officiant holds up the block. The wood is not much bigger
than the man’s hand, its grain stained a dark red and worn smooth around the edges. There
are no visible markings on the block. “And this is our matrimonium fanum.”

“I expected more out of a wedding shrine.”

The officiant chuckles. “She may not look like much, but this fanum has been present at
thousands of weddings over the years. I have been using it for decades, and it was used by
several of my predecessors.” He goes over to the Warrior’s desk and sets the block down with
reverent care. “‘Tis naught more than a symbol, of course. A set piece for the vows.”

“I understand.” It is the sort of object that in Eorzea might accidentally become a summoning
relic. She presses her fingertips to the wood, and is relieved to find that it is just that–a
symbolic block of wood, containing no excess aether within its confines.

“Take your time reading your private vows,” says the officiant. “Everyone is already
gathering in the throne room, so there is no need to rush.”

“Thank you for permitting us to make our vows here,” Varis says. The older man chuckles.



“The fanum can be moved, Your Radiance. ‘Tis no trouble.” He gently pats Varis’ sleeve. “At
your leisure.”

The officiant departs from the parlor. Varis looks at the Warrior.

“Well. This is it,” he whispers. “We could skip this step, and no one would know.”

She giggles. “We shouldn’t do that, dear.”

“Yes, yes.” He opens his envelope and pulls out a piece of paper. The Warrior can see his
handwriting scrawled across the paper as he unfolds it. She does the same, and sets the empty
envelope next to the wooden block.

She looks at her paper. “Despite being good at telling stories, I’m honestly not all that good at
rallying speeches or fancy prose. So, I wasn’t sure what to write down for this part. I got an
idea, and the officiant said it was alright…”

“Go on.”

“What I have are the opening lines of the vows recited during weddings in Ishgard. They’re
part of the Halonic oaths the bride and groom make.”

His thin brows lift. “Ah, I see. You were–are quite fond of Ishgard. That seems a fitting set of
vows for you to read. Though, I am sure that if you were to come up with your own they
would be just as lovely.”

“I’m glad it doesn’t bother you.”

“Why should it bother me? It matters to you, and so it matters to me.”

She nods. “What did you write?”

“I–” Varis’ cheeks flush, and he looks at the paper in his hands. “‘Tis actually, for the most
part, something I wrote more than a year ago. It is…part of a letter that I wrote to you,
sometime after our first meeting. I, of course, never had it delivered. Seemed improper for the
Emperor of Garlemald to send a love letter to the hero of his enemies. Now, I am ready to
share the words.”

The Warrior smiles. “You wrote me a love letter? I had no idea.”

“I have kept it hidden,” he says, the color on his cheeks unchanged.

“So, who goes first?”

“Um, as the primum, I do. I believe that is what the officiant said. Unless you wish to go
first.”

“It’s up to you.”

“I–” Varis coughs out a nervous laugh and smiles down at her. “I will read mine first, then.”



He retrieves a pair of his reading glasses from a pocket on the interior of his niveste. He takes
her hand in his own, and begins to read.

“Warrior of Light,

It has been nigh on a month since our encounter upon the Sea of Clouds. Regula has
suggested that it would aid in settling my thoughts were I to write to you, and so here I am. 

I feel as though I have taken ill, and my fever manifests itself as thoughts of you. Standing
defiant before me at the Sea of Clouds. Prone before me on that bed. Quiet, polite as we
broke our fasts. 

You told me your name. It weighs heavy on my tongue when I am alone at night. I whisper it
into the dark and wonder what it means, what you mean. I wonder about you, and wish that I
had more time to get to know you. Regula laughs when I bemoan this curiosity, and says that
I need but ask to find out. But, you and I both know that is not a possibility. Not in the lives in
which we have been cast. Would that we could cast aside these roles and live the story of our
own choosing.

I suppose that it is presumptuous to believe that you would ever want to spend another minute
with me, let alone an amount numbering into the millions. I know that it is wishful, weak,
sentimental thinking on my part to desire you so heartily. We are strangers, enemies, and
should remain firmly on the opposite sides of the line drawn for us by fate. But were not even
the closest of lovers naught but strangers once upon a time? Why can we not choose our own
fate? I do not want to be enemies. I do not want to remain strangers. 

I wish to know more of you, Warrior of Light. More than your name, more than the weapons
you carry or the way your body feels beneath mine. I have a thousand and more questions
that I would ask of you, and wish but for the time to learn all the answers.

I know Regula would scoff were I to admit it to him, and neither would you have cause to
believe, but I know that I am smitten with you beyond reason. I am in love with you,
benevolent Warrior. I only wish that I were not afraid to find you and tell you.”

Varis pauses in his reading. He swallows and purses his lips for a moment. “I never finished
that letter, and in truth I was fearful of sending it to you. I went back to it a few weeks later,
and penned a few last lines before I stuffed it away into my desk, as though my thoughts and
feelings for you could be so easily abolished.” He traces his fingertip over the paper.

“Tell me, sweet Warrior of Light, do you ever dare dream of the future? I know quite well that
when your life is naught but going from one battlefield to another that it can be quite
impossible to think of anything beyond the next day’s fight. For your sake, and not mine own,
I wish you the luxury of time to dream. Time to gaze into the future. Time to reflect upon the
reasons that you lift your blade. Even should our paths never peacefully cross again, I wish
for you all the joys in the world.”  Varis folds the paper. “I am glad and grateful every day
that I was given a chance to be with you. I treasure every moment. I know not how much
time we will be given, but I promise to remain steadfast and faithful to you, my love, until
my final breath.” He blinks at the sheen of tears in his eyes. “Always.”



“Oh, Varis…” The Warrior rubs at her own eyes. “And here you say you are not a man of
eloquence.”

He sputters a laugh. “The words did not feel particularly eloquent when I wrote them. More
desperate.”

“Heartfelt,” she says. Varis nods, and stoops to hug her.

“Yes. The truth of my heart.” He gives her a squeeze before standing.

“Ah. My turn, then?” The Warrior looks at her paper. “My choice of words feels almost trite
now, compared to what you wrote.”

“‘Tis not a competition.”

“I know, I just–” She clears her throat. “I think your nerves are rubbing off on me.”

Varis chuckles and lifts her hand. He presses his lips to her knuckles. “‘Twas bound to
happen.”

“I’ll have to rub it back onto you later.”

His cheeks darken with predictable color. “We must get through our vows first, darling.”

The Warrior winks up at him and smooths a hand over her vows. “As I said, this is taken
from the Halonic wedding vows.”

Varis nods, and fixes her with an expectant gaze.

“Beloved, hear my words, mark my plea:
Make thy home in me.

Weather thy storms in mine arms,
take thy shelter in mine heart.
I shall be the Light that banishes the darkness,
the sword that slays thy demons,
and the rampart that shields thy soul.
Make thy home in me.

At the dawn thou art the wandering sun,
And I the moons in the eve to guide thee home.
Mine open arms shall draw thee close
Our touch the balm that heals all woes
On our lips our hearts’ whispers reside.
Keep thy home in me.

And should Halone mark mine time
In her holy glaciers’ creep,
And call me to the verdant stream,
Find you no cause to weep



For we are as eternal twined, when thou
Made thy home in me.

Beloved, hear my words, mark my plea:
Make thy home in me.”

She looks up from the paper. Varis’ eyes are wet again. “Varis, I swear to you, that I will
always be by your side. Even when physically we are apart, I am right here with you.” The
Warrior presses her palm over his heart. “Make my strength your own. Hold it fast when you
feel your resolve slipping. If you need help, all you have to do is ask it of me.” She swallows.
“I look forward to spending the future with, and raising our family, and being a beacon of
hope for all of Garlemald and beyond.”

“I do as well.” He sniffs. “We shall achieve greatness surpassing all imagining.”

They embrace, and he rests his cheek against her hair.

Gently, she asks: “Do I need to give you a few minutes to cry before we move on to the
throne room?”

“I am not–” Varis stops, and she feels him sniffle. “Perhaps a minute or two.”

“Take your time, dearest.”

 

Eventually eyes are dried, and decorative flowers are gently prodded back into their proper
places. Hushed whispers of ‘I love you’ are exchanged like rings.

And then they head for the door, together.



Chapter 80

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

Aside from a few guards in parade dress standing at their usual posts, the corridor leading to
the throne room is vacant. Julia, Annia, and Caspian are posted before the massive gold and
green throne room doors. Annia is fidgeting slightly, and her eyes are alight with excitement.
The Warrior smiles at the sight of the guards.

She is acutely aware of the sound of her boots on the gray tiles of the floor, of how they echo
in step with those of her partner. The officiant is already hurrying ahead, the wooden block of
the fanum wrapped in crimson silk and hugged against his chest. One of the doors squeaks
softly as he pushes it open enough to slip through and disappear into the throne room. There
is a brief burst of chattering noise from within the room, which quickly quiets again as the
door clicks shut.

The Warrior slows to a stop several yalms before the doors and closes her eyes. Varis
squeezes her hand.

“Are you alright?” he murmurs.

“Just collecting myself,” she says.

“Your hand is trembling.”

“I’m very excited.”

“Perhaps it is my hand that is trembling.”

She laughs. “No, I think it’s mine.”

Varis leans and presses a kiss to her brow. “That we are both a-quiver at this moment is a
blessing, yes?”

“I think so.” She takes a few deep breaths, and then looks up at Varis. “Let’s do this.”

Hands clasped, they proceed to the throne room entryway. Varis nods at the guards. Julia and
Annia hurry to push open the grand doors, and Caspian steps into the opening. They call out
in a louder voice than the Warrior thought the Elezen capable of.

“All rise for the primum and secunum!”

There is a nigh-cacophonous rustling of fabric as the occupants of the throne room rise to
their feet. The throne room has been filled with rows of benches, each packed with occupants
who now stand to greet the couple. Presented with the sea of faces, the Warrior’s mind blots
out the individuality of all but the most familiar. She looks up at Varis, whose serene smile is



hiding the pounding of his pulse against hers. The Warrior nods, and they start down the
familiar span of the red and gold carpet.

She wishes now that she had thought to ask where she is supposed to look while they walk to
the marriage shrine. The little wooden block has been placed on a pedestal by the officiant,
and they are waiting at the foot of the dias. Is she supposed to look there? At the floor? At the
columns with their decorative shrouds of white cloth and matching faux flowers? At the
gathered people? She opts to look up at Varis. He is staring straight ahead, but seems to sense
her gaze and glances down at her. He gives her a shy smile, and the Warrior cannot help but
smile in return. 

Their silent exchange draws coos of admiration from the crowd.

The Warrior blushes and settles for looking up at the throne. As they draw closer, she notices
the setup for a microphone that has been inconspicuously placed on one of the dias steps, and
recalls Varis mentioning that the ceremony would be broadcast across the empire. Rather than
causing her further anxiety, this fact brings the Warrior comfort in thinking of half the star
stopping for an afternoon of peaceful celebration.

When they near the final row of benches, she chances to look upon the faces there. On one
side are the twins, watching with wide-eyed anticipation. On the other side, out of the way as
to not block anyone’s view, stands Zenos. He is watching the couple’s progress with rapt
attention. Or, at least, he is watching her. The Warrior gives him a smile, and after a moment
she sees his tense expression relax. He nods.

Two people stand adjacent to where the officiant waits by the dais. Notably taller of the two
is the legatus, Lady van Pruina. Next to her stands Thancred, looking quite dashing in a
freshly tailored pair of slacks and a white dress shirt. He flashes his usual charming smile
when he notices her gaze. The Warrior hears a faint noise of admonishment coming from
where Alisaie is seated.

Once the guards have taken their positions, the officiant smiles out at the crowd and holds up
his hands.

“You all may be seated.”

There is another great deal of rustling, and then eager silence. The officiant lowers his hands
to hold them out to the Emperor and the Warrior.

“We have gathered here on this lovely autumn day to witness the exchanging of the public
vows of marriage between His Radiance, Emperor Varis zos Galvus, and her ladyship, Lux
van Umbrus.”

“Please, come forward.” He pulls two cermet cards from his pockets, and gives one to each of
them. Varis once more pulls out his reading glasses. “Your Radiance, as primum , you may
read first.”

“Thank you, Lord Aemilius.” Varis clears his throat. Holding the card in his right hand, he
reaches and clasps the Warrior’s left hand in his own. In Garlean, he reads:



“Before the people of Garlemald, both those gathered here and in the world beyond, I pledge
my love and my life to the soul before me. I shall stand steadfast at your side, in all fidelity
and fortitude, in all duty and service, and all tenderness and honor. Throughout the coldest of
nights, through feast and famine, and all joys and sorrows, we will endure and prevail
together. I will remain your faithful partner, until such time that we are parted.”

Varis’ voice grows tight with emotion by the time he reads the final words, and he swallows
hard upon completion. The Warrior smiles and gives his hand a reassuring squeeze. She turns
her card over, to where the same words are written in Common. She reads the words up to
Varis, hoping that no one but he can hear the faint tremble in her voice. She sees the gloss of
tears in his eyes.

When she is done, she whispers: “Don’t cry. I’ll cry if you cry!” And he smiles, the tears
holding fast.

The officiant says: “Varis zos Galvus. Do you swear to keep to the words of the marriage
covenant, to love and honor your secunum, as long as you shall live?”

“I do.”

“Lux van Umbrus. Do you swear to keep to the words of the marriage covenant, to love and
honor your primum, as long as you shall live?”

“I do.”

The officiant gives a satisfied smile. “Very good. All of Garlemald hears your vows.” He
reclaims the cards. From within the pedestal he retrieves a piece of parchment and an inkpen.
“We will now sign the marriage contract. Lady van Pruina, Lord Waters, please come
forward as well.”

The Warrior peers down at the parchment as it is spread out before the fanum. Despite its
importance, the marriage contract is a simple document. It is written in the officiant’s
practiced hand, listing she and Varis’ names and the day’s date, along with some official
sounding text before five blank lines for signatures. Varis signs the first line, and then gently
places the pen in her hand. He indicates where she should sign–over the line marked
secunum–and she adds her signature to the contract. A tickle of excitement works its way
down her arm as she lifts the pen from the paper. She hands the pen back to the officiant and
steps aside.

The legatus and Thancred move in to sign as witnesses, and the Warrior takes the moment to
look up at Varis. He is smiling placidly, a faint pink on his cheeks as he gazes down at her.

“Almost there,” she whispers. He nods.

Last to sign is the officiant himself. The Warrior and Varis return to the fanum.

“The contract has been inked with the sincerity and love of all involved. In celebration of this
joyous moment, you may exchange your first kiss as a lawfully wedded couple.”



Varis wastes no time in bending down. He takes her hands in his own, and slightly turns his
back to the crowd as their lips meet. Their kiss is brief but not quite chaste, and the Warrior
hears a pleased little rumble escape his throat.

“Did that one feel different?” she whispers. Varis smiles.

“I believe it did.” He presses a kiss to the tip of her nose before righting himself.

The officiant moves to stand between the couple and the audience. He holds the marriage
contract up for everyone to behold.

“It is my honor and pleasure to declare this man and woman as a wedded couple before all
the eyes of Garlemald. May their union be joyous and fruitful.” He waits until the applause
fades before lowering the paper to the pedestal. “Now, please stand for the investiture of her
ladyship, Lux yae Galvus.”

The crown is retrieved from within the pedestal. It is no longer in its storage case, and is
instead resting on a cushion covered in crimson silk. Varis lifts the crown with delicate care
and turns to face the Warrior. She looks up at him, past the gleaming platinum in his hands,
and feels a thrill when she thinks: my husband. She bows her head. Varis moves in closer,
resting the circlet upon her hair and tucking it into place among the braids and flowers. The
little droplet of amethyst settles gently upon her forehead.

“Perfect,” he murmurs.

She lifts her face to smile up at Varis. He beams down at her and stoops to kiss her again.

There is an explosion of applause from the audience, and their uproarious cheers echo
throughout the throne room.

“Long live the emperor! Long live the empress!”

The Warrior’s cheeks are warm with a blush as she turns to face the ecstatic crowd. Among
the happy Garleans, little Alphinaud and Alisaie stand out for their awkward stillness. She
glances over to Thancred. Even though he has his arms crossed over his chest, he still grants
her a cheerful nod. She makes a mental note to check on the twins later, and then gives a half-
bow to the crowd. 

Varis clasps her hand, and they make their way down the red carpet. Some of the guests
continue to clap and cheer at their passing, and the noise fills her ears until they exit through
the throne room doors.

“We did it,” she says, muffling a giddy laugh with her free hand. Varis chuckles.

“We did.” 

As she walks hand in hand with her husband, the Warrior hears several men’s voices break
into song within the crowd filing out of the throne room. Their words ring out gaily in
Garlean:



“In darkest winter’s night, the world is lit by the light of love! Of love, of love, the light of
love! So tell us, tell us, our good fellow: how is your step so sure, in this dark world? What is
it that guides your way?”

To her surprise, Varis calls back, his voice loud and sure: “‘Tis the love of the dear one on my
arm!”

The singing men cheer, and some of the others in the crowd laugh at the whimsy.

“I did not know they were going to do that,” he whispers to her. “That is what I get for having
a bunch of old men at my wedding!” She squeezes his hand.

“I thought it was cute.”

They lead the procession to the ballroom where the reception is being held. The doors are
already wide open, and the Warrior can hear music coming from within the hall. She is
surprised to find that Zenos is already standing in the open doorway. Surprised, and a bit
puzzled as to how he got out of the throne room and down the hall before they did. There is
insufficient time for her to mull this over before they arrive, and so she decides to let the
issue drop. Zenos looks the proper part of a prince, with his hair neatly pulled back and
garbed in a new dress coat with a red sash across his breast. He has opted to wear gloves, and
so it is impossible to tell that the prince is anything but whole.

Zenos gives them a reserved smile and a polite half bow.

“Your Radiance. Your Benevolence. Please, this way.”

“‘Benevolence’?” she echoes questioningly.

“I suppose you will need to have an honorific title as well,” says Varis.

“What was your grandmother’s?”

“I–I do not recall,” he admits with a sheepish chuckle. 

The prince leads the way to the head table. They do not yet sit, instead waiting as their guests
file in to the other tables that ring the dance floor. A small chamber orchestra continues to
play in the far corner. Varis takes her hand, and soothes his nerves by running his fingers over
her knuckles.

“Nervous about the dance?”

“No, no. We know how to dance.” He smiles softly. “I have to say a few words.”

“Ah, I see.” She grins. “A few words, a dance, and then we can have this cake I’ve heard so
much about.” She wiggles her fingers. “And then we’ll hop on an airship and head off to
Costa del Sol for a few days to ourselves. Just you and me and…”

Varis clears his throat. “Little else.” He looks around the room, and nods. “I look forward to
it.”



“As do I.”

They wait for everyone to file in and take their seats. The orchestra ceases playing as the last
pair of boots come clicking over the tile. Varis keeps a hold of the Warrior’s hand as he steps
forward.

“Ladies and gentlemen, honored friends and family. On behalf of the empress and myself, I
would like to thank you all for being here with us today. It brings me great joy to see so many
of the most important people in my life sharing this most important of days. I know that some
of you have traveled very far to be here, and I appreciate every malm of your journey.” He
looks down at the Warrior. “Have you anything to add, my dear?”

She considers, and says: “Don’t worry, there’s plenty enough cake to go around.”

Her words draw peals of laughter from the crowd, and she smiles. Varis half turns in the
direction of the orchestra.

“Now then. If we could get the music started, we will get this reception underway in proper
fashion.”

Varis bows to the Warrior before holding out his hand. She takes it, trying not to burst into
giggles. The music begins–a slow, intimate waltz that the Warrior has heard many times
playing on the capital radio broadcasts.

They dance, and she loses track of all but the man before her. His right hand is warm against
her back, and his fingers threaded with hers anchor her to the moment.

The song is too long–or perhaps too short, she is unsure. The Warrior feels a bit dazed when
the music fades and Varis slows to a stop. She looks up at him, takes in his gently smiling
face, and smiles happily in return. Varis bends to kiss her, and the room echoes with the
applause of their guests. They turn to the room and bow.

Over the applause, Varis calls: “Now eat, drink, and be in good cheer! For tomorrow, the
ceruleum may run dry!”

The applause continues as the orchestra starts up again. Varis guides the Warrior back to the
head table. He pulls out her chair, and then settles down into his own.

“I think my face is going to start hurting from smiling so much,” he says. She laughs and
kisses his cheek.

“That’s a good sort of pain, isn’t it?”

“It is, yes.” He chuckles as she pats his cheeks. “I will manage all the better with your kisses
to soothe my aches.”

She giggles. “I’ll give you all the soothing you desire after this party.”

“Fair enough.”



The Warrior leans back in her chair. She watches as several couples make their way out onto
the dance floor. Many others remain at the tables, eagerly awaiting the royal feast that is
about to be served. Platters of sliced bread and cheese are set out, and glasses of wine are
served in turn.

Scanning the surrounding tables, she notices the Scions seated a few tables away. She catches
Alisaie’s attention and waves them over. Thancred takes a gulp from his wineglass before
following the twins over to the head table. Alphinaud is clutching a leather bound sketchbook
to his thin chest.

“I hope you don’t mind if I do some sketches?” he says. “Alisaie suggested that it would be a
way for those still in Eorzea to see what it was like being here.”

“That is a lovely idea,” says Varis. “I have been told that you are quite the talented artist.”

The little Elezen’s cheeks pink. “Oh, well–thank you, Your Radiance.” He looks bashfully at
the sketchbook. “In truth, I’ve done some drawings of the palace interiors. Not for any sort of
surreptitious reason, I assure you.”

“What would I do with your lineart of the detailing on a decorative moulding, anyways?”
says Thancred. The Emperor chuckles.

“My wife trusts you, and so I do in turn.”

“We would not dream of doing anything to betray that trust,” says Alphinaud.

“Might I see some of what you have drawn while here?” Varis asks.

“Of course!”

“That's certainly the boost his ego needs,” Alisaie says under her breath.

“Come now, Alisaie, he needs all the help he can get,” Thancred chides playfully. The
Warrior glances over to where Alphinaud has spread his sketchbook open. The current page
is a study of one of the many columns in the halls, focusing on the detailing and the flicker of
the ceruleum flame held within. She smiles and looks back at Alisaie.

“I’m sure that sometimes Alphinaud feels that it’s a struggle to keep up with you.”

Alisaie just scoffs.

“Are the two of you alright? You looked a bit out of your element during the ceremony.”

“You should have been paying the Emperor more attention than us,” Alisaie scolds. The
Warrior laughs.

“I was, but I couldn’t help but notice you and your brother. You stood out in the cheering
crowd.”



“Oh, well…” She fidgets her fingertips in the tablecloth. “We are happy for you, but you
aren’t our new empress. You belong to Garlemald now.”

“I’m still the Warrior of Light.”

“You know that it won’t be the same as it was before. Everything changes.”

Thancred gently pats the girl’s shoulder. “Oh, I don’t know. I think ‘The Empress of Light’
has a nice ring to it.”

“Oh hush.” Alisaie looks out at the dance floor. Which is a bit busier now that the wine has
been poured. “I am happy for you. I… Watching the two of you dance, I was able to better
appreciate just how well you fit together. There was something almost serene about it.”

“I’m glad to hear it.”

“I hope that serenity is something that you can share with everyone,” she says. “I know that
having the Ascians running around makes true peace an impossibility, but…” Alisaie looks
back to the Warrior. “I believe that you will be a positive influence on Garlemald, and that
will be good for the rest of the star. Ascians be damned.”

The Warrior smiles. “Thank you, Alisaie.”

“Yes. Well, I–I’m going to go eat something. Come on, Alphinaud!”

The boy apologetically gathers his sketchbook and follows his sister back to their table.
Thancred sighs and shakes his head.

“She’ll be okay. These sort of changes are harder on the youngsters.”

“And what about all the old folks, then. How are they taking things?” The Warrior tries not to
laugh as Varis butters a slice of bread and stuffs it into his mouth. “I can only hope that their
absence here is not some form of protest.”

“Oh, no. I don’t think so, at least.” Thancred scratches his chin. “At least, Urianger sent his
love but otherwise I couldn’t convince him to separate himself from his research on the
primals for a few days. Lyse is entrenched in business at Ala Mhigo which she could not be
parted from, though I believe she said something about not receiving an invitation…” He
shrugs. “Understandable. Y’shtola was the only one who expressed any resistance to the idea
of going. She voiced some small doubts to the sincerity of the groom’s affections, and still
doesn’t seem to entirely believe that you were marrying voluntarily.”

“Did she really?”

“In that very roundabout way that she has when it comes to talking about things she isn’t
comfortable talking about.” Thancred smiles. “You know how the old girl is. She doesn’t like
to admit that she has feelings like any other normal person. But, she cares.”

“I know she does.”



Varis washes down his bread with half a glass of wine. “You can tell your associates that
there is nothing untoward or disingenuous in my affections for your Warrior of Light. If
anything, I can only hope that I can bring as much to her life as she has brought to mine. She
is…exactly what I needed in my life, exactly what was missing. She filled in the holes that I
did not even entirely realize were there. She makes me complete.” He looks Thancred
squarely in the eye. “And I will never do anything to betray that.”

The Scions stares back, and then nods. “I believe you. I’ll pass your words on to the others.
I’m sure it will bring comfort to their hearts.”

“Please do.” Varis’ eyes dart to an opening doorway. “Ah, I believe they are bringing in the
cake, so you will have to excuse us.”

Thancred laughs. “I wouldn’t want to get between you and any cake, Your Radiance. I’ve
been told of your sweet tooth.” He winks before returning to where the twins are seated. Varis
tips his head to peer down at the Warrior.

“Sharing stories about me, are you?” His tone is playful.

“Don’t worry, dear. I didn’t tell them anything terribly embarrassing. Just things that I find
endearing about you.”

“Hm. Fair enough. I try not to say anything too unseemly regarding you during Senate
meetings.”

“The subject of me comes up during Senate meetings?”

“Sometimes I bring you up if I believe you might have expertise in relation to a subject.”
Varis smirks. “Sometimes I merely bring you up because whatever they’re arguing about
bores me.” They laugh, and he bends to accept a kiss on the cheek.

The cake is brought to the head table. It is a massive construction, impressive despite its
straightforward design. The white frosting–vanilla buttercream, Varis murmurs–that
envelopes the cake is accented with swirls of glazed rolanberries. The server allows the
Emperor to cut a slice for himself and his bride, before bowing and continuing on to serve
their guards and the guests.

“Gracious, darling, did you leave any for the rest of the party?” The Warrior giggles as Varis
pulls his very generous slice of cake closer to himself.

“I am a growing boy,” he says blithely. “I need all the cake I can get.”

“That’s true.” The Warrior picks up a fork and works it through the corner of his cake. She
holds up the fork and its load of vanilla and chocolate sweetness. “Here you go.” She smiles
as Varis closes his lips around the fork. He rumbles with pleasure.

“‘Tis very good,” he says once he has swallowed his mouthful. “I will have to commend the
kitchen.”

“You should eat more than just the cake,” she chides. “It’s a long time until breakfast.”



“Yes, yes, I shall. I believe there’s a dish of mashed popotoes around here with my name on
it.” He winks. “But, it is only proper that we finish this cake first.”

“Of course.”

As the Warrior piles the fork with another heaping helping of cake, she notices Zenos
approaching their table. He is hard to miss, as the other guests part readily at his approach.
The prince does not seem to be looking at she or Varis at the moment, and is instead scanning
the other occupants of the ballroom. At a soft, impatient grunt from her husband, she turns
her attention back to feeding Varis.

“You are more than capable of feeding yourself,” she says.

“Mm, just consider it practice for the future.” Varis washes his cake down with the last of his
wine and waves for the sommelier.

The Warrior laughs. She looks again to Zenos, who has stopped near the table. He is staring
with an almost unsettling intensity in the direction of the guards. Julia and Annia are busy
shoveling cake into their mouths and ignoring the prince. The centurion, however, is frozen
in place and staring at Zenos with wide eyes. She looks between the two, debating if she
should distract Zenos or say something to put her guard at ease.

“Cake for you,” rumbles Varis.

“Hm? Oh.” She turns to accept a mouthful of cake, and nearly gets frosting on her nose. It is
as rich and sweet as she has come to expect from the palace kitchens. She hears Zenos speak,
but his words are masked by Varis’ hearty chuckle. There is a stir of motion from the prince.
The Warrior turns to look, and is surprised to find that Zenos is now facing her guard,
completely focused on them. His right arm is outstretched, and the palm of his hand is half
turned to face the ceiling.

The centurion is staring dumbly at the outstretched hand. Their body language is tense,
clearly ready to flee at the first hint of danger from the prince.

They say: “I beg your pardon?”

“Dance with me,” says Zenos, his hand unmoving, as though the magitek’s gears have locked
into place.

“I don’t--” They hesitate and shake their head. “I-In case you have failed to notice, your
Highness, I am on duty right now.”

Zenos does not move, and does not break his increasingly intense stare upon the Elezen. A
few of the wedding guests have begun to take notice of the strange scene, and the Warrior
adjusts her skirts and prepares to break it up. She doesn’t know what Zenos is up to, but
neither is she inclined to permit him to torment her guard.

“Come now, Maristella, your prince is giving you an order.” It is Varis who speaks first,
gesturing with his empty glass. “Humor my boy, won’t you?”



“I--” The gray skin of the centurion’s long ears stains red.

“It is not an order,” says Zenos in his usual glacial growl. “It is a request. Dance with me,
please.”

They look to the Warrior, their silver eyes wide and pleading for her aid.

“It’s up to you, Cas,” she says. She smiles, trying to hide the fact that she has no idea what is
going on. “You don’t have to humor Zenos if you don’t wish to.”

“The empress will be safe at my side while you take a short break,” says Varis. He gestures
again with the glass. “Should you so choose.”

The centurion licks their lips and takes a step away from their post. They whisper: “Okay”,
and take the prince’s outstretched hand. They remain visibly tense, clearly waiting for him to
spring some sort of trap.

The gloved magitek curls delicately around the comparatively tiny gray hand. Zenos nods,
and silently leads the centurion away from the head table. But for the occasional flash of
Zenos’ golden hair, the Warrior quickly loses track of them on the busy dance floor.

“Odd,” Varis says. “I wonder what prompted the boy to do that.”

“I don’t know.” She recalls Zenos previously sneaking up on her guard. “Zenos likes to tease
my guard because they’re a bit high-strung.”

“Our Zenos?” he echoes in a doubtful tone, before bursting into amused laughter. The
Warrior smiles.

“It’s probably nothing. I mean, we should be glad if he’s trying to talk to new people, right?”

“If that’s what you want to call it,” Varis says into his glass.

“Oh, no fair, Lord Varis!” Annia cries from her post. “We want to have a little fun, too!”

“I don’t think Caspian is having fun,” murmurs the Warrior.

“Please, Your Radiance, just for once dance?”

Varis looks at his guards for a moment before smiling and waving a hand.

“Go, go. Enjoy yourselves for a bit.”

“Thank you, Your Radiance!”

“Where’s that cute little Hyur fellow that was at the ceremony?” Julia grins at her sister. “He
looked agreeable enough.”

The guards each grab a glass of wine and disappear from the table in a flurry of giggles.

“Oh dear, I hope they won’t get themselves into trouble,” says the Warrior. Varis chuckles.



“They will be fine.” He rests his hand over hers. “Besides, their absence gives us a moment
alone together.”

“That is quite true.” She smiles as he leans in to kiss her.

They are indeed only given a few moments alone before well wishers begin to approach the
table. Senators come with their spouses, full of kind words and playful teasing. The hats of
the women are bedecked with red chocobo plumes, all quite brilliant, but none so lovely as
the plumage on the prince’s pet bird. They move on to their own tables as more platters of
food are brought out to crowd the tabletops.

 

Two songs pass before Julia and Annia return, flushed and giggling, and generally incapable
of presenting proper decorum for several minutes. It is not until the line of well wishers has
slowed to a trickle that the Warrior realizes her guard has not yet returned from being waylaid
by Zenos. She briefly worries that something has happened, but tells herself that if Zenos had
caused some kind of commotion she would have noticed it. As it stands, the partygoers on the
dance floor show no signs of distress.

Alphinaud returns with his sketchbook. The Warrior sits as still as she can manage while
speaking with more of the guests, and the little Elezen diligently sketches out an image of
her. By the time he has nearly completed filling a page, the Warrior notices movement from
the corner of her eye. A quick look shows that her guard has returned to their post. They
seem to be in normal condition, though there is a noticeable flush of red on the tips of their
ears. 

“Are you alright, Cas? You were gone awhile.”

“I–yes, my Lady. I apologize for my absence.” They stand at parade rest and stare resolutely
out over the room.

“I hope Zenos didn’t cause you too much trouble,” she says.

The centurion doesn’t reply.

“I’ll have a word with him if he did.”

“It was nothing, my Lady.” The centurion’s tone is flat, nearly perturbed.

Gently, she says: “Why don’t you sit for a few minutes and eat your cake?”

“As you wish.” They take a plate and sit at the far end of the table, their face turned away
while they eat. The tips of their ears are still a bit red.

 

After some amount of feasting, the royal couple is visited by each of the legati in turn, twelve
in all. The prince is conspicuously absent during all of this, though the Warrior thinks she
spots him loitering near the orchestra through much of the afternoon, leaning against the wall



like a brooding sunflower. Most of the visits from the legati are unremarkable, though it is
obvious to the Warrior that Lord Gabranth does not want to be in attendance.

The legatus of the First, however, seems more than happy to loiter and chit chat with the
Emperor.

“I will be holding Long Night festivities at my estate this year,” says Lord van Cinna. “I hope
you will be in attendance. And your young wife, of course.”

“You mentioned as much during dinner yesterday,” says Varis.

“I am sure she will be able to behave herself properly, hm?”

“Quintus,” he says in a warning tone. Varis had been driven to chastise the man the night
before for being a little too vocal over his surprise about how genteel his ‘savage’ wife-to-be
was behaving.

“I attended a Long Night party with Varis last year,” the Warrior says smoothly. “It was quite
enjoyable. I can only hope you won’t leave me disappointed, Lord van Cinna.”

The legatus clears his throat and strokes at his beard. “Of course. Wouldn’t want to
disappoint our little empress, now would we?”

“Not at all,” says Varis.

Lady van Pruina is in far brighter spirits when she visits the table. Her husband is in tow,
cheerfully working on a piece of cake and keeping out of the way.

“You both looked so lovely, Varis,” she says. “It reminded me of when Marcus and I were
wed so long ago.”

“You looked lovelier, dear,” says her husband around his cake. Varis chuckles.

“I remember your wedding. Got a fulm of snow that afternoon.”

“That’s right! It was a wonderful mess!” Victoriana laughs at the memory.

“How is Gyr Abania treating you?” asks the Warrior.

“Quite well, to be honest. The reforms put into place by the Emperor are beginning to show
fruit already. You will have to come see for yourself sometime, Lady Lux.”

“I would like to do that.”

“Poor Marcus’ skin didn’t take very well to the rather arid climate, but the locals have been
quite helpful with their suggestions to keep his skin hydrated.”

“He does look quite dewy.”

She laughs again. “Doesn’t he? I daresay he’s lost a few wrinkles. I’m nearly jealous!”



When Lady Vergilia visits the table, she is accompanied by Lord Nerva. The prince stands
awkwardly at her side while she makes conversation with the Warrior. Varis stares at his
cousin over the lip of his wine glass. The men remain silent. It is not until the legatus excuses
herself that Nerva speaks up.

“It was a beautiful ceremony,” he says, a bit stiffly. “The decorative flowers were a nice
addition.”

“Thank you,” says Varis in a carefully polite tone. “They were suggested by Lady Lux.”

“Ah. I see.” Nerva glances at the Warrior. “Quite a lovely addition, your ladyship.”

“Thank you.” She manages not to laugh at the man’s obvious discomfort. “And, thank you
for joining us for our wedding, Lord Nerva.”

The man’s eyes widen for a moment, but then he relaxes and nods. “Yes, of course. I am glad
to be able to enjoy this afternoon with Vergilia.”

“You are family,” murmurs Varis. “You should be here.” His cousin hesitates before nodding
again.

“Indeed. Thank you for having me.”

 

The celebration is nearly over by the time Zenos returns to the head table. By now, most have
worn out from dancing and are lounging about the tables, enjoying more food and drink
before venturing back out into the cold. Zenos’ expression is one of pleasant disinterest, and
so the Warrior decides not to ask him about his activities during the reception. Instead she
holds her hands up to him and beckons.

“Please, have a seat with us for a bit, Zenos. You still need to have your cake.”

Zenos looks from her hands to his father, but Varis is resolutely studying the interior of his
wineglass. “Of course. It would be unbecoming of me to not partake in such an important
tradition.”

“Perhaps some wine, too. You look like your arm’s screwed on too tight.”

His left hand goes to his chin. “This is how I always look.”

“I know.” She giggles and pats the empty chair at her side. Zenos obediently sits.

“You clearly have been enjoying yourself.”

“Of course I have! It’s my wedding!” The Warrior waves for a server. “You’ll like the cake.”

He looks down at her, and the corners of his lips pull slightly into a smile. “I am certain that I
will.”



“Did you eat anything else? There are still popotoes left, and the roast was good, too.”

Zenos tips his head to the side. “I have not eaten. But if you have a plate prepared for me,
then I will.”

“Wonderful!” The Warrior waves for one of the servers. “There’s some lovely sweet
Ishgardian tea, too. I’ll have them get you a mug of that.”

The prince’s reply is nearly too soft to hear over the din of the party. “Yes. Thank you.”

 

Zenos remains seated at the Warrior’s side, soft and quiet, until the sky beyond the windows
begins to fade from blue to crimson. At some cue unknown to her, Zenos rises from the table
with a half empty glass in his left hand. He holds his right hand skyward, and the music
dwindles to nothing.

“If I may have your attention!” the prince booms, and the noise in the ballroom falls to a
hasty hush. “The sun is setting, and that means that this party is drawing to its conclusion–at
least, for our newlywed couple it is. I would like to raise a toast to them. To my father and
mother. To the Emperor and empress of Garlemald. Give them cheer, that their union will be
long and fruitful!”

The guests burst into loud cheers and applause. The Warrior blushes and looks at Varis,
whose cheeks are also turning red. He stands.

“Thank you, Zenos.”

“I am but doing my duty, Father,” says Zenos. Despite his indifferent tone, the Warrior still
sees the faintest hint of a smile on his lips. “Go on your way with peace in your hearts. I shall
ensure no ill befalls the throne in your absence.”

“Thank you, Zenos. You’re a good man.” She reaches up and pats his cheek. “Don’t work too
hard. And don’t ride Rufus in the halls.”

“I make no promises.”

Buoyed by the cheers of the guests, Varis and the Warrior exit the ballroom. She tucks her
hand into the bend of his arm and leans against him as they walk the quiet halls on their way
to the airship docks. The Warrior is only dimly aware of the guards trailing after them.

Away from the ballroom, the corridors of the palace are as still and serene as on any other
evening.

“I love you, Varis,” she says.

“Still?”

“Of course.”



“Good,” he rumbles. “I love you as well. Now and always.”

Chapter End Notes

It has taken 80 chapters, but we have finally made it through the wedding! Thank y'all
for reading, and don't forget your cake!



Chapter 81

The faint hum of functioning machina meets her ears as the darkness and silence retreat from
her senses. She cracks her eyes open, but her head aches in protest at the motion and she
squeezes them shut again.

“I think I drank too much wine at the reception.”

Her husband is heavy and inert next to her on the bed, but she still hears his sleepy grunt.

“You drank the same number of toasts as I.”

“Exactly.”

“Oh.” The bed shifts as Varis pushes his bulk into a seated position. “My apologies, dear. I
will have something gathered for you.”

The Warrior begins to doze off in his absence, but is brought back by a gentle touch to her
shoulder and a rumbling murmur of her name. She is helped into a seated position, and a cold
glass is pressed into her hands.

“Here. I’ve some painkillers and a vitamin pill, and a bit of cake.”

“I’m going to turn into cake at this rate.”

He chuckles. “And you will be delicious.”

She takes the pills and downs half the glass of water before working on the piece of cake.
Varis sits at her side, and quietly accepts an offered mouthful. His skin is warm and soothing
against hers, and she settles against his side while eating.

“According to the pilot, we are an hour or so away from Castrum Occidens. It will still be
dark when we arrive, so we will remain at the castrum until after dawn.”

The Warrior looks over to the dressing table. Their wedding attire is draped in a precarious
heap over the bench.

“What a wild day.”

“Hm?” Varis’ fingers idly tug at the pins holding her braids into place.

“We’re married now, Varis.”

“Yes, we are.” There is a smile in his voice. The braids fall loose to her back. “Isn’t it a
marvel?”

“It feels kind of like a dream. Like something I might have dreamt up while sleeping off too
much mead in Ishgard. Like… like I might wake up and none of this happened, and we’re



still enemies, and–” She grimaces against a throb of pain in her brow and reaches for the
glass of water.

“‘Tis no dream, my love, and for that I am eternally gladdened.”

She whispers: “It would mean Regula was still alive.” She hears Varis hiss a breath between
his tongue and teeth.

“I would not have that. I would not trade him for you. I would not trade this future for
another. Never.”

“Sorry. Just the headache talking.”

Varis wraps his arm around her shoulders and presses his cheek to her hair. “I know Regula
better than any other, and he would not allow that trade, either.”

“Sorry.”

“Shh. There is no need to apologize, or feel guilt. Regula lives on right here.” He pats his free
hand over his heart. “Besides, Regula might still have met the same fate in Azys Lla, and
then where would I be? Gone to pieces, most likely.”

“True.” She sighs and shakes her head. “Oh, listen to me. Being so morbid on our wedding
day.”

“I could give you a spanking if you would like,” he offers in a playful tone. The Warrior
snorts a laugh.

“Maybe when my head clears.”

“Mm-hmm.” Varis hums softly, and the notes resemble those of the waltz they danced to only
hours before. His fingers idly work apart one of her braids. “I was thinking.”

“What about?”

“Um. Nothing. Nevermind. Let me get you more water.”

“Water can wait. What did you want to talk about?”

The mattress creaks as Varis fidgets. “Well, I was thinking about… In the matter of your
using contraceptives…” He trails off, and despite the darkness in the cabin she knows that he
is blushing.

“I stopped taking them a week or so after my last menses,” she admits. Varis is still at her
response. After a moment his weight shifts as he reaches beyond her. There is a soft click,
and then they are illuminated by the soft blue glow of the bedside lamp. Varis gazes at her
with widened eyes.

“You did?”



“That’s what you were wanting, wasn’t it?”

“Yes, but I–” He stops. “I did not want to force you.”

“You didn’t. I chose to stop taking the pills.” She watches as realization slowly filters through
his surprise.

“I see. So since then we have been…”

“Leaving it up to fate, yes.”

Varis is quiet again for a few minutes, and the Warrior tilts her head to check his expression.
His eyes are still a touch widened, and there is a flush on his cheeks.

“Are you alright?”

“Yes. ‘Tis a bit more exciting than I expected, that is all.”

“Exciting, eh?” She glides her fingers up the thick expanse of his thigh, and feels his body
shiver against hers.

“I thought you had a headache.”

“I do. But that doesn’t mean that you do.”

“Naughty girl.” He shivers again as her nails tease against the fabric of his smallclothes. “Do
you really want to do that now?”

“Do you need convincing?”

“Not hardly, but…” His hand covers her own, and she can feel the hardening of the flesh
beneath the fabric. “Should our first time as a wedded couple be on an airship?”

She looks at their hands, and then back into his golden eyes. “Our first time as strangers was
on an airship. This is just history repeating itself, my love.”

Varis sputters, torn between protest and laughter. “I cannot argue against that logic, and you
know it.” He lifts his hand. The Warrior grins at her husband.

“I was hoping that you wouldn’t be interested in protesting.” She hooks her fingers in the taut
fabric and slowly lowers the front of his smallclothes. At a rumble from Varis she looks up
past his cock in time to see his tongue trace between his lips.

“Ah, well… if you are feeling up to it, then so am I.”

“I am.” She lies back on the bed, tugging her smallclothes off and parting her knees. “Now,
be a good man and come celebrate with your wife.”

He slips off the bed and kneels next to it. His big hands slide up the length of her thighs
before moving to grasp her hips and draw them closer to the edge of the mattress. Varis



smiles down at her, and the warmth in his gaze causes a flutter in her belly.

“It would be my pleasure to properly mark the occasion with you, my dearest.”

 

The Warrior’s headache has faded by the time she feels the airship decelerate over Costa del
Sol. The pilot announces their approach to Castrum Occidens, which gives she and Varis
sufficient time to redress and make themselves presentable. She runs a comb through her hair
and is working it into a loose braid when the airship shudders to a stop.

“Do not fret, dear. I am the Emperor. They will not try to rush me off the transport unless
there is an emergency.” Varis chuckles as he accepts the comb from his wife. “And even then,
they will be reluctant to try and force me off.”

The Warrior smiles and smooths her hands over the front of her niveste . “Yes, well, at this
time of the morning I believe it would still be impolite to keep them waiting.”

“I suppose so,” he grunts.

Julia and Annia are in their armor and waiting when Varis and the Warrior emerge from their
room. They salute.

“Good morning, Your Radiance, Lady Lux!”

“I hope you two got some rest,” says the Warrior. “Or at the least, more than Varis and I did.”

Annia giggles. Julia manages to maintain her composure, and says: “We slept well, thank
you.”

“Good, good.” They proceed down the corridor. “Will you two get a chance to relax this
week? I mean, I suppose it can’t be any more boring than just standing around in a hallway
all day…”

“We will be on call,” says Annia. “In the event that you or the Emperor needs assistance.
Otherwise, we will be conducting some training exercises with the cohort stationed here.”

“Who ordered that?” she wonders.

“You did,” says Varis. “Rather, the High Legatus signed the orders on your behalf.”

“Cheeky.” The Warrior lightly taps his elbow. Varis winks at her and offers his arm as they
approach the exit doors.

The sky over La Noscea is still dark, its stars obscured by cloud cover. Despite the early hour,
the courtyard is illuminated by spotlights and is busy with soldiers. To the Warrior it seems
that the entire castrum has turned out to mark their arrival, and she feels a touch bad for being
the cause of the men and women being pulled from their beds so early.



“No worries, my ladyship. They wanted to be up when you arrived.” The officer in charge of
the base gestures at the dozen and a half soldiers. “Everyone was quite excited yesterday. We
listened to the broadcast of the ceremony, and then the reception music selections played
afterwards over the public radio. It isn’t everyday that we are able to celebrate such a
momentous occasion.” The officer puffs up a bit. “Besides, this gives us the honor of being
the first crew to be able to greet the empress after her investiture. A bit of bragging rights, if
you will.”

The Warrior smiles. “Well, if you are all here by choice, then I thank you for the warm
welcome.”

“Our pleasure!” He salutes, and the other soldiers follow suit. “If it would please you and His
Radiance, I will show you to the legatus’ quarters. You may rest there until after sunrise,
upon which you might more safely make your way to your honeymoon destination.”

Once in the privacy of the legatus’ suite, Varis sprawls out on the too-small bed with his arm
cast over his eyes. The Warrior perches on the edge of the mattress.

“Do you think they could tell?”

“Hm?” Varis doesn’t move.

“That we had sex on the transport here.”

He chuckles. “I believe we made ourselves presentable enough before leaving the airship.”
His long fingers flex in the cool morning air. “It is my understanding that the cabin we are
staying in is a sufficient enough distance from the castrum that… any noise we might make
will not be audible by those stationed here.”

“You aren’t going to take that as a challenge?” She giggles and settles next to him on the
bedcovers. He draws her in closer to his side.

“Perhaps I will. We have the time.”

“What if the empire falls to pieces while we are busy making love?”

“Then it will fall for a noble cause,” Varis says.

“So glib.”

“Mm. I am not worried. I know that I yet have my detractors, both of my business and of my
choice in taking a ‘savage’ bride. There is naught that I can do at the moment to make them
change their minds. There may be nothing I can ever do to win them over.”

“You aren’t worried they will try to start a coup or something in your absence?”

“No more than I am on any other day.” He lifts his arm from his face and tucks his hand
behind his head. “Besides, Zenos is there. I trust him to maintain order until our return.”

“Did you tell him that?”



“I did,” is the whispered reply. “He was surprised. I mean… his expressions are as subtle as
reading tea leaves, but I could tell that he was not expecting my words.” Varis hums softly.
“Zenos may have no desire to become emperor, and I will respect that. But, he is good at his
duties. I believe that one day he might make a good High Legatus.”

“If he wants.”

“If he wants.” Varis grunts. “That is all your doing, of course.”

“Mine? I had nothing to do with him being a good soldier, Varis.”

“No, I meant… trusting him. Trusting my own son. Two years ago I would not have thought
it possible to trust him on a personal level. And while I am still somewhat… uneasy with the
boy, I know that Garlemald will be just fine while we are here.” He smiles. “I owe much of
that trust to you, from both of us.”

“It just takes a little love.”

“I know. But, you did not have to become a mother to Zenos. Any other woman would have
turned her back on him.”

The Warrior stares up at the ceiling. “Perhaps in another lifetime I did turn my back on him.
Who’s to say?” She plucks at the soft fabric of his shirt. “After all, you feared me going to
Ala Mhigo when we first met because you were convinced he would try to fight me. He
would have, of course, that’s just how he is. There are many ways our stories could have
gone. This is just one of them.”

He makes a thoughtful noise. “I have heard such speculations of alternate realities before.”

“I have seen indications of such possibilities in my travels.” The Warrior pats his arm. “But
right now, the here and now is all that truly matters. Let us not waste more time in fearful
speculation of what might have been.”

Varis is quiet at this. Then: “What about fearful speculation of what will be?”

“Not on our wedding day.” She smiles at his snort of amusement.

“How long will you use that as an excuse?”

“At least until our honeymoon is over.”

“Fair enough.” Another hum. “What about hopeful speculation for the future?”

She tips her head to look toward the curtained windows. The sky beyond is still dark. “I think
that we still have time for that before the dawn.”

“Good. I wanted to discuss what we might name our first child.”

 



Eventually the dawn comes, streaking brilliantly over the island and painting the dark
surfaces of the castrum walls in warm gold. By this time, the Warrior and her husband have
already changed out of their wedding attire. They spend more than half a bell out in the
courtyard, speaking with soldiers and officers as the first blues of morning begin to creep in.
The soldiers are all quite eager for a chance to congratulate the couple on their vows. When
the last of the soldiers has either returned to their post or gone back to bed, the Warrior and
Varis take a brief breakfast in the mess hall.

Varis is finishing his third mug of coffee when Annia and Julia return from scouting ahead to
the bungalow. He picks up the Warrior’s half empty coffee cup and pours its contents into his
mug.

“Your report?”

“It is very charming, Your Radiance,” says Annia. “Nice and cozy, not too close to the water,
but it has a covered porch with seats on it that face the water. I’m sure it will be lovely at
sunrise.”

“She means that the area was secure.” Julia looks at her sister, who nods in agreement. “The
pantry is well stocked with provisions, but at your earlier request arrangements have been
made for fresh food deliveries twice daily from the nearby… resort. The closest
developments are half a malm away, but there is a fence demarking the edge of Garlean land
to discourage trespassers.” She gestures at the side of her helmet. “There is also a small
communications station in case the need to contact us arises.”

“Excellent.” Varis sets down his mug and pushes himself up from the table. “I trust that our
luggage was sent ahead as well?”

“Yes, Your Radiance.”

“Good.” He nods, a pleased little smile creasing the corners of his mouth. He looks down at
the Warrior and holds out a hand. “Shall we be on our way then, my empress?”

She chuckles and takes his hand. “You lead and I will follow.”

“Ah, well.” He gestures at his guards. “I have not yet seen the place myself, so we both shall
have to follow Julia and Annia.”

“That works just as well.” The Warrior rises to her feet. “What of our wedding attire?”

“That will be kept in storage here until you return to Garlemald,” says Annia.

“Oh, good. One less thing to worry about.”

“Nothing to worry about at all, my Lady,” says Julia. “You and Emperor Varis should only
concern yourselves with relaxing.”

 



“Relaxing, and producing issue,” Varis murmurs as they make their way on foot down the
trail that leads down to the beachfront. The Warrior giggles.

“What’s that?”

“All we have to worry about this week.”

“Oh. Well, I suppose that the copious amounts of sex go without saying.” She grins and
elbows his hip.

“Indeed.”

The Warrior is mindful of her steps as they descend the somewhat uneven path. Julia leads
the way some dozen yalms ahead, and Annia follows behind. Now and then the Warrior
pauses to consider the landscape. She cannot help but remember passing through this area
years before during her early adventures with the Scions. To think that she who had started
out running an interminable number of errands would return one day as a person in a seat of
power!

Relative power, at least. The Warrior still isn’t really sure what is expected of her as the
empress of Garlemald. No need to worry about that today, she tells herself. Business can wait
until she has returned to that frozen land.

Still, some part of her wouldn’t mind venturing over to Costa del Sol and rubbing her fate in
Gegeruju’s face.

They cross over a small wooden footbridge, fairly new of make, and the castrum slowly dips
out of sight behind the cliffs above. In time the bungalow comes into view from behind the
sand dunes. It is of a moderate size, constructed from wood but garnished with distinctly
Garlean touches in the glass windows and tiled roofing. As the guards stated, the building is
nestled at the feet of the dunes, situated far enough away from the shore to prevent flooding
in the event of an unusually high tide. Julia unlocks the front door and hands Varis the key.

“Do you require anything else, sir?”

Varis looks at the key, small in his palm. “No, I believe the empress and I will be just fine on
our own. We will contact the castrum should any issues arise.” He smiles. “You are both
dismissed.”

The guards salute. “See you next week.”

The Warrior watches as the guards make their way up the path. When she turns, Varis is
facing the water. She moves to his side and touches his elbow. 

“‘Tis peaceful,” he murmurs. “It is not often that I have been afforded the opportunity to
stand here like this, in a place like this, when it is peaceful.”

“Did you want to go swimming?”



“Later.” He moves his hand to give her a pat on the bottom. “Let us see our honeymoon suite
first.”

“Alright. I’d like to go swimming.”

Varis smiles. “I believe we will have plenty of time for swimming, among other activities.”

The interior of the cabin is well appointed despite its simplicity. There is a sleeping area with
a large bed–she believes it will be big enough for the oversized Emperor. Separate from that
is a bathing room, and finally another small room occupied by a table and chairs. There is a
ceruleum powered cold storage box, and some cabinetry with glasses and dishes, but no
cooking apparatus.

“We can make a fire pit,” the Warrior declares. “And cook food on that.”

“We are having food delivered from the nearby town,” says Varis.

“Maybe I just want to start a fire.”

He chuckles. “You are sounding more Garlean by the day.”

They spend a few minutes unpacking their luggage, and then flop side by side on the bed.
They have removed their crowns, and the circlets rest now in a platinum embrace on the
dresser top. 

“So…what else are we going to do while we’re here?” The Warrior picks at the gauzy front
of the sundress she is wearing. “Aside from the obvious.”

“Let me peruse my appointment book.” Varis lifts a big hand and traces the forefinger of the
other over it. “Most of these time slots are filled either with sex or naps, it would seem.” He
taps his finger tip in his palm. “Except for this one here, it says ‘give wife a backrub’, though
that looks like your handwriting.”

“What if you tire of being around me all day and night?”

“If such madness overcame me, hopefully I would retain enough sense to toss myself into the
ocean.”

She laughs and swats at his arm. “I’m serious.”

“As am I.” His chest rises and falls with a sigh. “If I need time alone, then I will tell you as
such. Just as I always have.”

“Good. I don’t want you to change just because we’re married. We don’t have to be around
each other constantly.”

“I believe that it will take a few days for the novelty of your constant presence to wear thin.
When that happens, one of us can sit outside, and the other inside.”

“Sounds like a solid plan.” She closes her eyes.



For a few minutes they lie in mutual quiet. The Warrior focuses on the gentle sound of the
rolling surf, and the occasional cry of seabirds.

Then: “So, what do you want to do now?”

She laughs. “Regula was right. You really don’t know how to relax.” She smiles at the sound
of his flustered huff.

“I cannot help such restlessness. I am too accustomed to having to worry about meetings and
planning and other business. All my life has been one battlefield or another.” Varis sighs
again. “Would that my self from a decade or two ago could see me now. He would not
believe it possible.”

“That you were Emperor?”

“That I would be with you. It would have definitely been something which I would have
greatly anticipated.”

“Oh.” The Warrior feels a familiar heat on her cheeks. “I never really thought much of getting
married when I was younger. My parents didn’t set the best example. Didn’t make it seem
like something I should aim for, you know?” Varis grunts softly in acknowledgement. “But
being with you has felt different. I knew I was going to say yes before you ever asked.”

“I am glad.”

“So am I.” She smiles and sits up. “I have an idea: This is just another battlefield for you,
right?”

“‘Tis not–”

“A sexy, mostly naked kind of battlefield, but one all the same. We should go for a walk, so
you can familiarize yourself with your surroundings.”

Varis snorts in amusement. “Are you mocking me, dear?”

“Not at all. I’ve some small familiarity with the area, but I doubt that you’ve seen much of it
beyond the walls of the castrum.”

“...in truth, this may have been my first visit to Occidens. I have had little cause to step foot
in Eorzea. This was Gaius’ hunting grounds.”

“All the better reason to take a look around. At the least, we can look for some rocks to use
for a fire pit.”

Varis peers up at her for a long moment, before finally nodding. “Very well.”

 

The Warrior sits on the edge of the porch and buckles up her leather sandals. She peers out
from the shade of the awning. The morning sun has climbed high over the water, and the sky



is a pale blue and nearly cloudless.

“‘Tis very bright out,” Varis observes from the doorway. He squints from within the shadows.
He rumbles uncertainly. “No worse than the snow on a sunny day, but…”

“Yes, the weather’s quite nice.” She looks over her shoulder and eyes the big man. Varis half
hiding in the doorway, as though afraid to go outside. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”

Amused, the Warrior gets to her feet. She slips around her husband and surveys the bedroom.
“My poor pale darling, however did you survive conquering the savage lands if you can’t
stand a little sun?”

Varis grunts. “I was stationed primarily in Ilsabard.”

She opens one of their clothing cases and retrieves a wide brimmed straw hat. She holds it
out to Varis.

“Here,” she says. “Put this on during our walk.”

He casts a doubtful look at the hat. “Whatever is this for? I am the tallest man on this island,
my love. I do not think a hat will hide who I am.”

“I know. I meant it more to protect your skin from the sun. Or at least your eyes.”

“Oh. That is quite insightful.” He carefully deposits the hat on his head and adjusts its
position. “Thank you.”

The Warrior laughs. “I don’t need to hear you crying about a sunburn on our honeymoon.”

“Fair enough.”

They make certain that Varis is sufficiently protected from the glare of the sun, and then head
out on their journey. The Warrior points out various landmarks that scatter the beachfront.
They reach the fence that marks the edge of Garlemald’s claim–in truth little more than some
wooden planks and a length of wire on two sides of a picket gate–and start their way up and
away from the water. They traverse from shallow dunes to the rocky hillside. Varis’ cheeks
are pink by the time they reach the cliffs that overlook the beach.

“We should stop and enjoy the view,” she says. Varis nods in agreement. They sit in the
relative shade of some scraggly palm trees. Several colibri hop above them in the branches,
calling to each other before flitting on to the next tree in flashes of pink. The Warrior picks
idly at the dry seagrass as she scans the shoreline. Off in the direction of Costa del Sol, she
can make out the forms of a half dozen bathers enjoying the water. More figures are visible
lazily making their way along the long wooden docks between the scattered buildings. Much
of the long stretch of coast between the resort and Castrum Occidens is unoccupied by
people, and is more visited by shorebirds and crabs squabbling over morsels plucked from
the wet sand. This does not surprise her much, as her memory recalls the resort as having
been more active in the afternoon and evenings.



After a long spell of quiet, Varis rubs his back against the trunk of the palm tree. He grunts
softly, and the Warrior blinks out of her reverie.

“I am afraid that you are incorrect. This is no battlefield, my love.” He tips his head, and the
straw hat casts a cool shadow across his face. “‘Tis just a beachfront.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that. You’ve clearly never had to beat up a dozen aurochs for the
amusement of a Lalafell before.”

“No, but… this is a peaceful place. A place meant for pleasure and relaxation and…” Varis
trails off. “You killed a dozen aurochs?”

“Fought them, for the most part. They were rutting and a danger to the locals, so I was hired
to subdue them.” She breaks off a blade of grass and twirls it between her fingers. “It was far
more than a dozen, but if I was honest it would sound like I was either bragging or
exaggerating.”

“It seems almost a modest number for you,” he says coyly. He casts his gaze in the direction
of the resort at Costa del Sol. “Why do such things?”

“Because, back then I was just an adventurer. Being the Warrior of Light wasn’t really a
matter of much importance a few years ago. The locals were more concerned with their…
local problems, rather than the fate of the star at large. And I was no different.”

“Hm. I suppose I could see how living in an idyllic locale such as this might lend one to not
wish to look beyond their own borders.”

“It was… not without merit, of course. My adventures here taught me things, made me
stronger, and helped forge bonds of friendship.” The Warrior thinks back to that time, years
ago, when her duty was little more than subduing wildlife and taking down primals. “It was a
different time for me.”

“And now you are the empress of Garlemald.”

“I am. But, I’m still the Warrior of Light. I’m still an adventurer…I just worry about things
on a larger scale now. You know that.”

Varis nods slowly. His gaze shifts away from the resort, and unfocuses slightly as he looks
out over the water and scattered islets. He is quiet for several minutes, and though his
expression is relaxed, the Warrior knows well enough to be able to tell that he has sunk deep
into his thoughts.

When he finally does speak again, Varis says: “Much of the flora and fauna here do not look
native to the area.”

The Warrior blinks. “Was that what you were thinking about?”

“No,” he says, and smiles down at her. He claps his palms against his thighs. “I am going to
get a stiff back if I remain here much longer. Let us continue our tour.”



“Okay.”

They traverse the dirt road that follows the length of the coast. She points out various wildlife
and the Qiqirn camps as they pass by.

“Is it safe for them to live so close to Costa del Sol?”

“Hm? Oh, the Qiqirn aren’t much of a threat. They’re far more likely to pillage food stores
than summon a primal.” She smiles. “I’ve worked with some before. They’re quite charming,
really, and very good businessmen.”

Varis grunts in thought. “Well. If you are vouching for them, then I will not worry over their
presence.”

“I’m sure they’re far more wary of you, dear.”

“Of me?” Varis sounds sincerely surprised at the idea. The Warrior manages not to laugh at
his baffled expression.

“You’re something of a giant among men, Varis. Surely you’ve noticed. To a little Qiqirn you
would seem as a mountain.” An idea strikes her. “I should introduce you to the man who
owns Costa del Sol. He would scarcely come up to your knees.”

“My height is more a burden than a blessing. Hells on my neck, at the least.”

“Poor dear.”

They reach the docks where a small boat waits to ferry people across the river. Here they turn
around and start their return to the bungalow. Varis is quiet again, brow slightly furrowed in
thought as they walk. Eventually, the Warrior decides to dare to pry into his thoughts.

“Is aught amiss? You’ve been very quiet.”

“I am enjoying the scenery. And the company.”

“Oh.”

After a few more yalms, Varis clears his throat. “This fellow that owns the beach resort.”

“Gegeruju.”

“Yes. You speak of him with a particular…audible disdain. He… he did not…” He trails off,
voice catching behind his frown. She touches his arm, and feels the muscles flex underneath
her fingers.

“Varis?”

“Inappropriate,” he murmurs, nearly a growl. “Did this Gegeruju ever do anything
inappropriate?”



“Oh. Well, no more than I would expect from a man of his standing…” The Warrior shakes
her head. “He leers like it’s his third language, and I’d be more wary of his hands if he ever
got up from his lounge chair, but…” She shakes her head again. “No. He has ladies he’s hired
for that sort of thing.”

Varis’ frown does not lessen, and she squeezes at his arm.

“Varis.”

He murmurs her name. “My apologies. I should not have brought up such a distasteful
subject.”

“No, you shouldn’t have. But, I forgive you. I suppose that it’s only natural to wonder.” She
squeezes his arm again, and then ruffles her fingers over the pale downy hairs that cover his
forearm. “Trust me, Varis. If he had tried anything, I would have thrown him right into the
drink.”

The corners of his mouth twitch as he tries not to smile. “Aye, that does seem like something
you would do.” He moves his hand to cover her own wandering fingers. “Should that fellow
or any other ever try anything indecent, you have my permission to chuck them straight into
the ocean.”

She laughs. “I don’t need your permission to stand up for myself.”

“Yes, I just–” Varis huffs a sigh. “I love you.”

“Thank you.”

They wend their way back to the cottage. As the little building draws into view, Varis
removes his straw hat and uses it to fan his face. 

“‘Tis hotter than I expected,” he says. “I need something to drink.”

“I’m sure that there’s something inside.”

 

Back within the relative cool of the bungalow, Varis sits on the edge of the bed and shucks off
his tunic. He tosses it into a heap on the floor and flops back on the bedcovers. The Warrior
inspects the contents of the pantry, and finds a large jug of water. She fills a mug for her
husband and returns to where he has sprawled out on the bed. She laughs when he holds up a
hand for the mug.

“No, sit up. You’ll just spill it all over as you are.”

Varis grunts and pushes himself back into a seated position. As he quietly drinks from the
mug, the Warrior steps into the bathing room. She wets a small towel, and after a moment of
consideration, chills the cloth with a small blizzard spell. Varis has drained the mug by the
time she returns. She kneels behind him on the bed. He hisses softly as she brushes aside the
tangle of his hair and presses the cold cloth to his neck.



“Feels like home,” he rumbles. She smiles and kisses his bare shoulder.

“Perhaps we should have given you a day to acclimate before trekking around the coast.”

“I will be fine.” He hisses again as she slides the cloth down over his collarbone.

“We’ll have to braid your hair while you’re here,” she says. “It will help keep you cooler.”

“You act as though I have no experience being in a hotter climate.”

“So?” She feels him shiver against her as she moves the cloth over his chest.

“So…” He trails off, before mumbling: “‘Tis difficult to think with your breasts pressing
against my back.”

The Warrior laughs and kisses his neck. “Is that so?”

Varis makes an affirmative noise, but seems unable to manage a more concrete answer. She
moves her hand again, but its progress is halted as he covers it with his own. With a chuckle,
she leans in closer, brushing her lips against his earlobe.

She whispers: “Why don’t you show me how much of a distraction I am?”

The way he says her name is breathy, almost plaintive. His fingers nearly fumble with the
laces, but he manages to open the front of his cotton trousers. Varis frees his cock from his
smallclothes. He leans into the Warrior’s presence as he begins to stroke–his touch gentle and
slow at first, but quickly accelerating to an urgent pace. He trembles at the Warrior’s touch as
her hand travels across the firm muscles of his chest and down to his belly. Varis squeezes his
eyes shut, but tips his head in the direction of her encouraging whispers.

When he comes, he lets out another strained cry of her name before nearly collapsing against
her. She supports him, and prevents him from completely sagging back to the bedcovers. She
strokes the cloth soothingly over him.

“That was quite the show. I think you deserve a bit of rest. Don’t you?”

“I think…” Varis’ eyelids flutter, and it takes another minute for him to reopen his eyes. “A
nap, yes. A nap would be good. And then, we will go swimming.”

The Warrior smiles and kisses his brow. “Sounds good to me.”

 

Late in the afternoon, a pair of somewhat underdressed young women deliver large platters of
food and drink from Costa del Sol. The Warrior pulls on her dressing gown for long enough
to answer the door, but little more.

“Do you think it all safe?” Varis wonders as he sits at the little dining table. The Warrior takes
a sip of juice from its icy carafe. It tastes normal enough, and she shrugs.



“Probably. I mean, I don’t think they would intentionally risk poisoning the Warrior of Light,
let alone someone as important as her husband. That would be bad for business.” She fills a
glass and holds it out to him.

“I suppose you are correct.” He gulps down the contents of the glass, grimacing as he
swallows. “Not very sweet.” Varis surveys the trays. “No coffee?”

“Yes, I know. No wonder you call us savages.”

He looks a touch embarrassed. “They did not know any better, that is all.”

“I know. I’m teasing you, dear.” The Warrior picks up a piece of paper tucked underneath the
dewey carafe. It is a menu of the breakfast options, and indeed there is no mention of coffee
on the paper. “This wouldn’t happen in Ishgard, mind you. They’re quite reliant on their
coffee there.”

“No tea?”

She laughs. “Yes, tea, too. Ser Aymeric takes his with an obscene amount of birch syrup.”
The Warrior refills the glass when Varis holds it out.

“At least he has good taste, hm?”

“That’s right.” She seats herself across the table from Varis. “We’ll have to send word to the
castrum. I’m sure they would be happy to deliver you some coffee.”

“The thought has already crossed my mind.” He rubs at his chin. “I will communicate with
the castrum before we go to bed tonight. Inform them that we are doing well…. And that I
require coffee.”

The Warrior chuckles. “Honestly, they should have known better than to let you wander off
without any.” She gasps playfully, and touches her cheek. “Or I should have. What sort of
wife am I, to let you suffer so?”

“A very good one thus far,” rumbles her husband. “You are not responsible for keeping me
steeped in coffee. There is only one thing for which I hold you responsible.”

“Oh? And what is that?”

“My heart.” He says the words with such sincerity that the Warrior cannot help but pause.

“That is a far greater responsibility than the wellbeing of the whole star.”

“I–I did not mean it with such gravity, I–” Varis falls quiet as she touches the back of his
hand. She smiles at him.

“We are wed now, Varis. Our hearts are as one, yes? Caring for your heart is caring for my
own, and though it is a great responsibility, it is a task that also brings me great joy.”

“Joy…” Varis’ cheeks turn almost as red as they had in the midday heat. “A joyful burden?”



“Less so a burden. Something you don’t mind carrying, despite its weight, because it’s
valuable to you.” Varis gives her a puzzled look, and so she racks her brain for a comparison
he can appreciate. “Like a… a very large sack of popotoes.”

“Of popotoes?”

“Well, yes. It might be a bit heavy and unwieldy at times, but it’s undeniably very valuable,
and full of potential.”

He stares at her. Finally, when she has nearly begun to grow concerned, he says: “I believe I
understand your sentiment.” He gestures at the plate before him. “Your love is like a bowl of
popotoes, and I shall always hunger for more.”

The Warrior laughs and reaches for his hand.

“My love, I shall always be happy to provide.”



Chapter 82

Even in the midst of the autumn months, the days in eastern La Noscea are scorchingly hot.
In contrast, the nights are relatively cool thanks to a gentle breeze that rolls inland off the
water. Because of this, the Warrior and her husband end up opting to sleep away the hotter
hours of the day. They awake late in the afternoon, and sit on the porch watching the waves
as they enjoy their breakfast. A large vessel of coffee is discreetly delivered from the
castrum, and then they are alone again. It is a pleasant thing, to be left alone, with the only
interruptions to their solitude being the distant sound of music and voices from the resort.

There is, of course, the maid that arrives every other afternoon to freshen up the cottage while
the couple eats breakfast. After being resolutely ignored by Varis during her attempts to get
him to notice her décolletage, the maid quickly learns to go in, do her job, and leave without
any further interruptions. The Warrior is glad for that, as she does not want to have to fight a
half-dressed Miqo’te on her honeymoon. Varis is too polite to say anything about the matter
at all.

On the afternoon of their fourth day of holiday, their slumber is disturbed by a soft, persistent
drumming on the tiled roof. Varis groans at the noise and attempts to further bury his face in
the soft pillow of his wife’s breasts, but gives up when the noise only grows louder with time.

“What is that racket?” he mutters against her skin. The Warrior laughs and strokes his hair.

“It’s just raining, love.”

“Rain?”

“Yes. It’s like snow, but already melted when it falls.”

Varis grunts and half rolls away from her. “I know what rain is. I just–” He sits up. “I have
not experienced much in the way of it, except on a muddy, bloody battlefield. Or a swamp.”

The Warrior settles back into her pillow. “Mm, the rain won’t hurt you, Varis.”

“I know.” He chuckles and climbs out of bed. The Warrior doesn’t move, and instead watches
with amusement as her husband strides over to the door and throws it open. She can hear the
rain pattering against the ocean as he steps outside.

Naked as the day he was born.

“Varis zos Galvus, you can’t just–” She laughs and clambers after him, grabbing their robes
from the heap on the floor and going after him. She holds the robe out the door. “Here, put
this on. They’ll fine you for indecency.”

“Would they really?” Varis pulls on his robe and absentmindedly ties it shut. His pale eyes
are staring wide at the gray haze of the rain.



“I mean, I don’t find you indecent.” The Warrior snuggles against him. “But, you might cause
a scandal.”

“Oh. Well.” He wraps one thick arm around her side. The other extends a hand beyond the
protection of the awning. A thoughtful noise rumbles in his throat as he watches the steady
rain strike and pool in his palm. “‘Tis lovely.”

The Warrior hums in agreement. In truth, she is used to seeing rain throughout the course of
her adventures in Eorzea, but due to her extended time in Ishgard and Garlemald, she cannot
say for certain when the last time it was that she saw it rain. There is admittedly something
magical to it after such a protracted absence. 

 

The rain continues on into the evening. Varis, seemingly mesmerized by nature’s soggy
display, opts to take his breakfast out on the porch. The Warrior reluctantly joins him, and
watches water stream from the corners of the awning and down onto the sand and seagrass
below. Varis is still absently staring out at the water and sipping his coffee long after the
Warrior has finished her meal.

“What’s gotten into you?” she wonders. “You’re never so captivated by the snow.”

“I cannot say for certain.” Varis rumbles thoughtfully into his mug. “Are there any sirens in
this area?”

The Warrior cannot help but put serious thought to his question. “I’ve dealt with a few, yes.
But, if you don’t hear any singing or whispering in your ear, then I don’t think it’s a siren.”

“Oh. Good. I suppose that the sea and the rain is just particularly enchanting.” He shakes his
head and looks down at her. “I hope that I am not neglecting you.”

“Not at all.” She considers the steady drizzle. “Would you like to go for a walk with me?”

“In the rain? We’ll get wet.”

“That was kind of the idea.” She smiles and gets to her feet. “You don’t have to if you don’t
want to, dear.”

Varis is silent and staring as the Warrior steps out from underneath the protection of the
awning. The sand is dense and damp beneath her feet as she moves a few paces away from
the porch. The rain is gentle, but cool, and she shivers as it quickly soaks through the thin
fabric of her robe. She brushes a few damp strands of hair from her face and turns to look at
her husband. Varis gazes at her, eyes widened and mouth slightly hanging open. She holds a
hand out to him.

“Are you sure you don’t want to join me?” She wiggles her fingers. “Just to the water’s edge,
at least.”

“I–” Varis sputters out of his reverie and sets down his mug. He rises to his feet, and nearly
hits his head on the edge of the awning as he moves to follow her out into the rain.



“I’m the only siren you need, darling.”

“Indeed.” He briefly looks down at his bare feet. He flexes his toes against the wet sand.
“How pleasing.”

She strides closer toward the water and holds out her hands. “Come and enjoy it with me.”

Varis’ first few steps out onto the beach are unsteady, as though he is wary of sinking into the
sand. By the time he reaches her side he is more sure of himself. He presses his hand to the
small of her back, applying just a touch of pressure before they start at a leisurely pace to the
water’s edge.

“The air smells different,” he says, but remains silent again until they reach the dark line
where the waves are lazily breaking.

Hand in hand, they stand and watch the rain cascade over the ocean. Several minutes pass in
comfortable silence before the Warrior glances up at her companion. Varis’ profile is reserved
but relaxed, with beads of rain tracing paths down the pale granite of his features. Despite
hearing no sirens, something does still seem to be calling to the man–though whether from
the past or future is beyond her knowing.

Watching him, she feels a fresh stirring in her thoughts. She squeezes his hand.

“Let’s make a child, Varis,” she says. His cheeks pink, and his chin dips toward his breast to
look her better in the eye.

“I thought that was what we have been working at for the past few evenings.”

“It has, but… right now feels special, doesn’t it?”

“...Aye, it does.”

She takes his big hands and presses them to her hips. "Well then, don't you think we should
try? Isn't that the reason for the honeymoon?"

"I--" Her husband's cheeks are thoroughly stained with red. "Yes, it is."

“Good. Let’s do it.”

Varis looks up and down the length of the otherwise abandoned beachfront. “Wh-what, right
here? Someone might see. What about indecency?”

“There’s hardly anything indecent about what we’ll be doing. That’s the problem of the
voyeurs, not us. This is a private stretch of beach, right?” The Warrior peels her robe from
her skin and brings Varis’ hands to her breasts. “Please, Varis?”

He runs out of any cause for protest. “Anything for you, my love.” 

They disrobe and spread their soaked garments on the wet sand. The Warrior settles on her
back. She parts her knees, staring up at Varis as she teases her fingers between her folds. He



gazes back, rapt, hand stroking his cock into eager hardness.

“Fuck me,” she demands.

He has no argument.

Varis kneels before her, a big hand hooking under each thigh to lift her bottom from the
ground. He guides the head of his cock to her entrance. Her fingers press him between her
folds, and she lets out a wanton hiss as the thick flesh pops past the initial point of resistance.
The first thrust is slow, careful, letting her adjust around his familiar girth. He grinds their
hips together, and the Warrior is sure that the lewd, needy moan that escapes her is audible
quite far down the beach. She doesn't care. Right now, out here in the rain, she only wants
him.

She nods at him, and Varis doesn’t wait to begin thrusting. His movements are quick and
urgent, wet fingers gripping tightly at her hips to keep her in place as he pounds into her.
Their breathless cries are punctuated only by the rapid slapping of wet skin against skin.
Varis thrusts into her, as wanting as she. The Warrior groans, hooking her heels along his
sides.

Lightning flickers, far off over the ocean. She feels Varis’ pace quicken as the thunder
follows.

“You can do it, love!” Her body tenses around him as the thrusts become rapid and shallow.
“Fill me!”

With a noise that echoes the growling thunder, Varis pushes her down into the silk covered
sand. A few more short thrusts, and then his length is buried in her to the hilt. His hips twitch
roughly as he comes, and the Warrior lets out a blissful cry as he twitches inside her. She
moves and hand between where they are joined, her fingers finding the swollen nub of her
clit and teasing it until she is delivered to her own shuddering climax. Varis groans, panting
for breath, as she clenches on his length and squeezes the last of what he has to give to her
wanting body.

Neither of them move as the rain continues to fall, heavier now.

The Warrior closes her eyes against the rain. Her thoughts are heavy with Varis and his seed,
and the knowledge of how long it has been since she took any contraceptives. They have cast
their die, and now only time will tell.

Time, and another week of downtime on their honeymoon.

 

To say that the Warrior and her husband spend the next week having sex is something of an
understatement. Their sex life has always been a healthy one, but having naught but time to
themselves in the privacy of the cottage kicks them into overdrive. They rut to the point of
the Warrior being sore for it, but even that is not enough to stop her from climbing onto his



lap again a few hours later. They are driven by some quiet thrill, a giddy desire to fill the
Warrior with enough of the Emperor’s seed to successfully create a child.

After all, they muse, wouldn’t it be comical if the Emperor of Garlemald’s second child was
conceived in Eorzea? They would truly be a child of both worlds.

The last day of their honeymoon is hot and humid. They lie together in bed, their limbs a lazy
tangle. The Warrior watches her husband’s face. Varis is gazing with heavy lids at the
curtains that flutter in the open window.

“I do not wish to go back,” he murmurs.

“Don’t be silly,” she soothes. “You have to go back. The people need you.”

Varis considers this. “I could relocate the capital to the beach here. No one would mind.”

“I’m sure someone would find cause to complain.”

He grunts in disagreement. “Perhaps we need a winter palace. Someplace warmer to hold
court, when the sky is dark over Garlemald.” His finger idly traces a pattern over her ribcage.
“We could use the palace in Gyr Abania.”

“The Ala Mhigans would definitely find cause to complain about that,” she says.

“Would they? It’s just going to waste as it is.”

“Of course they would, Varis. Don’t be daft.” She sees his lips curl into a slight frown and
sighs. “What is it?”

“Do not be cross with me, please.”

“I’m not.”

“There is no easy answer for Ala Mhigo,” he says. “But, I swear to you, I truly have been
trying to make things right by the Ala Mhigans. However, I am not ignorant of the fact that
nothing I do now will make up for how they were treated for the last twenty years. I–I–”
Varis squeezes his eyes shut. “I do not wish to speak of this right now.”

“We go back to the real world tomorrow.”

“I know.” For a moment he looks weary and forlorn. “Please, just give me this day.”

“Okay.” She kisses his chin. “What would you like to do?”

“Have you crush my skull with your thighs.”

The Warrior laughs. “My darling, you have become completely spoiled. Besides, I don’t
think my thighs are that strong.”

“There is only one way to find out…”



 

A bell or more of thorough investigation leads the couple to decide that, no, the Warrior of
Light cannot crush her husband’s skull with her thighs. This is despite a valiant effort on both
of their parts, and afterwards they lie in a sweaty skein on the bedcovers. Still feeling a bit
weak in the knees, the Warrior shifts her legs against his.

Varis asks: “What would you like to do now?”

“Mm…Do we really have to do anything?”

He hums thoughtfully. “We could go for a walk along the beach. Stop at the resort, and
perhaps take in a meal.”

The Warrior thinks back to her time spent in Costa del Sol. “You know, after dark the dancing
girls usually go topless for private shows.” This earns a disinterested grunt from her husband.
“What, no interest in topless dancing girls?”

“I was more beguiled by the cuisine. Why are you so preoccupied with the dancing girls?”

“I–” She feels a shameful flush on her neck. “I suppose back when I was here before, I was
always kind of envious of them. Of their freedom and confidence and all that. I felt dull in
comparison. I guess I still do.”

“‘Dull’ is most definitely not a word I would use to describe you, my dear.” His breath tickles
against her forehead. “And I am certain that some of those women were envious of you. You
are brave and strong and I would daresay had real freedom compared to them.”

“...that was what Y’shtola told me, too.” She sighs.

“Did you not believe her?”

“Some things are difficult to do,” she murmurs.

“Will you believe me, then?” His big hand cups her shoulder, and his thumb moves to stroke
the soft skin there. “Because I do believe you to be an amazing, inspiring woman.”

“I will try.”

Varis kisses her brow. “Thank you.”

They lie in quiet again.

Then, he murmurs, nearly to himself: “Topless dancing? Is that not rather vulgar?”

She snorts. “That’s kind of the point, dear. Don’t they engage in such eroticism in
Garlemald?”

“Well, yes, but… ‘tis a bit cold to be dancing without one’s clothes there.” The Warrior
cannot help but laugh at his flustered tone.



“So, am I to understand that you won’t be sneaking off to look at other women?”

“What need would I have for that? I already have a lovely wife right here, why would I want
to waste my time on lesser substitutes?”

“They might have bigger breasts,” she says.

“I like your breasts,” Varis says, nearly petulant. “They fit very nicely in my hands.”

There is something reassuring to his shyness, and so she smiles and kisses at whatever skin is
closest. “I believe you.”

He makes a placated noise, and then says: “I do not wish to visit the resort. I would rather go
swimming with you one more time.”

“That sounds like a lovely idea. I will be happy to join you, as soon as I feel steady on my
feet again.”

 

The sun has set when they make their way out to the water’s edge. The sky overhead is
mostly cloudless, but for a few silvery shrouds that partially obscure the waxing moon. The
firmament is decorated with constellations, and the Warrior considers the positions of the
stars as she follows Varis out into the water. A few of the constellations are familiar, but she
cannot recall enough from her time loitering at the taverns in Ishgard to know what portents
the stars might hold. They look pretty, sparkling white and pink and gold against the black,
and so she decides that is as good an omen as any.

The Warrior pauses when her toes begin to lose contact with the gritty sand. Varis proceeds
another few steps away from the shore, before stopping and turning to face her. He holds out
his hands, fingertips just breaking the surface.

“Do not fear. I shall not let you float away.”

She takes his hands and laughs as she is pulled into his embrace. “I trust you.”

Varis lazily turns, strong arms keeping her secure as they dance slowly in the water.

“We should do this again sometime,” he says. “Another trip, just you and I.”

“When will we ever find the time for that?”

“We will find the time.”

The Warrior nods and rests her head against his chest. As they glide in a circle, first the lights
from Costa del Sol come into view. Then the darkness of the water, followed by the lights of
Castrum Occidens, perched high on its cliff. Past and future, she thinks. Tomorrow, they will
return to the castrum and board an airship that will return them to Garlemald.

“I’m ready to go home,” she says. He nuzzles her hair.



“I will always be home, as long as I am with you.”

“You know what I mean.”

“I do. Back to Garlemald.”

She nods again. “This was nice, though. I can’t recall the last time I had a chance to just…
stop, and not worry about the rest of the world.”

“Everyone should be afforded the time to be selfish, now and then,” Varis says. “Even a
hero.”

“Even an emperor?”

“Mm, I suppose it is more expected from an emperor.” She feels his chest move in a soft
sigh. “This has been an enjoyable time, but I am no fool. I know that a mountain of
paperwork will be awaiting me upon our return.”

“I can help you go through it.”

“You do not have to trouble yourself in such a fashion.”

“Maybe I want to.” She smiles. “Or, have you finally had enough of my presence? Are you
secretly longing to lock yourself away in your study?”

“Hardly.”

She rubs the side of her foot against his calf. “Perhaps you should wait a day or two after our
return to start going through your missives. If the empire didn’t collapse while you were
away, then there’s no reason it can’t wait a bit longer.”

Varis looks in the direction of the castrum. “Indeed. Seeing as we have been undisturbed
these last days, I can only assume that all is well within the realms.” His gaze returns to her,
and his arms tighten in a brief squeeze. “Or, at least, as well as they ever are. I am sure to
receive a great deal of commentary from the Senate as soon as I return to the capital
airspace.”

“Then, don’t turn on your linkpearl right away.”

Varis gives an amused grunt and kisses her brow. “Sorry, sers, but my empress is covetous of
my attention. Surely you all will understand.”

“That’s right.”

“Well, I suppose that is a better reason for ignoring them than half of the ones I have given
since taking the throne.”

His hands move to grip at her buttocks as he takes a few steps back toward the shore. The
Warrior giggles and squirms against him.



“We still have a few hours before it’s time to go…”

“We ought to pack,” Varis says.

“That won’t take terribly long. We can just toss everything back into our cases.”

“Hm. You make a compelling argument. What do you suggest we do instead?”

She grins. “The same thing we’ve done every night, dear.”

 

In time, they dress and make themselves up to look like proper members of society. The only
thing truly out of place is the scruffy, silvery beard that clings to Varis’ jaw, but he has
already resolved to remove that once they return to the castrum. They sit on the porch and
watch the clouds roll in as the sun begins to break over the horizon. She rests her hand on top
of his.

“This has been nice,” she says. “I’ve had a good time.”

“As have I.” Varis smiles and closes his eyes. “I cannot recall the last time I felt so…
refreshed. At peace with myself.”

“Ready to face the scorn and scrutiny of the rest of the world?”

His brow pinches slightly. “As much as I ever am.” He peeks down at her. “Are you ready to
be the empress of Garlemald?”

“I still haven’t quite figured out what that entirely means, but I think I’m ready to get
started.” The Warrior winks at him. “I’m sure I will be able to win over my detractors with
my swordcraft, if not my ability to throw a fancy tea party.”

Varis chuckles. He turns his hand over to clasp hers, and she feels the warm metal of his ring
press against her skin.

“I trust you to guide me true,” she says. He nods.

“I shall do my best.”

They have drifted back into comfortable silence when the Warrior hears the sound of boots
scuffing down the path that leads to the bungalow. She looks at her husband, and by the slight
stiffening of his expression she knows that he hears the footsteps as well. Varis sighs and
shifts his weight forward. He does not release her hand.

“Time to go back to the real world, is it?”

“I’m sure the real world is pining for your absence, dear.” She smiles at his snort, and looks
toward the path in time to see Julia and Annia appear. The guards stop and salute when they
reach the steps leading up to the porch.



“Your Radiance! Lady Lux! We trust that your holiday has gone without incident, as we have
not heard from you in several days.” Julia tips her head slightly to the side. “After your order
for coffee, at least.”

“We are quite well, thank you.”

“I hope you two didn’t get too bored hanging out at the castrum the whole time,” says the
Warrior.

“We spent a few days training with the cohort of Castrum Occidens, but not the entirety of
the time was spent there,” says Annia. “We used a few days of leave and ventured to one of
the hot springs located northwest of the castrum. The staff was quite friendly, as we were
careful to keep our identities concealed.”

“Ah, well then I am glad to hear you got to properly relax.”

“Got a bit of a tan, not that anyone will be able to appreciate it,” Julia says coyly.

“I managed to keep Varis from getting a sunburn.” The Warrior smiles at her husband.

“‘Twould be unseemly,” he says with a grunt. Varis pushes himself up and gently tugs the
Warrior to her feet. “Alright, my dear. It would seem our honeymoon has drawn to its
conclusion.”

“It was lovely while it lasted.”

“Indeed.” Varis smiles, and something about it makes the Warrior feel a flutter in her belly.

Down girl, she thinks. You’ve already spent the last ten days on that indulgence.

 

There is less of a crowd at the castrum upon the return of the royal couple. Just the usual
guards standing at the stations, along with the officer on duty and their attendants. Soldiers
are sent to retrieve luggage from the bungalow. The officer on duty insists on getting food for
the couple–coffee, at least, for the Emperor–before they make their way to the legatus’
private quarters.

The Warrior watches as Varis lathers up his face. She is content to let him go through the
ritual undisturbed, knowing that he would permit her assistance were she to insist upon it. As
it is, he makes quick work of the unwanted hair on his own.

“So, will we be sleeping on the way back to Garlemald?”

“No, no. At least, I will try not to.” Varis sighs. “I need to correct my sleep schedule.”

“You could always just schedule Senate meetings for the middle of the night.” This
suggestion earns a smirk and a chuckle from her husband. He rinses off the blade and sets it
on the counter.



“Nay, that would only cause me even more trouble with the lot of them.”

“We’ll have to find something to do to keep awake, then.”

Varis picks up a towel and pats off his face. “We could read, or play cards…”

“Those are rather tame options, aren’t they?”

“Yes, well…” He rolls the towel between his hands before tossing the flaccid coil of fabric
aside. “More vigorous options tend to wear me out.”

The Warrior chuckles. “What if I promise not to tire you out so much that you need a nap?”

Varis strokes his fingers over his chin. “We shall… discuss this further on the ship.”

As if summoned by the Emperor’s words, the Warrior hears the familiar hum of an airship
engine pass overhead and come to a stop in the courtyard.

“I believe our transport is here,” she says. Varis nods. He strides to the exit, stop, and takes a
moment to collect himself. Varis turns and holds a hand out to the Warrior.

He smiles. “Come, my love. Let’s go home.”



Chapter 83

Despite his best efforts, the Emperor of Garlemald has dozed off by the time the pilot
announces their approach to the capital. The Warrior gently nudges him back to wakefulness.
The big man groggily looks around the cabin, before settling his gaze on his wife.

“I didn’t fall asleep,” he says.

“Of course not.”

Varis wipes at his mouth, as though checking for a stray bit of drool. “Coffee?”

“We’ll be landing soon. You don’t need more right now.” The Emperor gives an uncertain
rumble, and she laughs. “Yes, yes, I know that you always have room for more coffee. We’ll
get you some after we’ve landed.”

“Maybe a few pastries,” he mumbles.

“A whole platter, if you need.”

Julia and Annia are waiting in the corridor when the royal couple emerges from their cabin.
Julia has several coats draped over her left arm, but still salutes with her sister.

“Good morning, Your Radiance!” Annia tips her head in thought. “Have you decided on a
style yet for Lady Lux?”

“We were considering ‘Her Benevolence’,” says Varis.

“Oh, that’s lovely! And quite fitting for you, my Lady.”

“Thank you, Annia.” 

“Don’t forget your coat, my Lady,” says Julia. She holds out the familiar black bundle. The
Warrior laughs as she takes the coat and begins to pull it on.

“Of course. I suppose we all got a bit spoiled by the warm weather, hm?”

“We’d hate for you to take ill,” says Annia.

“As would I.” She closes the fastenings and smooths her hands down the front of the dark
wool. “How is the weather back home?”

“Weather reports indicate good conditions this morning. There was a light snowfall
overnight, but nothing forecast for today. Low wind, high visibility.” The guard holds up a
red cloak. “We made good time over the Wastes.”

“That’s always good to hear.” The Warrior takes the cloak and drapes it over her shoulders.
“Would you please call ahead to have a coffee service prepared for the Emperor? With some



sweets on the side.”

“Certainly, my Lady.”

“They always have coffee ready when I return,” Varis says, bordering on petulant.

“Doesn’t hurt to be sure.” She smiles and pokes him in the bicep. “Maybe you’ll get lucky,
and there will be a mix up and they’ll have two pots of coffee ready for you. And a whole
tableful of pastries.”

“That wouldn’t be so bad,” he concedes.

 

They wait in the corridor as the transport shudders to a halt in the docks. After a few minutes,
the doors hiss open, and the warmth of the vessel is offset by an onset of cold air. The
Warrior follows Varis off of the airship. She is glad for his bulk, as he blocks much of the
initial blast of frigid air that greets their disembarking. Soon the cold assaults her cheeks, and
any hint of drowsiness she had been feeling during the trip flees from her mind. The cold is
sharp, though not altogether unpleasant–more the pricks of the teeth of an overeager feline
than the stab of a blade. She smiles.

Varis steps aside as he reaches the end of the gangplank. Much as he had ruefully predicted,
the Emperor is swarmed by several officers and senator’s aides as soon as he comes to a stop.
He gives her an apologetic look, then darts his eyes over the top of her head. She follows his
line of sight, and notices Zenos standing patiently a few yalms away. The Warrior nods, and
makes her way over to the prince. He is not alone, she realizes upon approach. Her guard is
standing in Zenos’ shadow, fidgeting in their armor despite the fact that the Warrior knows
they are not back on duty for another two days. They eagerly salute as she comes to a stop
before Zenos.

“Welcome back, Lady Lux! You look well!”

“Thank you, Cas.” She smiles at them. “I’m glad to see you as well, but what are you doing
here? And in your uniform, no less.”

“Ah, well. I…wanted to welcome you home.” They fidget and look at their hands. “I missed
seeing you. I suppose I missed doing my job after a few days.”

“And the uniform?”

“Habit,” they say with a weak laugh. The Warrior pats their shoulder.

“I’m glad to see you too, Cas.”

“‘Tis fine to admit you missed seeing her,” the prince growls. “Are you not friends?”

“I–” The centurion shies away.



“There's no need to tease my guard as soon as I get back, Zenos,” says the Warrior. He nearly
smiles at her–it is more of a smirk–and shrugs his left shoulder.

“I would hope they have not gotten soft in your absence.”

“Soft!” The centurion huffs.

“Now, now. Play nice.” She waves toward the building. “You’re free to go, Cas. Go enjoy the
rest of your time off.”

They salute again. “I’ll see you later, Lady Lux.”

The Warrior watches as the centurion hurries back inside. When she looks up at Zenos, he
almost seems to also be watching the Elezen’s progress, though the Warrior suspects he is
really just devotedly following her line of sight. Zenos looks down at her, and his expression
softens.

“Welcome home, Mother,” he murmurs. She blushes.

“You don’t have to call me that, Zenos. ‘Lux’ is fine.”

Zenos’ brows dip for a moment. “For business, certainly. But, that feels far too formal for
family.”

“Ah.” She smiles. “I don’t mind you calling me ‘Mother’, then.”

His face relaxes in relief. “I am glad.”

“So, everything went well while we were away? We didn’t receive any panicked summons
from the castrum.” The Warrior looks over to where Varis is managing to keep an impassive
expression while several people are simultaneously trying to talk over each other at him.
“Unless you wanted to save that report for your father.”

Zenos casts a bored look at his father before returning his attention to her. “I already wrote a
full report of the happenings here since your departure. He may read that at his own leisure. I
do not mind repeating myself for you.”

“Thank you. Mind if we do that inside? I’m not quite ready to get used to the cold again.”

His lips pinch into a faint smile, and he gestures to the doors. “After you.”

The Warrior makes a hasty retreat for the warmth of the palace interior. Zenos trails after her,
the faint smile lingering on his soft features.

“In truth, there is little to report,” he says once they are safely inside. “There were no
disturbances in the palace from throne-seeking troublemakers. The Senate took a week’s
recess. There were no reports of any trouble coming from the provinces.”

“Are you sure people weren’t just withholding ill tidings until the Emperor came back?”



“For the most part. I spoke with some of the legati over the communications system, and for
the most part things are business as usual. Aunt Victoriana reported that her patrols noted
some small number of celebrations being held across the region on the day of your wedding.”

“I’m sure Lyse had some hand in that,” she says with a smile. “Anything else?”

“Nothing of particular note. Across the provinces, the people chose not to start any rebellions
or stage any coups during the last two weeks.”

“That’s nice of them, don't you think?”

“I suppose.” Zenos looks at the wall opposite them, his expression shifting to one of near
apathy now that he has apparently run out of things to talk to her about. The Warrior watches
him and wonders what is going on inside his head. Just minutes ago he was relatively relaxed
and genial, but now his demeanor is not that far off from months ago when he was blankly
staring at the window in his infirmary room and awaiting whatever fate lay in store for him.

His ready lapse into lassitude is troubling. The Warrior gently presses a hand to his sleeve.

“Zenos, may I ask you something?”

“Of course,” says the prince.

“Are you…happy?”

“Happy?” he echoes. The Warrior nods, and Zenos stares down at her. His brows furrow
slightly, as though he does not entirely understand the question. He looks away.

“....nay.”

“Do you want to be happy?”

A moment passes before Zenos returns his gaze to her. “That is a peculiar question to ask.”

“I would like to think that every man would pursue his happiness, in whatever form it might
take. But, I wouldn’t be so bold as to presume that is the same for you.”

“Because I am… damaged?”

She nods. Zenos looks away again.

“I have long considered such trivialities as being beneath me,” he says. There is a lingering
note of hesitation in his gravelly voice. The Warrior is reluctant to pressure him. Zenos flexes
his right hand. “Such mindless pleasantries were for lesser folk, who had nothing better to
live for, no greater purpose in their lives.” He swallows. “But… I am yet a man, beneath the
station and the power and all the other blessings. I… have always craved my own
‘happiness’, even if I sought it through less than conventional means.”

And yet he is unhappy, she thinks. “Is there anything I can do to help you?”



“You have already done far more in the name of my happiness than anyone else has ever
attempted. I would ask no more of you.”

“You can, though. We’re family.”

Zenos is quiet at this. Then: “You have given me the time to be able to consider means of
finding pleasure beyond the faint joy I find in challenging combat. Though, I will admit that I
am as an unfledged hatchling when it comes to truly understanding such matters.”

The Warrior observes as Zenos fidgets the fingers of his magitek hand. The subject is making
him uncomfortable. And yet…

“Let’s view it not as a measure of happiness, then.” He gives a faint, curious grunt at her
words. “Think of it more… What in your life gives you a feeling of contentment? Of
satisfaction? Of fulfillment?” The fingers continue to fidget, and she sees his brow furrow
again. “It’s okay if you don’t have an answer. I know it isn’t something you waste much time
thinking about.”

He shakes his head again, then growls: “Reading.”

This isn’t much of a surprise, as his quarters at the palace are always strewn with tomes.
“What sort of books do you like?”

“Histories. Fictional accounts of histories. Scientific research reports…” Zenos’ left shoulder
jerks. “During your absence I took in a few novels from the palace library.” He tips his head
to look at her. “The last I read was a historical novel of somewhat dubious accuracy. ‘Twas a
tale of ancient Allag, about a wicked sorcerer who seduces an Elezen dancing girl.”

“I think I’ve read that one,” says the Warrior.

“The descriptions of the woman’s death were excessive and distasteful.” Zenos’ nose
wrinkles at some memory, and she smiles at him consolingly.

“Yes, well, childbirth can be quite dangerous.”

Zenos frowns. “I worry for your own future wellbeing.”

“Thank you, Zenos.” She wants to assure him that she will be fine whenever that time comes
in the future, but doesn’t want to jinx herself. “I appreciate your concern.”

The prince nods. His posture stiffens as the doors open, and Varis strides through. The
Emperor looks irritated, and the collection of followers harrying the man certainly are not
helping. The Warrior cuts between Varis and the other men, pressing a hand daintily to his
arm. She cries up to him in a too-loud voice.

“Varis, darling! There you are! Whatever kept you so long? I was beginning to worry.”

He grunts and cuts a look over her shoulder. “Business.”



She makes a show of fussing and shaking her head, loudly continuing: “I told you, no
business today. No business tomorrow, for that matter. You’re supposed to be paying me all
your attention.” She waves dismissively at the other men. “Business can wait. The empire
will be fine for another day or two.”

“Of course, dear.” Varis looks at the men, expression grim. “You will have to excuse me. The
Empress outranks you in matters of importance.” He lightly clasps her wrist and hurries off
down the hall. The Warrior is aware of Zenos moving to step between her and the men as she
steps daintily after her husband.

Varis sighs once they are alone on the lift. “Thank you.” He presses a kiss to the top of her
head.

“Of course.” She snuggles against his side, and feels him relax. “What do you want to do
after you have some coffee?”

He snorts in amusement. “You know exactly what I have in mind.”

“Glad we’re of a like mind.”

 

The palace corridors are dark and warm and comfortingly familiar as they make their way to
their quarters. The Warrior is glad for that. A week and a half basking on the beach was well
and good, but it is nice to be home in the dark embrace of the imperial palace. Varis is quiet, a
bit slow, matching her pace as they walk.

“Zenos did a good job,” she says.

“Mmhmm.”

“I mean, I know you would say he had an easy job, since nothing happened while you were
gone, but…” She laughs. “He stayed out of trouble, right?”

“He did exactly what I asked of him. And for that I am grateful.”

“I talked to him a bit while you were waylaid. I think he spent most of his time reading.”

Varis nods. “He has always been something of a bookworm. Keeps his mind as sharp as his
blades.” There is a hint of pride in his voice.

“He’s clearly an intelligent man.”

Another nod, slower. “Aye, but… His is the sort of intelligence that was a burden for him as a
child. He had difficulty connecting to other children, as they… could not keep up with him.”

“Are you sure that wasn’t just because he was a prince?”

“Were he any other child I would have said that was a larger contributing factor.” Varis sighs
and shakes his head. “He is doing better.”



“So are you.”

“We are both trying.” He squeezes her hand. “How can I hope to be a good leader for my
people if I cannot be a better father to my son? Who would want to follow such a man?”

“Perhaps a better question is–do you want the people of Garlemald to be the sort who would
look up to an uncaring father?”

Varis frowns. “Grandsire put on a good show for the public. Made them believe that he was a
good and kind and caring father and grandfather.” He swallows. “And, perhaps he was once
upon a time. That well of virtue dried up with the death of my father.”

The Warrior squeezes his hand in return. They are nearing the end of the red carpet that leads
to the door of their quarters.

“You’re doing very well, Varis. I’m sure that the people can see that.”

With a sigh, he releases her hand to enter the door code. As the door creaks open, the Warrior
wonders at the lack of security.

“Don’t you usually have someone check your quarters before entering? After a time away, I
mean.”

“I already released Julia and Annia for the day,” Varis says in a weary tone. “We were gone
for more than a week. If someone has been lurking inside that long with ill intent, they should
be commended for their patience.”

She looks up at him doubtfully.

“Also the guard already confirmed that no one entered this hallway other than the maid and
couriers for the last ten days.”

“Good.”

They enter the royal suite. Varis flicks a few switches in the foyer, and the rooms come to
light with the hum of ceruleum energy. The Warrior takes a breath, inhaling the familiar
scents of the place, and feels at home as she takes her boots off before stepping onto the
green runner. 

She and Varis did not return to the royal chambers after the wedding–another Garlean
superstition of some sort that she decided not to worry too greatly over–and so now is the
first time she has been in the rooms since that joyous day. At first glance, nothing seems
different. But when Varis pushes open the door to his study, she sees that the room is packed
full of a variety of crates and boxes wrapped in paper and dressed in shimmering red tinsel.

“What is all of this?” she wonders.

“Wedding gifts,” he says. “I suppose it is only natural that people might go overboard in
wanting to give gifts to the emperor for his wedding.”



“Oh. Well, we’ll have to go through everything together.” She raps her knuckles on the side
of a wooden crate. “Do you think they’re all safe?”

“Yes. Nothing would have been put in our chambers without first being checked for anything
that might be dangerous.” He chuckles. “Knowing my officers, this is likely just a great deal
of wine.”

She smiles. “We have plenty of time for drinking that.”

“Indeed.”

The sitting room is similarly swamped with gifts.

“What do you get the emperor for his wedding?” she wonders, peering at a piece of paper
tacked on to the closest crate. There is a note that the contents were sent, with high regards,
from the legatus and soldiers of the Eighth legion.

“Well, I already have you, so there is little in the way of gifts that they could give that would
be better than that,” says Varis. “Hence why I believe it is most likely a selection of the local
wine and alcohol. That is always a safe bet.”

Looking from package to package, she notes: “They’re all addressed to you.”

“Do not fret. I will share with you, my love.”

The Warrior laughs and lightly swats his arm.

After a survey of the gifts, they make their way down the hall. Varis excuses himself to the
bathing room, and the Warrior pads quietly into the bedroom. The bed is neatly made,
blankets and bedding properly arranged, the pillows most likely in the wrong order but still
attractively plumped.

Over her shoulder, she calls: “Is there anything special we need to do for our first time having
sex at home as a married couple?”

Varis calls back: “I shall check the manual.”

Looking back to the bed, a small shape catches her eye. It is a package, no bigger than her
palm, wrapped in paper that looks as though it were forged from gold, and wrapped with a
silver strip of ribbon. Curious, the Warrior sits on the edge of the bed and retrieves the
package. She supposes that it is a gift from Varis. A gentle tug removes the ribbon and paper.
Inside is a black box. Under the lid is a card of paper, its creamy surface bearing a simple
message in dark red ink.

My Congratulations.

The Warrior puzzles over this message, as it is not written in Varis’ handwriting. Something
about the scrawl seems familiar, but she cannot quite place it. Beneath the card, wrapped in a
length of white silk, lies a necklace. It is a beautiful, delicate tapestry of gold and blue topaz.



“What have you got there?” Varis emerges from the bathing room and ambles over to her side
of the bed. The Warrior holds up the gift.

“This isn’t from you?”

“No, I –” He stops, brows lifting in surprise as he looks into the little box. “Where did you
get this?”

She gestures at the ribbon and golden paper next to her on the bedcovers. “It was just here on
the bed when I came in. Why? It’s a lovely necklace. Whoever it’s from must know I like the
color blue.” She smiles, but the look falters at her husband’s concerned expression. “Varis?”

“I know this necklace,” he says. He holds the box out to her, his hand trembling. “I have not
seen it in years, though.”

“Tell me?” The Warrior takes the box. She traces her fingers over the shining blue-green
gems, but suddenly finds herself reluctant to remove it from its packaging.

“‘Twas my grandmother’s necklace. One of her favorites, in fact. She always wore it on
holidays, and to important parties and the like. I believe it was a wedding gift from her
parents.” Varis taps his fingertips together. “But, the necklace went missing after my
grandmother passed away. It disappeared from her effects, and no one has seen it since.”

“Well, someone wanted me to have it. Though, I cannot say who. There was a card in the
box, but no name attached.” She picks up the little card with its brief message and holds it out
to him. Varis takes it and stares at it silently for a long moment. 

Then: “Ah, of course. Of course.”

“What is it?” She reclaims the card and looks at it, but cannot find anything out of the
ordinary, aside from the obvious lack of the sender’s name.

“That is my grandsire’s handwriting,” Varis says. “I know it almost as well as I know my
own.”

“Oh.” She looks into the box. The necklace shimmers in the lamplight. “Why would he leave
this for me? A trick, do you think?”

“I do not know.” He plucks the jewelry from the silk and holds it up to his eye level. “Perhaps
it is a gesture of good will? His way of voicing some begrudging approval of you?” He does
not sound like he believes his words.

“Will it upset you if I wear it? To parties and the like, as your grandmother did.”

“Of course not. Even if it was my grandsire who gifted it to you, I have a multitude of happy
memories connected to the necklace. My grandmother was always radiant and beloved by our
people. She was as sparkling as the stones of this chain. Much like you.”

“Well, if you wish me to, dear husband, then I will accept the gift.” The Warrior tips her head
back and glances toward the shadows cast on the ceiling. “Thank you.”



“Try it on?”

At her nod, Varis carefully drapes the necklace along the span of her collarbone. He smiles.

“Beautiful.”

“Me, or the necklace?”

He just nods. The Warrior laughs and kisses his cheek.

“It is curious, though,” Varis muses as she returns the necklace to its box. “With all the
venom he showed you during your last encounter, I would not have expected the old man to
bestow you with a gift laden with such sentiment.”

She runs her fingers over the lovely stones and thinks back to the end of winter. She
remembers the contempt receding from the Ascian’s face in his defeat, replaced by a distant,
fleeting look of longing. The Warrior still does not understand what the Ascian saw when he
looked at her.

“Perhaps it isn’t really a gift for me,” she whispers, and closes the lid. Varis does not seem to
hear her, and hums cheerfully as he unbuttons the collar of his shirt.

“You can wear it to the Long Night celebration this year,” he says. “That will certainly get
you some attention.”

“I’m already the empress. Do I really need more attention?” The Warrior sets the box on the
table next to her bed. She watches the muscles in his back flex as he pulls off his shirt and
tosses it aside.

“Ah, well, good press, I mean.” 

In truth, she has not put much thought into trying to win the public over as empress. It is still
difficult to think of herself as anything but the Warrior of Light. “Can hearts be won over so
easily?”

“You know they can.” Varis sits on the bed, and she joins him at his side. Her fingers idly
trace over the familiar lines of the scars on his shoulder and back. “Wearing the late empress’
jewels, you will seem all the more fitting in the role.”

“Kind of like dressing up to be in a play.”

“Mmhmm.” He smiles indulgently as she combs her fingers through his long hair. “We all
have our roles to play. Sometimes the emperor is a leader on the battlefield, and sometimes
he just has to play nice at parties and meetings with foreign dignitaries.”

“And the empress?”

“Sometimes the empress is also the Warrior of Light. In addition to being a wife, a lover, a
mother…”



The Warrior frowns in thought. She spreads her fingers over her belly for a moment. “What if
I don’t get pregnant?”

“Hm? Surely you will.”

“I know, but…” She shakes her head. “It’s a silly concern, I know, but… Part of me wonders
if perhaps the blessing of Light might interfere with that somehow.”

“I… that does not seem like a very kind blessing, if that is the case. Why would a blessing be
given with the intent of causing suffering?” Varis clears his throat. “But, if even that comes to
pass…You are still as a mother to Zenos.” He smiles. “That counts, I believe.”

“What about your heir?”

Varis shrugs. “I will find another, if need be. Your health and wellbeing is of a greater
concern to me.”

“Than the future of the Empire?”

“Yes.” His lack of hesitation is nearly startling.

“You shouldn’t say such things.”

“Perhaps, but even if I left them unsaid, they would still be true.”

“...thank you, Varis.”

“What sort of man, sort of husband would I be, if I put the Empire before you?” Varis grunts.
“No man that I would trust as Emperor.”

“I trust you,” she says. “I trust you as a man, and I trust you as my husband.” Varis looks
down at her, his expression soft and vulnerable and bordering on fearful.

“I pray that I never misstep and betray that trust.”

She believes him, and does not believe that he would ever willingly work against her. Still,
the dread in his expression puts her at unease. The Warrior forces a smile and lightly punches
his arm.

“Don’t worry, love. If that ever happens, I’ll kick your ass. And then I’ll kick the ass of
whoever put you up to such treachery.”

Varis winces and gives her a nervous smile. “I trust that you will.”

 

In the morning, the gravitational pull of the bed is exceptionally strong, and the Warrior finds
it difficult to escape its pillowy grasp. Varis is eventually able to entice her out of bed with
the prospect of breakfast, but even as she sits and sips her morning cup of tea, tendrils of
grogginess maintain their hold on her thoughts.



“Would you like some coffee, perhaps?” Varis asks in a teasing tone.

“No, no, I’m just still waking up, that's all.”

“Good. I was not planning on sharing it,” he murmurs into his mug. The Warrior snorts and
shakes her head with a smile.

“I suppose my body still thinks itself on holiday.”

“Well, as you said, we can take it easy for another day or two.” He slurps his coffee. “I spoke
with Julia and Annia this morning when breakfast was delivered. I gave them the day off.”

“That was nice of you.”

“Mm.” Varis sets the mug down and reaches for his plate. “They mentioned that some mail
had been delivered for the Empress in our absence, and placed in your parlor.”

“Oh? I didn’t expect anything.” She is struck by an adventurer’s curiosity. “I should go and
see what it is after breakfast.”

“Now, now. If I am not going to work, neither should you,” Varis says in mild protest.

“I’m not working. I’m just… curious about the mail that I received.” She smiles. “What sort
of mail does an empress get, I wonder?”

“Requests for aid. Requests for tea. Salacious letters from romantic hopefuls.” Varis shrugs.
“It depends on the empress, really.”

“Did your grandmother have courtiers?”

“Not as many as my grandsire,” he grunts. “She was also better than he at hiding them.”

“I don’t plan on having any courtiers,” she says. Varis barks a laugh and shakes his head.

“I would doubt that most people do that on purpose.”

“All the same.” The Warrior holds out her hand. “If you’d like, you can come along. I’ll read
the letters out loud so that you know if anyone thought I was too tempting during our
wedding.”

Varis snorts, but still takes her outstretched hand. “Your guard is still on their holiday. I will
accompany you.” He kisses her knuckles and releases her hand. The Warrior giggles.

“My hero.”

 

At first glance, the parlor looks no noticeably different upon their arrival. The curtains are
drawn back from the tall windows, and the morning sunlight is bright and sparkling in a way
the Warrior knows will fade in a few weeks. Everything looks to be in its proper place, and



the furniture is neat and tidy, tended to by the maids during her absence. The only thing that
catches her eye is a large woven basket that now sits on the surface of her desk.

“This must be the mail Julia and Annia spoke of,” she says. Varis nods in agreement.

Curious, she peers over the edge of the basket. At the top is a bundle of letters, bound in a
length of twine. Beneath that, easily filling half of the pannier, are flowers. Not real flowers,
unsurprisingly, but ones twisted from cloth. They are not the same fancy silken things that
were used as decorations at their wedding, but instead have clearly been crafted from scraps
of cloth. It is as though someone’s quilting supplies were turned instead into artificial flora.
The Warrior smiles as she looks through the collection–there is one of thick blue wool,
another of yellow and white checked cotton, one from carbonweave that is frayed at its edges,
one of a questionable orange damask that is dotted with cat hairs…

“How unusual,” Varis murmurs as he looks into the basket. “What of the letters?”

“Oh, let’s see.” She sets down a rose made from cotton printed with little blue sharks and
retrieves the bundle. At a quick count, it contains a dozen or more envelopes, all addressed to
the Empress. She opens one at random, and begins to read.

‘ Your Ladyship. I am a widow and mother of two. The women in my sewing circle have
shared stories that they have heard of you. They say that even though you are of the enemies
of Garlemald, you are still strong and brave, and have shared that gift with the Emperor. I am
writing to you with the hope that you will share your strength with all of Garlemald…’

The Warrior frowns and opens another letter.

‘... My husband is stationed at Castrum Occidens. He tells me that even though you are born
of the savages, you are the Warrior of Light, and that you grace all with warmth and
kindness. I pray that your Light will shine upon Garlemald and lead it to peace…’

Another.

‘... It is my wish that your union with Emperor Varis be blessed by your gods, and that you in
turn will bless us…’

By the time the Warrior opens the fourth envelope, her vision has begun to blur with tears.
She cannot make out the lettering, and shakes her head as a tear strikes the paper. Varis
rounds the desk and delicately takes the paper from her hand. He cups her face in his hands
and murmurs her name.

“My love, what troubles you? Why are you weeping?”

She shakes her head again, and sniffs as his thumbs trace at the watery tracks that line her
cheeks.

“I—” She swallows. “These letters. They–The people of Garlemald–I killed their sons and
daughters! How can they turn to me as a symbol of hope?” She squeezes her eyes shut. “Are
things here truly so bleak?”



Varis does not answer. His hands are still against her skin.

“The people of Garlemald do not need an empress,” she says. “They need the Warrior of
Light.”

“They shall have both,” he murmurs. At a further uncertain whimper from the Warrior, he
moves his hands to her shoulders and gently guides her into the desk chair. He kneels before
her. “Are you certain that you are well?”

“I’m–I just–” She looks at the pile of envelopes. “I do not understand why these were sent to
me.”

Varis’ voice is calm and soft as he speaks. “Those of Garlemald keep no gods. We give our
faith to our leaders–and you are a leader of Garlemald now. It is only natural for the mothers
of this land to turn to you as a new figure to place their hopes upon.”

The cloth flowers are offerings, she thinks.

“I’m not a god.”

“I know. They know. But they want to believe in you, in what you can do for them. Just as I
do.”

The Warrior wipes her eyes. “The mothers of Garlemald have called upon me. To be what–
their avatar of hope? What can I offer them that you cannot? What is it they wish for? Peace?
War? I–I do not know…”

Varis takes her hand and strokes his thumb over her knuckles. “I believe that you know the
answer in your heart, my dear. Were the question to be asked elsewhere, whether in times of
peace or war, what would any mother of Eorzea ask of you?”

He is right, of course. She knows the answer with scarcely a moment of consideration. From
the deserts of Thanalan, to the frozen reaches of Coerthas, the answer is always the same.

“For their children to come home safely.”

He nods. “That is correct.”

“Did they ask the same of your grandmother?”

Varis hesitates. “I do not believe so. My grandmother was no fighter.”

“There are other ways of fighting beyond picking up a sword.”

“True. Perhaps she fought in ways of which I remain unaware. Either way, I believe you are
the finest woman in the world to carry on her legacy, and to forge your own.”

“Thank…thank you Varis.” The urge to cry is still nipping strong at her heels, and she takes a
breath to steady herself. Varis stares into her eyes.



“Now tell me, my love. What will your answer be?” He gestures at the letters. The Warrior
takes another breath.

“I am the Empress of Garlemald. And, I am the Warrior of Light. Between the two, I will not
fail them.”

His smile is warm and reassuring. “And I will ever be at your side.”

 

The days pass, and the Emperor and Empress of Garlemald return to the daily business of
their lives. Zenos is released from his duties as sentinel to the throne, and is soon scheduled
to return to his post in Bozja. Varis agrees to accompany the Warrior as she goes to see the
prince off. She bundles up in her favored black coat and leads her husband out to the docks,
her guard dutifully trailing behind them.

The afternoon sky is full of heavy gray clouds, foretelling another round of snow in the
evening. Despite this, the skywatchers have stated that the route to Bozja has good weather,
and so the prince has been cleared for his flight. The idling hum of airship engines meets her
ears over the soft whine of the wind. The prince’s Aurora-class stands out among its peers
thanks to its crimson coat of paint. Zenos himself is standing in his armor near the gangplank
entry. His face is set in its usual neutral mask meant to conceal his general disinterest in the
world around him. Still, his head tips slightly at their approach, and he shifts back and forth
on his feet before moving forward to meet them.

“We’re here to see you off!” the Warrior announces cheerfully. For a moment the prince
looks as though he is going to protest, but instead he nods.

“Yes, of course. Thank you.” 

She watches as Zenos pulls an envelope from within his armor and holds it out to her guard.

“Your turn,” he says, before shifting his attention to the Warrior. Varis grunts curiously, but
says nothing regarding the exchange.

“I-I-yes,” the centurion is left sputtering to themselves at her side.

“Doesn’t a mother get a hug goodbye?” the Warrior teases.

“If she insists upon it,” he rasps.

The Warrior holds her hands out to the prince, and beckons to him. He hesitates for a
moment, before stepping closer. Zenos bends and permits the Warrior to wrap her arms over
his shoulders in a hug. He tips his head to the side, gently pressing against her arm. She gives
him a squeeze before releasing him.

“You’ll come home for your nameday, won’t you?”

“If that is your wish, then I shall.”



“Good.” The Warrior kisses his brow. “You be good. Keep everyone safe.”

“As you wish.”

At her retreat, Zenos rights himself and nods stiffly at his father. Varis returns the motion.
The men silently stare at each other for nearly a full minute, until the stalemate is broken by a
soldier calling from the gangplank of the prince’s vessel.

“Your Highness, preparations for departure are complete!”

Zenos blinks out of his transfixture, the fingers of his right hand clicking softly as he fidgets
them.

“My thanks again for your assistance these last few weeks,” says Varis. “I truly do appreciate
your work.”

“Of course, Father,” Zenos murmurs. He clears his throat. “I was merely fulfilling my duty,
Your Radiance.”

“All the same.” Varis’ expression softens. “I wish you a safe journey back to Castrum Lacus
Litore.”

“My thanks.” The prince salutes, and then turns on his heel and strides off to his airship.

The Warrior and her husband stand mutely side by side, watching as the gangplank is
removed and the doors of the vessel close with a hiss of pressurization. The engines rumble
to life, and after a flurry of activity from the docking crew, the airship lifts off into the gray
sky. Varis sighs softly, the noise barely audible over the roar of the departing vessel. The
Warrior looks up at him, but Varis is staring at the diminishing form of the airship.

A flicker of white catches her attention from the corner of her eye. The Warrior looks over at
her guard. The centurion is turning the thin envelope given to them by Zenos over in their
hands.

“What’s that for?”

“Hm?” They start and shift their focus from the envelope. “Oh, ‘tis nothing, my Lady. It was
Zenos’ turn to write in our correspondence regarding your activities.” They mumble: “I don’t
know why he bothered.”

“Correspondence?” Varis echoes over their heads.

“Oh, just Zenos being excessively concerned with my wellbeing, dear. Nothing untoward.”

“I see. Carry on, then.” His attention returns to the sky. The centurion presses the letter to
their breastplate and smooths a hand over it to remove some unseen crease.

“Do you want to go and read it now?” the Warrior asks with a smile.



“Oh, n-no, my Lady, I can wait! There’s likely nothing of importance, anyway, since he was
here and not in Bozja…” 

The Warrior lowers her voice. “You’ve been exchanging letters for half a year now, but I
can’t imagine that I’m doing aught to be interesting enough to merit regular reports.”

“It seems to bring him peace of mind,” the centurion says. “He worries about you. Which is,
of course, high comedy because you are the last person who needs worrying after…” They
clear their throat. “But, I’ve decided that it is best to humor him, lest he grow violent in his
frustrations.”

“Do you think he would?”

Carefully, they say: “You know him better than I do, my Lady.”

“Perhaps. I suppose anyone can have a bad day.” She looks at Varis. The Emperor still has his
face tipped to view the gray sky. There is something forlorn etched onto his features. 

“Is he alright?” they whisper. The Warrior smiles as she watches her husband.

“Yes, I believe so.” She looks at her guard. “He’s just getting practice in being a father.”

A puzzled noise resonates from the centurion’s helmet. “I see. Should I call in a coffee order
for him?”

“That would be lovely, Cas. Have it sent to our quarters.”

“Of course, my Lady!” They salute and move a few steps away, a hand rising to their helmet.

The Warrior lightly presses her hand to Varis’ elbow. He jerks slightly, but does not look at
her. His gaze remains fixed on the sky, even though the prince’s airship has now disappeared
behind the cloud cover.

“I am proud of him,” the Emperor says, voice barely above a whisper. “Do you think he
knows that?”

The Warrior smiles and rests her cheek on his sleeve. “I think he might.”



Chapter 84

In the days following Zenos’ return to Bozja, the Warrior spends much of her time answering
letters. Each mother of Garlemald who wrote to the Empress receives a missive in reply,
thanking them for their concern and promising to do everything she can for the future of
Garlemald. 

She stops crying after writing the third letter.

“Perhaps you should take a break, my Lady? You look tired.”

The Warrior blinks and looks up from the sheet of paper before her. An inkpen is in her hand,
but she has not yet touched it to the paper despite several minutes of contemplation. The
centurion is leaning against the doorframe–present at her request to keep her company.

“Do I?” She touches a hand to her cheek. Her guard nods.

“Like you haven’t slept.”

“Varis hasn’t mentioned anything…” The Warrior frowns at the blank page before her. Varis
usually mentions if she has been tossing in her sleep, especially since she tends to
accidentally kick him in the side when restless.

“You don’t have to write a letter replying to every single one that you receive,” the centurion
says in a careful tone. “Especially if it’s draining you so much.”

“I’m fine,” she protests. “Varis said the same thing. Said I didn’t have to reply to the letters.”

“Then, why do it?”

The Warrior shakes her head and carefully returns the pen to its holder. “I don’t know. I feel
like I owe it to them. They took the time to write to me, certainly I can do the same in
return.” She is well aware that this is how she got involved as an adventurer in the first
place–she has always found it nearly impossible to turn away from someone who has asked
for her help.

After all, that’s how she ended up here in Garlemald.

“Admirable of you, my Lady. And…while there’s nothing I can do to stop you, I do think a
break would do you good.”

She sighs and leans back in her chair. “Alright. I suppose a walk would help clear my head.”

They depart the parlor. The centurion follows close at her left side. The Warrior nods at other
guards as they pass, and tries to think of a subject to calm her thoughts.

“So, Cas, what all did you do during your holiday?”



“Oh, nothing exciting, my Lady. I… relaxed, you know? Went for a run out in the
countryside a few times. Did a bit of shopping in the city. Spent some time in the glasshouse.
Got a lot of reading done.”

“Anything interesting?”

“Mm, I read a few books from the library that you had told me about… The one about the
drunk moogles was funny. And there was another one… I don’t remember the title, but you
know–the one set in ancient Allag? The sad romance novel about the dancer and the palace
guard.”

She grimaces. “Oh dear, you didn’t have to read something so dark on your holiday, Cas.”

“O-oh, no, it’s alright! It wasn’t all bad. The romance was quite sweet. And the sorcerer was
admittedly quite enjoyable to read, even though what he did to them was horrible.”

“Ah, well…I’ll have to find a more enjoyable book for you to read next time.”

They chuckle. “I’ll certainly look into anything you suggest.”

The pair meander down the gloomy halls until they reach the main glasshouse. Once inside,
the Warrior sits on one of the benches. The centurion continues down through the building,
only stopping once they have reached the edge of the fishpond. They are quiet, seemingly
lost in their thoughts, which leaves the Warrior alone with her own. She tries to steer her
thoughts clear of all the grimmer things in her life, but her lingering fatigue makes it difficult.

“Maybe I need another holiday,” she mumbles. “Or some coffee.”

A faint laugh from the direction of the fishpond draws her attention. She looks over to where
her guard stands, their head tipped down to gaze into the water.

“What’s so funny?” she wonders.

“Hm? Oh, I was just thinking of…” They shake their head. “Just something from the moogle
book.”

She smiles. “The book’s description of them was fairly accurate, from my experiences with
the little furballs.”

They lapse into silence. The Warrior picks at the hem of her blouse. After a few minutes, she
realizes that her guard is no longer gazing into the fishpond, but has instead partially angled
themselves to look at her.

“What is it, Cas? Is my hair mussed? You’re staring.”

“My apologies, Lady Lux. I just… you look troubled.”

“Well, I am,” she grumps.



“What are you worried about?” The centurion turns to face her and crosses their arms behind
their back. The Warrior frowns in thought.

“Everything,” she admits. Her frown deepens at the soft chuckle from her guard. “What?”

“If I may speak as your friend, and not your humble guard… You shouldn’t spread yourself
thin worrying about everything. Especially things that are out of your control.”

“That’s easy for you to say.”

The centurion shrugs. “Well, tell me what all you have on your mind, and I will try to suggest
what you might leave out.”

“I can’t just leave–” She huffs and takes a breath to calm herself. “I worry about Varis, of
course. I worry about Zenos, and how he is faring in Bozja. I worry about the unrest in Bozja.
I worry about you and Julia and Annia–aren’t you being overworked?” Her fingers find a
loose thread on her blouse and tug at it. “I worry about matters in Eorzea, about the Scions,
about my friends back home. I worry over what’s going to happen with Ala Mhigo, as Varis
is still so set on keeping it under Garlean control…” She sighs.

“That does sound like everything, my Lady.” They take a few steps away from the pond. “I
find it worrisome that you are distressed over all of those things, but you yourself are not
included in the things you listed.”

“I…” The Warrior shakes her head. “There isn’t time for me to worry about myself. I’ll be
fine. There are too many people who need my help for me to waste time on myself.”

“How will you look after everyone and everything else if you don’t take care of yourself?”
The centurion sits next to her on the bench. “His Radiance would be devastated if anything
happened to you, my Lady.”

“I know.”

“As for Prince Zenos, I don’t believe you need to worry so much about him. I mean, it’s fine
to be concerned over his wellbeing, but he is capable of taking care of himself. And I would
say he has Bozja well in hand, or you would hear the Emperor complaining more about it.
Right?”

She looks at them, and thinks of her last conversation with Zenos. She recalls his reluctant
admission to not being happy. He barely wanted to admit that; did Caspian really believe that
the prince would be honest if he was feeling overwhelmed in his position as legatus? She
isn’t even certain that Zenos is really equipped to deal with any of his own emotions that
aren’t related to his pressing sense of boredom.

Instead, she says: “I suppose Zenos is doing well enough in Bozja. According to the reports
that Varis reads, there haven’t been any conduct complaints regarding Zenos since he and his
legion were relocated to Bozja. No injuries caused by him, life ending or otherwise, though
one officer’s report did note that the legatus has taken to making soldiers who displease him
run laps around the castrum.”



“See? That’s… something of an improvement.”

The Warrior sighs. “Still, I cannot help but worry.”

“You are a fine mother for him, my Lady.”

“I hope so.”

“As for the other concerns… I don’t know. You shouldn’t make everything your personal
responsibility. And you can always visit the places you’re worried about, can’t you? Visit
your friends, visit Ala Mhigo… You don’t have to stay here in the palace all of the time. You
aren’t a prisoner.”

“If I didn’t know you better, I’d say you were just trying to get to follow me on adventures,
Cas.”

They laugh. “Oh, I don’t think so. I’m not cut out for adventures.”

 

The Warrior tries to calm her restless worries, but it seems that whenever she has assuaged
her fears over one issue, a new set of unpleasant possibilities creep into her mind. She writes
to Zenos, insisting that he inform her if aught is amiss. His reply is simple, if not a touch
sarcastic: ‘The locals are finishing their harvest. Rufus is gladdened by his return to his
homeland. I am attempting to teach him to use his magic to light the campfires. All is well. ’
She doubts that things are as simple as he claims, but decides not to bother him again
immediately.

After all, he will be returning in only a few short weeks for his nameday. She can bother him
then.

The Scions are a small comfort when she speaks with them over the linkpearl. They are all
busy with their own business. Thancred is still keeping an eye on things in Ala Mhigo.
Y’shtola, Urianger, and Alisaie are all occupied following up on leads regarding
troublemakers, in hopes of flushing out possible Ascian activity. Alphinaud is busy keeping
up the goodwill for the Scions with the leaders of the Eorzean Alliance. Tataru is still holding
down the fort at the Rising Stones, though she does still have the time to cheekily inquire
about the Warrior’s honeymoon activities when called.

The Warrior is glad that her friends are all doing well, but is also painfully aware of the
disconnect from them.

“You should come and visit,” Lyse says chipperly when the subject is raised. “There’s no
reason you can’t, is there? Besides, it would get you out of the cold dark winter of
Garlemald.”

“Perhaps I might in a few months… maybe after the new year.”

“You really should. I…I hate to admit it, but the Empire’s really put in some effort since the
spring months. I would love for you to see the temple to Rhalgr. It’s nearly finished being



rebuilt.”

“Of course.”

“I send you an invitation to the rededication ceremony!”

But when the linkpearl is silent, the Warrior is alone again in the study. She sighs and tucks
her knees up to her chest. The chronometer on the wall noisily ticks away. She considers
going to her parlor and writing more letters, or browsing the library, or doing anything at all.
Every option is swiftly dismissed, and she does not move.

The sound of the main door creaking open brings the Warrior back to her senses. She scarcely
has time to straighten out of her slouch before her husband rattles his way to the study door.
He pokes his head inside, eyes scanning the room before settling on her. Varis’ smile is thin
and a bit reserved.

“Ah, there you are.” He ducks his head, removing his crown while entering the room.
“Caspian said you were acting out of sorts today.”

“I–” She huffs in embarrassment and looks at the wall. “I did not realize that you were going
to be interrogating them about me.”

“I did not. They offered the information when I arrived here but a minute ago.” Varis sets the
crown on his desk and ambles around the sofa to sit next to her. “What troubles you, my
love?”

She wants to protest and tell him that she is fine. “It’s nothing. You don’t need to worry about
me.”

“Of course I do.” He takes hold of her chin and tips her head slightly so he can peer into her
face. “Tell me?”

“I…I don’t know. I just feel out of sorts today.” This is enough for Varis to release his hold
on her, and she flops back into the cushions. “I’m worried about everyone and everything, it
seems.”

“If one spends all of their energy worrying over everything, then they will get nothing done,”
Varis says. He grunts. “I read that somewhere.” He makes a relieved noise when she smiles at
his admission.

“I know, dear. I just…There’s so much I could be doing, and I’m doing nothing at all. I’m
just here, being the empress.”

“You could accompany me to court,” Varis suggests. “Or sit in on a few Senate meetings.”

“I don’t think I would be much use there.”

“You would be a welcome distraction for me.” He chuckles as she lightly swats his arm. “I
know not what else to suggest. I could cancel some of my meetings if you feel that I am
neglecting my attentions…”



This manages to draw a soft laugh from the Warrior. “I told you–it’s inappropriate to use me
as an excuse to avoid business you find disagreeable.”

“Everyone is permitted to be incorrect now and then,” he says coyly. “If not me, then what
will put you into better spirits?”

She drags her fingers through a handful of his soft hair and considers the question. “I would
like to visit my friends in Eorzea… I would like to see more of the Empire. See the people in
the different provinces. Short trips, of course. I know it pains you to be away from me for too
long.”

“Certainly I could accompany you on some of them. I am the emperor, after all.”

“You could. As long as you weren’t using it as a means of getting out of meetings you’d
rather avoid.”

He smiles. “You act as though I were naught but a wayward schoolboy.”

“I would say differently if you didn’t spend at least two mornings a week with your face in
my breasts pretending that you can’t get up and go to work.”

“Yes, well. I have no excuse for that.” He leans into the caress of her wandering fingers. “In
the matter of your friends, there is something else that comes to mind…”

“What’s that?”

“Your royal portrait,” he says. “‘Tis common to have them made for members of the royal
family.” Varis gestures at her. “You will need one done, and I thought perhaps your little
Elezen friend might be interested in doing the painting for you.”

“Alphinaud? Are you sure?”

“I see no reason not to offer the job to him. From what I saw of his portfolio at the wedding
reception, the boy is quite talented.”

The Warrior smiles. “He is, yes, but I would’ve thought you had an official court painter to
handle such things.”

“We do. Did, rather.” He clears his throat. “The man painted my portrait after I took the
throne, but defected from the Empire shortly thereafter. So, the position currently sits
vacant.”

“I’ve never seen your portrait.”

“It is in storage,” he grumps. “Along with all the others that my grandsire did not have
destroyed prior to his death.”

“I’d like to see yours.”



“Why?” Varis frowns. “It looks like me.” His cheeks pink at her ensuing laughter. “I-I mean
that you already know what I look like!”

“I’d still like to see it.” She considers his suggestion. “I would love to have Alphinaud be the
one to paint my portrait. I mean, I’ve never had my portrait painted before…”

“It is not a difficult task, once you get past having to sit still for an extended period of time.”
He gives her a playful smirk. “I know you have some difficulty with that.”

“I think I can manage it.”

“As do I. So, you are more than welcome to extend the invitation.”

“I believe I will. Though… where will the painting go?”

“Perhaps we can use it to fill in that lonely spot in the library.”

“The Ascian would hate that.”

Varis chuckles. “I know.”

 

Alphinaud is more than happy to accept the invitation to paint the Warrior’s royal portrait.
They agree to arrange transportation in the spring, as the little Elezen is still wary of getting
stuck anywhere during a blizzard. This gives the Warrior something to look forward to,
though she quickly finds herself slipping back into a mood of restless idleness. Varis does his
best to alleviate this, inviting her to some of his meetings. She serves as more of a distraction
to the men than herself, at one point earning a sputter of protest from an older-than-Ramuh
senator.

The days tick by. Regula’s nameday comes and goes, and they celebrate it by going to one of
his favorite restaurants in the city. That night she holds her husband as he cries himself to
sleep.

The days grow shorter, and the soft haze of twilight seems to creep in earlier by the hour.

“Are you certain that you do not want a new gown?” Varis asks this one day as he observes
the Warrior going through the dresses in her clothes closet. “You could have one, you know.
You are the Empress.”

“Yes, yes, I know. I thought it would be more appropriate if I were to wear my marital gown
instead. Isn’t that more customary?”

“I suppose so…”

She eyes him. “Unless you’ve already ordered something from the tailor.”

“Wh-of course not!”



“Your blush says otherwise.”

The big man huffs and looks away. “I am the Emperor. I can order a pretty holiday frock for
my wife if I so desire.”

“Of course you can.” She watches him fidget. He looks at her, looks at the open doors of the
cabinet, and looks at his fingers as they lace themselves together.

“‘Tis blue,” he finally says.

“For the holiday?”

“Because you like blue. And, well, yes–’tis also suitable for the holiday.” Varis shyly looks at
her through his silvery lashes. “I know that you do not need another gown, but this will be
your first proper outing as the Empress of Garlemald. Last year you wert merely a curiosity
on my arm. This year you are…”

“Still a curiosity on your arm,” she says with a smile. “Just now wearing a crown.”

He grunts. “Everyone will want to talk to you. I believe I have become a bore to talk to at
parties. You, on the other hand, are a nigh bottomless well of fascinating tales of your
adventures.”

“They’ll probably just want to hear about the fight against Shinryu, and I barely remember
that.”

“You could make up a story, and no one would argue with you.” Varis smirks. “Even if they
were present in Ala Mhigo, they would not dare counter the word of the Empress.”

“Hmm. It could be fun to take some creative liberties. Mess with them a bit.” She closes the
cabinet doors and turns to face her husband. Varis does nothing to mask the way his eyes
light up as she sashays over to where he is perched on the bed. “Speaking of creative
liberties, perhaps I could attend a Senate meeting wearing a dress with a plunging neckline.”

“Now, now, we would not want to give the old men heart issues. Or ideas.”

She settles herself on his lap. “Would you be jealous?”

“Of course.” He runs his fingertips along the trim of her dressing gown. “If they want some
cleavage to delight in, they will have to get their own.” He pouts briefly as she laughs and
kisses his chin.

“I see. Fair enough.” She twists her fingers in his hair. “What if I wore a green dress to a
meeting?”

“You are quite determined to cause a scene with the Senate, aren’t you?” His fingers move to
trace the line of her collarbone.

“It would be fun, wouldn’t it?”



“Senate meetings are not supposed to be ‘fun’...” His gaze drifts down her front. “Though
perhaps there is wisdom in your mischief.”

“We can keep the mischief here in the bedroom, if you would like. I wouldn’t want to cause
you too much trouble…”

Varis rumbles in thought. His hand slips beneath the soft fabric of her robe and brushes the
silk from her shoulder. She shivers as he replaces fingers with lips.

“The Senate would be scandalized to see just how much the Emperor loves his wife.” The
Warrior gasps as Varis presses feather light kisses up the curve of her shoulder. She can feel
his lips pull into a smile against her skin.

“Fear not, my love. Soon enough, it will be plain for all to see.”



Chapter 85

More letters await the Warrior when she ventures into her parlor the morning before the Long
Night gala. She sits with a fresh pot of black tea, sipping the bitter drink while looking
through her mail. After a few letters she gives up trying to focus on the platitudes and sets the
envelopes aside. The missives are all the same–cheerful greetings from the leaders of various
local women’s groups wishing her well and pledging their aid to her should she require it.
The Warrior recognizes the platitudes, and knows that they are buttering her up in hopes of
being on the Empress’ good side. She can’t entirely blame them for wishing to do so. The
flattery is familiar and comforting in its own way.

The Warrior takes a sip of tea, but grimaces at the flavor and sets the cup back on its saucer.
She turns in her chair to look out the windows. Despite the late hour of the morning, the sky’s
color is still steeped in twilight. She supposes that the changing of the weather is to blame for
her ongoing fatigue, though she cannot entirely recall if it troubled her the year before. She
decides to seek out Medicus Shaw for advice if things do not improve by the end of the
month.

The sound of laughter comes through the parlor door. It is her guard laughing–she knows the
sound well enough by now. Curious, the Warrior gets to her feet and goes to find out what is
putting the centurion into such good humor. The door swings open before she reaches it–
fortunately before she gets close enough for it to strike her in the face. A massive figure
stands in the doorway. It takes her a moment to realize that it is not her husband, but his son.

“Zenos!” She smiles and holds out her hands. In quiet understanding, the prince steps closer
and stoops so that she can hug him. “I didn’t realize you were flying in today!”

“It had been my intent to arrive too late in the day tomorrow to be invited along to whatever
gala you are attending,” Zenos admits in a dry tone. “However the skywatchers advised
against waiting to travel, and so here I am.” His smile is reserved but sincere. Zenos squints
down at her before looking over his shoulder. “I don’t know, Caspian. She seems well
enough.”

“What?” She hears her guard sputter in their helmet. “I’m not ill!”

“There is no need for ire, Mother. They are simply concerned for your wellbeing.”

“Yes, but–” She leans to hiss at the centurion. “You don’t need to be telling Zenos that you
think I look sick!”

“On the contrary. That is precisely the reason I conscripted them to write reports. And, as far
as I am aware, you agreed to the exchange.”

“I–” The Warrior sighs in defeat. “Fine, fine. And I’m fine, by the by.”

“I believe you. I would say that you look quite radiant.” He smiles again, and the Warrior
feels as though she is being teased.



“Good. Have you seen your father yet?”

His smile falters. “Nay. I am certain that he has been informed of my vessel’s arrival, but I
chose to greet you first.”

She supposes that she understands the sentiment behind the prince’s actions. With a gentle
smile, she pats his arm. “I’m sure he’ll be envious, but he’ll be just fine. Why don’t you sit
with me for a few minutes?”

“I have been sitting for some time on the transport. Perhaps we could walk?”

The Warrior can find no cause to turn down his suggestion, and so they depart from the
parlor. She somewhat unconsciously leads them toward the main glasshouse, thinking that
perhaps the prince might like to see the structure. As they walk, she muses over the
peculiarity of their situation. She cannot help but recall the first time she ran into Zenos in
these halls, and how fearsome he was in his armor. His gait was heavy and ponderous, and he
came upon her as though she were his trembling prey. Now at her side, the prince is placid
and introspective. The only rattling coming from him is a slight jangle coming from the
fittings of his magitek arm.

At first, the prince is quiet as the Warrior leads him into the glasshouse. He tips his head back
and stares up at the murky sky. He lowers his gaze to the decorative trees and plants, and
reaches a hand to delicately pull a glossy leaf between his fingers.

“I remember this place from my childhood,” he murmurs. Looking up at him, she finds his
face set in an impossible to read mask of neutrality. “Sometimes I would come here to read.
Sometimes to… to…” Zenos falters, and his brow furrows.

In a helpful tone, she says: “It’s nice to have a quiet place to escape to, isn’t it?”

“It is, yes.” He reaches and pulls another leaf into view. The Warrior tries to think of a less
uncomfortable topic of conversation.

“Let’s see. Your nameday is tomorrow. You’ll be turning, what, 28?”

“Indeed.” The branch flutters back into place as Zenos looks at his right hand. “27 has been a
strange year. When it dawned, I had not yet met you. And now… I cannot fathom that I
would still be alive had I not.”

“Zenos…”

“Oh, do not look at me with such sadness. I am sure you believe the same thing.”

She shakes her head. “Of course not.”

Zenos does not hide the doubt in his eyes, even though his expression remains otherwise
impassive. “When I turned 27, I was still whole. And now, nearly a year later, I am short an
arm. Yet I would say that overall I feel more whole than I did a year ago. It is a curious
sensation, and though you are the cause I am unsure whether you are to blame or to thank.”



“You’re welcome.”

“Hmph.” His lips begin to pinch into a frown, but stop. “I will not lie: I still believe that I
should have met my death on the palace rooftop in Ala Mhigo. You spared me from whatever
fate I was predestined to meet. I have come through the experience…reborn, in a fashion.”

“Is that a bad thing?”

“As of yet, I am uncertain.” He exhales in a faint sigh. “Only time will tell.”

The Warrior watches as Zenos paces the length of the glasshouse. He stops in front of the
bubbling fish pond. With his back turned to her, she cannot track his emotions, but a telltale
stiffness remains in his left shoulder. She wonders what he is dwelling on, but with Zenos it is
impossible for her to guess.

After a few minutes of quiet, she says: “Varis and I are attending some Long Night festivities
tomorrow. At the home of the legatus of the First legion, if I remember correctly.”

He remains silent for another long moment before turning away from the water to face her.
The prince’s lips are fixed into a near-pout that reminds her of his father.

“I do not wish to attend the gala,” Zenos says flatly.

“I understand.” She had not really expected him to–Zenos has never struck her as a party
person.

The prince stares over her shoulder for a moment before quietly adding: “My presence
would… make the other guests uncomfortable. It would be a dampener on the festivities.”

The Warrior wonders if this is a new revelation to the man, or something he has been aware
of longer. She wonders why he suddenly seems to care.

“Do you really believe that?”

Zenos’ chin jerks in a small nod. The Warrior opens her mouth to reply, but over near the
entryway the centurion speaks up first.

“I do not believe that you are correct, Your Highness,” they say. “You were in attendance at
the wedding and reception recently, and I would not say that your presence caused any
souring in the mood.”

Zenos stares blankly at the guard for a long moment before blinking and returning his focus
to the Warrior. “Regardless, I would prefer not attending.”

“It’s alright, Zenos. You don’t have to go if you don’t want to.” She smiles. “However, I
would still like to at least have some cake for your nameday.”

“Of course. I would not deny you that pleasure.” His expression relaxes, and he chuckles
softly. “After all, that is why I travelled here.”



 

The next morning, as promised, the Warrior sits in the main glasshouse with Varis and Zenos.
The sky visible overhead remains muted with the colors of dawn, but they still squeeze
together on a bench with three plates of cake. Varis sits at the Warrior’s left, and Zenos at her
right. 

“I’ve never been to a gala for the Long Night festival,” Zenos says after swallowing a
mouthful of what the Warrior suspects was just a great deal of lavender hued frosting.

“Never once?” Varis says, tone lifting with his surprise. “Not even when you were deployed?
Or before?”

“I have never had cause,” the prince says stiffly, and shovels more cake into his mouth. “Or
invitation.”

“Perhaps next year,” the Warrior offers gently. Zenos just grunts.

“Perhaps,” agrees her husband. He gestures at her plate, and its nearly untouched helping of
cake. “Is it not to your liking?”

“I’m just saving room for tonight.” In truth, the cake is almost unbearably sweet. “There’s a
great deal of frosting, isn’t there?”

“Zenos likes frosting.”

“Ah, that explains it. The head chef was just trying to make it to his liking. It is his nameday
cake, after all.” The Warrior chuckles. She looks up at the prince. “I’m glad you came home
for your nameday, Zenos.”

“You asked me to.”

“Yes, but–” She laughs and rests her fork on her plate. Both father and son pause to watch
her. “This is… this is nice, isn’t it?”

“Hm?”

“Just the two of you and me sitting here… Just a family enjoying some cake. Just me and my
boys.” Her eyes sting with tears and she squeezes them shut. “Oh, don’t mind me.”

“Father and I could squabble a bit, if that would help,” Zenos offers in a guilelessly helpful
tone. The Warrior wipes her eyes and swats his bicep.

“Don’t you dare. Just eat your cake like a good lad, alright?”

“Of course.”

 



The sky is no brighter when the Emperor and Empress load into the carriage that afternoon.
All three of their guards are in attendance. There is not room enough on the roof for a third,
so as the newcomer, the centurion is forced to squeeze inside the carriage and sit in awkward
silence across from the royal couple. 

Varis fusses with his cufflinks. The Warrior passes the ride looking out one of the windows
and watching the city roll past. They seem to be taking a different route than the previous
year, winding south from the palace instead of north. Rather than wandering out to where old
mansions dot the snow between the trees, they are heading to the residential heart of the city.

“So, Quintus is the one throwing this year’s party?” She tips her head to look at her husband.
“Right?”

“That is correct. The legatus of the First legion.”

“Anyone else I should expect?”

“I know not if any of his family will be present. He and his wife are not presently on
speaking terms.” Varis clears his throat. “Please do not bring up that subject. The legatus’
wife having a rather public dalliance with the son of a senator was the cause of a great deal of
painful gossip during the spring.”

The centurion exhales in a faint huff of amusement, and the Warrior rolls her eyes.

“You really have to fill me in on more of the gossip, dear. I need to know about this sort of
thing so I don’t make an ass of myself in public or at a tea party or something.”

Varis chuckles. “I will keep that in mind.” He scratches at his chin. “There will be some
members of the Senate present, of course. My uncle Titus, more than like, but I wouldn’t
expect to see Nerva tonight. He and Quintus have a severe dislike for each other.”

“What a pity.”

“Mm. Quintus is a good man, but perhaps a bit too loyal to me for his own good.”

She smirks and gives a lock of his hair a light tug. “Maybe he just has a crush on his
handsome Emperor.”

“Very funny.” Varis tips his head and feigns a nip at her fingers. “I am unaware of the full
extent of the guest list, but I imagine that you will see some faces that were present at our
wedding.”

“Oh, well. I should be able to handle that.”

“Are you nervous?”

“Just a touch.” She twists the hair between her forefinger and thumb. “So many of them are
still strangers to me, you know? And I’m sure that they have high expectations for me as the
new empress…”



“‘Tis just a party, my love. Expectations for you tonight are at the minimum. You just have to
sit there and smile and be charming and lovely. Tasks for which I know that you are highly
qualified.”

“What if they want to talk to me? I told you, I’ll say the wrong thing and be an
embarrassment.”

“Mm… Just talk about yourself. That is what they really want.”

The Warrior wonders if this is how her husband usually gets through awkward conversations.
She knows that he is shyer than most would expect. “What if they just want to talk about
themselves?”

“That is also an acceptable option.”

The centurion chimes in: “You will do just fine, my Lady.”

“Thank you…” She sighs and releases her hold on Varis’ hair. Her fingers move to brush
over the jewels that rest over her throat and collarbone. The fine gold chains tickle at her
skin, and each stone is heavy with memories that are not her own. She and Varis have already
agreed that, should someone inquire about her acquisition of the necklace, they will simply
state that the jewelry was among a set of effects bequeathed by the late Emperor Solus to the
next empress of Garlemald. It isn’t entirely a lie. The Warrior still wonders at the sentiment
behind Emet-Selch’s gift, but also quietly hopes that she never has an opportunity to ask him
about the matter.

The carriage ultimately comes to a stop before a stately-but not overstated-mansion on an
avenue that is crowded with similar buildings. The sidewalks on both sides of the street are
packed with citizens that stare agog at the carriage as the guards disembark and clear the way
for the Emperor and his bride. The Warrior swallows down her nerves and smiles at the
gathering. She nods politely before taking Varis’ arm and gratefully heading inside.

The procession from the front doors to the dining hall feels interminable, as everyone in the
main hallway feels the need to stop the Emperor and Empress to greet them. The Warrior was
half expecting this, as it has happened before, but still finds herself mildly irritated by the
niceties. There are only so many times that she can hear how lovely her dress is, how
charming their matching crowns are, or how noteworthy her jewelry is before the Warrior
wants to pull a weapon on the next person who approaches her.

She doesn’t, of course. She has to behave. After all, this is her first real showing in public as
the Empress, and it wouldn’t do to cause a scene by threatening an over-perfumed senator
with a fork.

Perhaps next year.

She and Varis are rescued by the booming voice of the evening’s host.

“Emperor Varis! How dare you keep me waiting. The popotoes are going to be cold by the
time you get to your table!”



Varis smiles and turns to face the speaker. “You wouldn’t do that to me, would you Quintus?”
The men chuckle and clap each other on the back. 

The Warrior knows that the legatus of the First legion is one of Varis’ most fiercely loyal
followers. Varis has told her stories of how Quintus van Cinna stood to back his claim to the
throne, and of his unflinching bravery in standing for the ideals of the Empire. What the
Warrior sees now is not the soldier, but instead a Garlean man with a neatly groomed beard
framing the warm and welcoming smile on his face. Despite the doubts he had expressed
regarding her origins prior to their wedding, the legatus bows politely before the Warrior.

“Empress Lux, I must say that you look simply resplendent today. If you would like, it would
be my honor to show you and your husband to your table.”

“I would greatly appreciate that, thank you.”

The legatus leads them the rest of the way through the busy hallway and into the dining hall.
She and Varis are the first to be seated, which she supposes partially explains why the other
guests were so enthused at their arrival. As she takes her seat at the head table, the Warrior
notices that three places are marked for ‘Galvus’. Without asking, she is uncertain if the extra
seat was meant for Zenos, or if it was simply intended to put a bit of distance between herself
and the next guest. Still, she feels a small pang of regret at the prince’s refusal to attend the
gala.

“Lord Quintus, I was wondering if you might do me a favor.”

“Of course, your ladyship. What shall it be?”

She gestures at the empty space beside them. “As you might have noticed, Prince Zenos is
not in attendance tonight. He chose not to, because… Well, he was worried that his nameday
might prove as a distraction from the festivities.” This is only sort of a lie, she thinks.

“His nameday?” The legatus looks up at Varis, who nods. “I will admit, I had all but
forgotten. I do recall when the boy was born, though. I was but an officer in attendance at the
royal festivities. Emperor Solus was quite cross that Prince Varis opted not to be present at
the party, in favor of being with his newborn son.”

“Yes, Varis has told me as much.” She smiles and touches her husband’s elbow. The legatus
clears his throat.

“Now then, what sort of favor were you looking for?”

“I was hoping perhaps you could prepare a small box of sweets for Prince Zenos, so that he
doesn’t entirely miss out on the festivities.”

The legatus looks surprised for a moment before managing to school his expression. He
glances again to Varis, who shrugs, and then back to the Warrior.

“It would be my pleasure. What boy doesn’t enjoy some sweets on his nameday?”

She smirks. “Certainly none in my family.”



 

The rest of the dining hall quickly fills with guests. The Warrior is well aware of many pairs
of eyes upon her, so she keeps the balance by people-watching as the other guests file in and
seek out their names at the tables. Observing the men and women as they take their seats, the
Warrior notices that quite a number of the ladies have small cloth flowers tucked into their
elaborate hairdos. She smiles at the novelty of being able to accidentally start a fashion trend.
Overall the gazes she meets are much friendlier than the dubious stares of the year before.

She is one of them now, she thinks. No longer is she the mysterious, savage outsider that had
been the source of rumors. What a difference a crown makes! She looks over her shoulder at
Julia, Annia, and Caspian all standing in a neat little line, and is grateful for their familiar
presence.

“Do not fret,” Varis murmurs in her ear, “they will all get their breaks to enjoy the
festivities.”

“I wasn’t–” The Warrior laughs and smiles. “Good. That comforts me to hear.” The centurion
nods at her, and she settles into her chair. “You know, I never much considered it before,
but… why doesn’t Zenos have a guard?”

“Hm? Clearly Zenos is not in need of a guard,” Varis says. “Zenos is capable of taking care
of himself.”

“So am I.”

“Yes, but you are…” He trails off. The Warrior waits for him to continue, watching his
thoughts visibly process on his face. His features settle on one of unease, as though realizing
he has set a trap for himself.

“I’m what?”

“...a great deal smaller than he is,” is the meek reply.

The Warrior bursts out laughing. By the time she has calmed herself, Varis is blushing
brightly and most of the room is staring at her with a wide eyed curiosity.

“You–you’re right, dear. I am much smaller than Zenos is.”

“If he were to want a guard, then he could get his own,” Varis mumbles. “I would not stop
him.”

She pats his arm. “I’m sure he thinks himself above needing protection. I certainly did when I
was his age.” Varis snorts at her remark.

“That was last year.”

“Exactly!”



He chuckles and kisses her brow just beneath the curve of her crown. “Fair enough. I was full
of the same bravado in my youth.” He sinks back into his seat as the wine steward arrives at
their table to fill their glasses.

“Oh good, I am just in time for the first pour.” The legatus takes the seat next to Varis.

“Is everyone here already?” 

“Everyone worth greeting in person.”

The Warrior picks up her glass. A sip of wine brings a strange, vaguely metallic taste to her
mouth. The Warrior grimaces and sets the goblet down.

“Is aught amiss?” Varis picks up her wine and takes a sniff.

“Just tastes off to me.” She smiles apologetically at her husband. “Maybe I need something
sweeter to drink tonight.”

“That should be no trouble.” He turns to his left and speaks softly to the legatus.

“I don’t want special treatment just because I’m the Empress,” the Warrior murmurs. Varis
picks up her glass of wine and drains half of it before returning it to the tablecloth. He licks
his lips.

“Well, then… pretend that it isn’t because you are the Empress.” She cannot help but laugh at
his playful wink.

A few minutes pass before a servant brings a glass jug full of yellow liquid to the table. With
a flourish, the servant places a new glass on the tabletop and fills it with the contents of the
jug.

“What’s this?”

“A limonata, your ladyship,” says the legatus. “The lemons are a bit expensive, but I believe
it is a worthwhile expenditure to make your holiday a happy one.”

“A limonata, eh?” The Warrior takes a tentative sip from the glass. Her tongue is met first
with the sharp tartness of lemon, followed by a heaping dosage of sweetness. Glancing again
at the jug, she notices several lemon slices floating in the liquid. She smiles and chuckles.
“Oh, you mean lemonade.”

“Are you familiar with the drink?” Varis asks. She takes another sip before setting down the
glass.

“Yes, of course. It’s quite popular in Eorzea. Gracious, I don’t think that I’ve had a good glass
of lemonade since I was last in Limsa Lominsa.”

“The lemons were imported from La Noscea,” says the legatus. “Expensive, but admittedly
not as much as they used to be, thanks to Emperor Varis’ new trade agreements with Eorzea.”



“Her ladyship deserves just as much credit as I do,” Varis says.

“Well then, please enjoy the fruits of your labors.” He smiles. “If you will forgive an old man
a pun.”

“Thank you, Lord Quintus. It’s a lovely reminder of home.”

 

The food is good, but nothing she hasn’t already enjoyed countless times before in
Garlemald. The legatus, most likely quite aware of the Emperor’s culinary preferences, has
provided a bevy of popoto dishes to be enjoyed. Varis does so with gusto, and washes it all
down with both his and the Warrior’s shares of wine. The Warrior herself is content to drink
her lemonade.

The jug is half empty by the time the last of the food is served. She excuses herself to use the
bathroom, and her guard dutifully trails behind. While inspecting her reflection afterwards,
the Warrior thinks of the women that gossiped over her during the gala the year previous.
What would they say if they saw here now? What would they think of her?

She realizes, with a blossoming of contentment in her breast, that she doesn’t care.

The lights in the dining hall have been dimmed by the time she returns, and several musicians
are setting up in the center of the room. Varis smiles at her around a forkful of rolanberry tart.

“Did I miss anything?”

He shakes his head and picks up his glass. After swallowing, Varis says: “The only thing that
was missed was you.”

She giggles and kisses his cheek. “So sappy.”

The pageant is, if the Warrior’s memory serves her correctly, nearly identical to the one she
witnessed the year before. It features the same music, and the same story of the ancient
Garleans and their discovery of ceruleum. When the performers raise a toast to Emperor
Solus, she politely lifts her glass of lemonade. The people in the room are innocents, she
thinks, and do not need to be burdened with the truth of that part of the story. After all, while
what Emet-Selch did was with wickedness in his heart, he did still do some measure of good
for the people of Garlemald. To herself, the Warrior vows not to let that good go to waste.

 

After the pageant, desserts are served and the guests mingle. The Warrior is greeted by many
and sundry a guest, mostly ladies of high standing. They are all eager to introduce themselves
to the Empress, and soon the Warrior has gathered a pile of calling cards next to her glass of
lemonade. Titus stops by their table to greet Varis, and hope that their honeymoon was a
productive one. The Emperor is still blushing at this sentiment when a petite lavender haired
Miqo’te makes their way to the host’s table. Varis makes a surprised noise.

“There is a face I never thought to see again.”



Curious, the Warrior watches as the Miqo’te pauses in speaking with Lord Quintus and turns
to peer at the Emperor. His lips pull into a smirk.

“And there is a face I never expected to last more than a week on the throne.” The Warrior is
surprised by the deep, delicate timbre of the man’s voice, as it certainly does not match his
feminine face.

“Lord Tribal, I was under the impression that you were dead.”

“Mere rumors, my lord.” The Miqo’te’s smile is insincere. “Certainly your sweet little boy
threatened to kill me. Repeatedly. But, he never followed through.”

“Then, where have you been the last decade?”

He laughs. “I knew well enough to keep myself scarce. Emperor Solus would have been quite
disappointed to find that I was still alive.” At Varis’ grunt, the man turns his attention to the
Warrior. “Ah, and you must be our radiant new empress. I must say, those jewels look
absolutely at home on you.”

“Thank you,” she says. The man’s stare is unsettling, and she wonders if he might be
dangerous. Her Echo is silent, and his stare fortunately does not last. He bows with a flourish
and turns away.

“Wonderful to see you again, Lord Galvus. Do take care.”

Varis is frowning as the man disappears into the party.

“Who was that?” the Warrior whispers.

“One of Zenos’ old tutors,” he murmurs. “I could have sworn he was reported dead nearly a
decade ago.”

“Strange.”

“I wouldn’t fret too greatly over it, Varis,” says the legatus. “People are wont to come out of
the woodwork for a good party.”

“Did you invite him?”

“No.” Quintus shrugs. “To be fair, I put my butler in charge of most of the guest list, so I
wouldn’t be surprised if Lord Tribal slipped in as a friend of a friend.”

The Warrior wonders: “Should we be worried about him?”

“I do not think so.” Varis speaks his reply slowly, as though still thinking it out. “He was just
a histories tutor. You could take him in a fight.”

She laughs. “Fair enough.”



“He is fortunate that Zenos is not here tonight. I daresay that he would not be pleased to see
his old tutor.”

“I was under the impression that he wouldn’t be glad to see any of them.”

“Mm. He ran them all off, one way or another.” Varis sighs. “I believe it would be prudent
not to mention this little meeting to Zenos. No need to spoil his nameday.”

“Of course.”

“Speaking of little Zenos,” the legatus pipes in, leaning toward Varis, “The kitchen is
preparing a box for you to take back for him. Some pastries and a sampling of the other
sweets from tonight.”

“Thank you, Quintus. I’m sure that it will make Zenos quite happy.”

He chuckles. “If such a thing is possible, then it will be my honor to play a part in it.”

 

The already meager offerings of daylight have begun to dwindle by the time the Long Night
gala ends. Extra lamps are lit in the halls as evening arrives, deepening the reassuring blues
of the day. First into the dining hall, the Emperor and Empress are among the last to depart,
so that they might not be caught again in the uncomfortable press of humanity. As they wait
in the foyer for their carriage to arrive, the legatus rejoins them holding a rounded container
that looks suspiciously like a repurposed hat box.

“Here you are, your ladyship. Sweets for your little prince, as promised.”

The Warrior smiles and accepts the box. “Thank you, Lord Quintus. You have been an
exceedingly gracious host today.”

“It was both a pleasure and an honor, Lady Lux.” He looks at Varis. “It has been some time
since the palace hosted a Long Night gala. Perhaps next year?”

“Perhaps.” Varis grunts and wraps his arm around the Warrior’s side. “Ask me again in eight
or nine months.” The legatus barks a laugh.

“You say that every year, Your Radiance.”

“Well, one year I will be telling the truth.”

Both men chuckle. The legatus salutes before excusing himself to see off other guests.
Nearby, Annia lifts her hand to the side of her helmet.

“Your Radiance, Caspian is reporting that your carriage has arrived.”

“Very good, thank you. Let us be on our way home.”



A few stragglers remain outside to watch and wave as the royal couple exits from the
mansion. The Warrior smiles and politely waves back before permitting Varis to usher her
over to their transportation. The centurion again joins the Warrior and her husband in the
carriage. They sit with their hands folded neatly in their lap, and their head tilted to look out
the closest window. Weary with the excitement of the afternoon, the Warrior presses her
weight to her husband’s side. 

“Did you get anything to eat, Cas?”

“Hm?” Their focus does not shift. “Oh, yes. I had my share. Thank you.”

Varis chuckles. “Our guards are officers of the Empire, my dear. They know how to feed
themselves.”

“I–I know that!” She feels a blush heat her cheeks. “Doesn’t mean I can’t be concerned for
their welfare.”

“Thank you, my Lady. We all appreciate it.”

The Warrior sighs and closes her eyes, letting the gentle motion of the carriage nearly lull her
to sleep. She is roused from her drowsing by a kiss on her brow.

“We are nearly returned, my love.” 

“Mm.” She rubs her eyes and peers out the window. Even in the encroaching darkness, there
is something familiar and comforting about the looming silhouette of the palace.

“You’re free to go when we get back inside, Cas,” she says as the carriage slows in its
approach. The centurion pulls their gaze away from the windows.

“Thank you, my Lady.”

“I was wondering if you might do me a favor.” She taps her nail on the lid of the box. “Would
you deliver this to Prince Zenos before returning to the barracks?”

She hears their sharp inhale, but for once they do not sputter in protest. “If you wish.”

“You don’t have to,” she says. “I can have someone else do it, or just give it to him myself
tomorrow before he leaves.”

The centurion is silent. They disembark when the carriage stops, and lower the steps so that
the Warrior might safely descend. While she waits for Varis to join her, she hears the
centurion let out a resigned sigh. They hold out their right hand.

“I will make the delivery for you, my Lady.” They are nearly whispering.

“If you feel up to it.”

“I will manage.” They take careful possession of the box, tucking it against their breastplate.



“Thank you, Cas. All you have to do is give him the box and tell him it’s from me. And that
I’ll see him off tomorrow.” She smiles. “And, if His Grumpiness does not deign to open the
door for you, just leave the box out where he’ll see it.”

“Of course. Good evening, my Lady.”

 

Varis hums as they make their way down the shadowy halls.

“I believe that I may have had too much wine,” he says. “Or too much pie.”

“You’re still on your feet, so I’m uncertain that either of those is true.”

“I should have tried some of the lemonade.”

“I’m sure it wouldn’t be too much trouble to have the kitchens here prepare some.” She
smiles. “And if you like it, we can have a lemon tree imported from La Noscea and put into
one of the glasshouses.”

“They grow on trees? I was under the impression that they grew on vines, like grapes.” His
pale eyes widen at her laughter.

“Just on trees, dear.”

They lapse back into silence punctuated only by his humming. The Warrior thinks of the
evening that has passed.

“Varis? When was the last time a party was held here at the palace? Other than our wedding
celebration, I mean.”

“Mm.” His thin brows lower in thought. “It has been several years. There has been little
cause for festivities since the death of Emperor Solus. And in his last few years, the Emperor
grew sour towards any sort of celebration occurring within the palace walls. So, such events
became increasingly infrequent.”

“That’s a pity. Garleans strike me as quite keen on finding any reason to throw a party.”

“Hmm. I suppose it might to an outsider.”

“Perhaps next year we should have a party for the Long Night festival here, then.”

Varis rumbles thoughtfully. “If that is Her Benevolence’s desire, then I shall have to put it to
proper consideration.”

“I would like that.”

“Very well.” He nods. “Though, we will have to look into having one of the ballrooms
remodeled before such a time comes. The current decor truly does leave something to be
desired.”



“Maybe something brighter? Less black and crimson… Perhaps some lovely blues and
greens. I mean, I know that those aren’t proper Imperial colors, but…” She squeezes his hand
and shyly looks up at him. “They can be our colors.”

“Ah. Very insightful of you. That is a wonderful idea, my dear.” Varis stifles a yawn.

“Oh dear. Did you have too much fun tonight?”

“That, or too many sweets.” He chuckles. “I know the night is still young, but perhaps we
should make our way to bed early.”

“I’m definitely not opposed to getting out of this dress and into bed.”

“‘Tis a relief to know that we are of like minds.”

“Indeed. I believe we would both greatly benefit from shedding our frocks and… sliding in
between the covers.”

Varis winks down at her and waves down the hall. “After you, my darling.”



Chapter 86

The Warrior is woken by a turning in her stomach. She groans and curls on her side. Briefly
lifting her face from the pillow shows her that it is still dark outside. Varis is still and
peacefully quiet next to her, and she is reluctant to disturb his sleep. So she resolves to tough
it out, squeezing her eyes shut and pressing her face into her pillow.

Sleep does not entirely return to the Warrior before her stomach turns again. She reluctantly
sits up and carefully extracts herself from the covers. She is, as ever, wary of waking her
husband, but the big man just grunts softly as she makes her way to the far side of the bed.
The Warrior steps into her cozy slippers–she already feels queasy, and has no desire to add
stepping on the cold bathing room floor to her list of issues.

She feels no better nor worse upon reaching the bathing room. For a few minutes she does
nothing–standing still in front of the sink feels to her like the best course of action.

She hears her name murmured in a sleepy rumble on the other side of the door.

“Are you well?”

“I’m fine, dear. My stomach is just a bit upset. You can go back to sleep.”

There is an amused snort. “You fib to me in the same breath as telling me the truth.”

“Sorry.”

“Might I join you?”

“Yeah, of course.” The door creaks open, and she winces as Varis’ fingers find the switch for
the lights and activate them. He holds out the dark blue silk of her dressing gown, and she
takes it with a murmur of thanks.

“Your stomach bothers you?”

“Yes. It’s not cramps, I just…Maybe I drank too much lemonade last night.” She smiles at
him, and catches her own sheepish expression in the mirror. “Too much citrus and sugar is
bound to do a number on me.”

“I see. I should have something to help you with that…” Varis pads over to a cabinet and
rattles around in its contents. He retrieves a small glass bottle and squints at its label. “This
should still be effective, I believe. I do not suffer from a sour stomach very often, but Regula
used to…” Varis gives the bottle a brief shake.

“What is it?” She watches as he retrieves a small cup from the cabinet–the sort she uses to
dose her pain tonics with–and sets it on the counter.

“Just your standard restorative for an upset stomach. Sodium bicarbonate base, bit of
peppermint, bit of ginger and fennel seed…” He glances at her. “What, do you not have this



sort of thing available back in Eorzea?”

“Well, yes. I just suppose that I thought here you would have something fancier.”

Varis snorts and pours some of the contents of the bottle into the cup. “Sometimes the old
ways are just as valid as anything new that might be concocted.”

“Fair enough.” She accepts the cup. “Down the hatch, then.”

It tastes a bit chalky, then a bit sweet, and then a touch bitter on her tongue. Varis smiles at
her grimace and fills a larger cup with water.

“‘Tis still early. Drink some water, and then we will sit together for a bit.”

“You don’t have to stay up with me…”

“I sleep poorly knowing you feel unwell. Do not fret: I have no meetings scheduled for this
morning, and can squeeze in a nap if need be.”

“Very well.”

They return to bed. The Warrior settles herself between Varis’ long legs and leans back
against his chest. He stretches and retrieves a small jade comb from the table next to his side
of the bed. Varis hums softly as he runs the blunt teeth of the comb through her hair. She
recognizes the tune as one played the night before at the gala. His touch is gentle and
soothing. By the time he has finished smoothing the sleepy tangle of her hair, the tonic has
begun to take effect on her wayward stomach. 

 

She does not remember falling back asleep, but she is still couched against her husband’s
warm chest when he delicately prods her back to wakefulness some time later. Steeped in the
deep blue of winter, light is visible now around the edge of the curtains.

“Breakfast has been delivered,” Varis rumbles. “Do you feel up to eating?”

“Perhaps a little. Toast and tea, at least?”

“Good.”

Once the Warrior retrieves her slippers from underneath the covers, she joins Varis in
venturing to the sitting room. He holds her hand and swings it between them.

“Did you sleep?”

“A bit more. Once I was sure you had dozed off.” He flashes her a coy smile. “I do need my
beauty rest, after all.”

The Warrior laughs, but grimaces at a brief twinge from her belly.



“Just toast and tea,” she reaffirms.

Varis eats his usual excessive amount of breakfast. The Warrior herself manages a few pieces
of dry toast and a cup of tea, but is reluctant to press her luck.

“Zenos is due to return to Bozja today, isn’t he?”

“I believe that is on the itinerary, yes,” Varis says. “This visit was but a brief interlude.”

“I’m sure his chocobo misses him dearly.”

Varis rumbles a laugh into his coffee. The Warrior smiles, but feels somewhat wistful as she
thinks of the prince. Zenos traveled all the way to Garlemald, just to have some cake for his
nameday. Simply because she had asked it of him. She sighs.

“I think I will seek him out before he leaves. At least to see if he tried any of the sweets I had
collected for him.”

“If you feel up to it,” Varis says.

“I believe I do. And besides, if I suddenly feel ill again, it’s not like I’ve wandered out alone
into the city.”

“Fair enough.”

 

After finishing breakfast and waiting half a bell to make sure that her toast is staying put, the
Warrior dresses herself and heads out of the royal suite. Julia and Annia are standing at their
usual posts in the hallway, but Caspian is absent. This is of only brief surprise to the Warrior,
as she swiftly remembers that her guard had requested the day off.

“Good morning, ladies! How is everything today?”

“Not so loudly, my Lady,” sighs Julia.

“We may have partied a bit too much after our shift last night,” Annia says in an apologetic
tone.

“Touch of a hangover, eh?” The Warrior smiles at Julia’s meager nod. “I understand. My
stomach’s a bit unhappy itself this morning.”

Julia manages a chuckle. “You shouldn’t try to keep up with His Radiance when he’s eating
sweets.”

“You’re right. Between that and Zenos’ nameday cake, I might have overdone it.”

“His cake was mostly frosting,” says Annia.



“Yes, well. He seems to have inherited his father’s sweet tooth.” The Warrior looks down the
span of the hall, her eyes following the line of the red carpet. “Speaking of Zenos, do you
have any idea where he might be? Or could you ask around?” She points at her ear.

“Just a moment, my Lady. We will inquire for you.”

The Warrior closes her eyes as she waits, checking internally for any signs of her nausea
returning. Fortunately, her body seems to be willing to cooperate for the time being.

Eventually, Annia reports: “Other guards are reporting that Prince Zenos was seen making his
way to the main glasshouse, about half a bell past.”

“The glasshouse? That’s curious.”

“That is the concurrence among the reports.”

“I see. Well, thank you. I just wanted to have a few words with him before he leaves to return
to Bozja.”

“Would you like one of us to accompany you?” Julia asks. “I mean–since Caspian is off duty
today.”

“No, that’s alright. I can manage the walk on my own. If I run into trouble, I’ll try to do it in
front of one of the other guards.”

“Very well, my Lady.”

She sets out alone down the halls. Alone is, of course, a relative term in the palace, as there
are guards stationed in nearly every length of corridor. Unaccompanied, she is free to stop
and chit chat with some of the guards. She has come to recognize quite a number of the
palace guard by voice and general appearance over the last year, and does her best to keep a
mental tally of names and ages and familial status as she learns them. Today she asks how
spouses are doing, how their children fared in the latest term in school, and if they got their
share of the prince’s nameday cake the day previous. The guards appear universally glad for
the break in the tedium of their duties, and even those that she knows are not entirely fond of
their savage Empress are still polite in their answers to her questions.

The hall preceding the entrance to the main glasshouse is quiet and unoccupied, as she has
come to expect. The skylights bathe the corridor in the perpetual blue of Garlean winter. She
pauses to take in the scenery, inhaling deeply and finding a certain peace in the frosty
stillness. The Warrior considers the report that Zenos had gone to the glasshouse. It strikes
her as superficially strange, but the young man had also seemed to take quite a shine to the
structure when she showed it to him. After all, it had been Zenos himself who requested to
eat his nameday cake in the glasshouse alongside herself and Varis.

As she continues her approach, the Warrior notices that the entryway door is ajar. She smiles,
and considers chiding the prince for leaving it open and potentially subjecting the plants
beyond to the cool air of the corridor. The Warrior reaches for the door handle, but stops as
she hears a low noise from beyond the door. A voice, like a distant rumble of thunder. She



knows Zenos’ voice well enough by now not to be bothered by it, though she cannot help but
wonder why he is monologuing to himself in the glasshouse. Not wanting to startle him, she
quietly pushes the door open far enough to see down the glass hallway. 

Zenos is not alone in the glasshouse.

He is seated on the bench closest to the fishpond with his back to the door. The Warrior has
seen the heavy white coat he is wearing before. Next to him on the bench sits the centurion.
Wrapped in a heavy knit sweater dyed a shade of imperial crimson, they are small and
slender when compared to the prince. The two are sitting close, nearly shoulder to shoulder.

The Warrior stares, dumbfounded.

It takes her a long moment to gather her wits, and when she does she opts to step back out
into the corridor and pull the door back to its previous state of just slightly open. The Warrior
stares at the door, straining to listen, but all she can hear is the gentle bubbling of the
fishpond and Zenos’ low, unintelligible voice. She doesn’t know what to do or what to say,
and so she chooses to say nothing to them at all and instead turns and makes a hasty exit from
the hall.

She does not immediately go back to her quarters. Varis is still there, and she does not want
him to think that something is amiss.

Is there something amiss? The Warrior ponders this question as she enters her parlor and sits
at her desk. She has no idea why Zenos and Caspian would be sitting together in the
glasshouse. Her guard never speaks much of the prince, and has made so little mention of the
letters that they exchange about her that the Warrior could easily forget that it was occurring
at all. Perhaps they are simply discussing something about her. The Warrior is curious, but
reluctant to pry. Whatever the pair were discussing isn’t really any of her business. After all,
Zenos has never struck her as the scheming sort, and she is fairly certain that her guard does
not have a malicious bone in their body.

So, it’s probably nothing to be concerned over.

The Warrior is still pondering this discovery when the door to her parlor creaks open. Varis
strides into the room. His pale eyes sweep over their surroundings before coming to rest on
the Warrior herself. Varis smiles.

“Ah, the guard is ever reliable for keeping tabs on your location.”

“Oh, I–” The Warrior looks at her desk for an excuse. There is a stack of envelopes that are
untouched from their neatly arranged pile. Next to that are a fountain pen and a sheaf of
papers, also untouched. She knows that Varis will see plainly through her lie–and he deserves
better than to be lied to by his wife. She forces a smile. “I came back here instead of just
going right back to our rooms.”

“I see that.” He stops next to her desk and stoops to press a kiss to her brow. “What of Zenos?
Were you able to find him? I know his vessel has not yet departed.”



“Oh, I found him…” The Warrior feels a sudden pang of dread at the thought of trying to
explain what she saw to her husband. She picks up the pen and taps it on the topmost sheet of
paper before returning it to its holder. Varis murmurs her name in an inquisitive tone.

“Is aught the matter?”

“No, I’m sure it’s nothing. I mean, Zenos wouldn’t do an–” She stops and clenches her jaw
shut. Varis leans back and stares down at her.

“What was that? What did Zenos do now?”

“Nothing!” The Warrior shakes her head. “I’m sure it was nothing.”

“What was ‘nothing’, then?”

She looks up, taking in his stern expression. “Oh, don’t look at me like that. I didn’t do
anything wrong.”

“Then why are you acting as though you might have?”

“I…” She sighs. “It’s something regarding Zenos, so I suppose that it’s just my natural
reaction to worry that you might react negatively to it.”

Varis frowns. “I thought I was getting better with that.”

“You are, just…” The Warrior picks up the pen again and writes Varis on the paper. “You
know, I’ve never really written you a letter. Unless you count those reports I wrote back in
Doma.”

“You are changing the subject, my love.”

“Am I?” She doodles the looping forms of flowers around his name. “Well, I went to speak
with Zenos. The guards reported that he was in the glasshouse, so I went there. And Zenos
was there, but… he wasn’t alone.”

“Not alone?” Varis sounds puzzled.

“He was sitting on one of the benches, next to Caspian.”

Her husband hems and crosses his arms. “Your guard Caspian?”

“Do you know of any others?”

He squints in thought for a moment. “No, I do not believe so.” Varis slowly shakes his head.
“Why were you so fearful of telling me about this?”

“I didn’t want you to get upset.”

“Upset? Zenos is a man grown, and one of increasingly admirable behavior thanks to your
motherly influence.” He smiles gently. “Tell me: did your guard seem to be in any kind of



distress?”

She considers the question. “No.” If anything, in the brief time she witnessed the scene, the
centurion appeared to be quite at ease. Their shoulders had been dropped very low in the way
that was particular to Elezen when they were feeling safe and relaxed. “Quite the opposite.”

“Then, why fret so much?”

“I don’t know.” She huffs and sets the pen down, a feeling of embarrassment replacing the
dread. “I was just surprised, and–I don’t know. Worried that you might take offense at Zenos
making friends with my bodyguard.”

Varis grunts. “I do not know Zenos or Caspian to be of the duplicitous sort. I sincerely doubt
that they were plotting anything foul.”

“You aren’t curious?” The Warrior blushes at his chuckle.

“Of course I am. But, as I said, Zenos is an adult. His business is his own. The same can be
said for your guard.”

“I suppose I could ask them later…”

“If you wish to pry, you are more than welcome to. However, perhaps discretion is the better
option in this situation. I would be loath to know that we had discouraged Zenos from trying
to make friends.”

“You’re acting as though it is nothing important. But, we promised not to keep secrets from
each other. I thought you ought to know about what I saw.”

“And I appreciate you telling me. Were he having some secret meeting with a senator or my
uncle or someone else, I would be more inclined to be concerned. I trust Caspian with your
safety, and so I trust them to be able to speak with our son without leading him into
misconduct.”

She smiles sheepishly. “They were probably just talking about me.” She can’t fathom
anything else they might have to discuss.

“Mm.” Varis uncrosses his arm and presses a soft touch to her cheek. “You are a very good
topic of conversation.”

 

It is not long before Annia alerts the couple to the prince’s pending departure.

“I never got a chance to talk to Zenos,” the Warrior laments as they walk out to the docks.

“You could have.”

“I didn’t want to intrude. Even if all they were doing was gossiping about me.” She sighs. “I
felt like I was walking in on something I wasn’t meant to see. So I…I won’t say anything



about it to either of them. I don’t want them to think I was being nosy.”

“Perhaps the best course of action. They are both shy in their own ways.”

“You have plenty of knowledge regarding being shy!”

They both laugh. Varis nuzzles her hair before they exit out onto the docks. Zenos stands near
his vessel. He is dressed in his long white coat, and a familiar box is tucked neatly under his
right arm.

“Well, that answers my main question for you,” the Warrior says in greeting. Zenos’ smile is
a touch reserved, but sincere enough to put her at ease.

“Yes, thank you. Your guard made certain that I received it yesterday evening. It was very
kind of you to think of me, Mother.”

“If I didn’t have some saved for you, your father would have eaten every pastry in that
mansion.”

Zenos does not quite make eye contact with Varis, but neither does his smile falter. “Indeed. I
have not had a chance yet to try everything, and the kitchen insisted on foisting another
chunk of my nameday cake upon me before my departure. So, I hope Lord van Cinna does
not take issue with me taking the box back to Bozja.”

“I am sure he will find no cause for complaint,” says Varis.

“Good.”

“You say ‘foist’, as though you weren’t glad to accept another ponz of frosting to enjoy at
your leisure,” teases the Warrior. Zenos harrumphs awkwardly and briefly looks away.

“Who am I to deny the hard work of the kitchen staff?”

“You’re a proper gentleman, Zenos. Just like your father.”

The prince huffs again. “I do not need you spreading pleasant rumors about me, Mother. You
will ruin my reputation.” His lips pinch into a smile as the Warrior laughs.

“Oh dear, I wouldn’t dream of doing that to you. Not after you’ve worked so hard to be the
big fearsome prince of the Garleans.”

“Now now, Zenos is still quite fearsome,” Varis says in a careful tone. “At the least, he is to
those that need to be made fearful.”

“Indeed,” grunts the prince. He smooths a hand down the front of his coat. “Now, if it would
please you, I must be on my way back to Bozja while the weather holds.”

“Of course. Save travels, Zenos.”



The prince affords his adoptive mother a quick hug before hurrying off to board his airship.
By the time it is airborne, Varis has already turned away from the gangplank and started a
slow return to the exit. The Warrior gives the departing vessel a final glance before bustling
after her husband. She takes his proffered hand and presses close to his side.

“I hate watching him leave,” Varis murmurs. The Warrior blinks and looks up at him.

“What, really? I mean, I do too, but I didn’t expect you to feel the same way.”

“How could I not? Each time that he departs for another mission, there is no guarantee that he
will return home safely.” His voice drops to a whisper. “He did not return safely from Ala
Mhigo.”

“Yes, but he’s still alive.”

“Indeed. And now, I… I am far more appreciative of that fact than I was a few years ago.”

She squeezes his hand. “Don’t you ever want to go with him?”

“What?”

“You know, to Bozja.”

“I had not put any consideration into that. Zenos is doing a good enough job in Bozja. My
presence in the region is not necessitated.”

“Maybe. Maybe not. But, he might like to show you what he’s accomplished.”

“He would never ask for such validation. He does not need it from me.”

The Warrior shrugs. She doesn’t feel up to arguing with him over the incorrect nature of his
assumptions. “Well, I wouldn’t mind seeing Bozja sometime.”

“Would you?”

“Of course. I’d like to see all of the Empire. Meet all of its people. It’s easier to be motivated
to care about people if you have faces to go with the names.”

“The Empress has an adventurer’s heart,” he says with a small smile. She nods in agreement.
“And, the adventurer has the Emperor’s heart.”

“So it was fated to be.”

Varis echoes her nod and follows her through the doors. Annia and Julia wait inside for their
return. Annia salutes after the door swings closed.

“Your Radiance, we received word that Senator Nivea canceled his meeting with you, and put
in a request to reschedule. The way his secretary worded the excuse, it sounds like he has a
bit of a hangover from yesterday’s festivities.”



“Ah, yes. It would not be the first time, and more than likely will not be the last.” Varis
makes a thoughtful noise and wraps his arm around the Warrior’s side. “How is your stomach
feeling, my dear? Do you think you are up to taking lunch in the main hall?”

The Warrior presses a hand to her belly. Walking around and standing out in the cold did not
cause any new protests from her stomach, so she hazards a nod.

“Yes, I believe so.” She smiles bashfully. “As long as you keep cake and lemonade away
from me for a few days, I think I’ll be just fine.”



Chapter 87

To the Warrior’s annoyance, avoiding cake and lemonade does not improve her stomach’s
morning behavior. She quickly gets used to the flavor of the stomach tonic, though she truly
wishes that it was not necessary. By midday she is feeling fine again, but on nearly every
morning for the week following the Long Night gala the Warrior is roused by a reminder that
her body is angry at her for reasons unknown.

By the third morning of this she has learned to keep the bottle of stomach tonic on her
bedside table.

After a solid week of her stomach’s nonsense, the Warrior is ready to go and pester the
medicus for answers even before Varis makes a suggestion of it. She wakes up, feels ill, and
reaches for the bottle of tonic. She can feel Varis’ eyes on her as she washes the tonic down
with a glass of water. The Warrior does not bother to turn off the bedside lamp before
flopping back into her pillows. 

A few minutes pass, and then the bed shakes slightly as Varis shifts his weight to sit up and
gaze down at her. He stoops to give her a good morning kiss, and then stares at her. The
Warrior dislikes the frown that lingers on her husband’s features after he kisses her. Varis
peers into her face.

“I mean this nicely, but…you look wretched, my dear.” He cups her cheek in his hand and
traces his thumb over her skin. “Are you certain that you are not laying awake through the
night and not telling me?”

“Wh–of course not, Varis. I’m sleeping just fine.” This is the truth. The Warrior has been
sleeping quite solidly, with no stray nightmares or other issues. If anything she is sleeping too
well, as it clearly has been giving her stomach time to plot its next rebellion.

Varis is plainly unconvinced. “And yet nearly every morning you wake with your stomach in
turmoil, and go through your days in half a haze. I am worried for your health.”

“I…I am too,” she admits. “I don’t like making you worry, Varis. You already have so much
more to worry about than me.”

“You are my highest priority,” he says. “Never forget that. The Empire can fall and burn
around me and I will not panic as long as you are safe at my side.”

“That’s a dreadful sentiment, but thank you.” She covers his hand with her own. “I will pay
Medicus Shaw a visit this morning. For both of our sakes.”

“Thank you. I will send word ahead so that he knows to expect you.”

 



Once her bland breakfast has settled and she feels well enough to walk around, the Warrior
gets dressed and makes her way down to the infirmary hall. Her guard follows close behind,
quiet after initially fussing in concern for her wellbeing. She knows they mean well, but is
growing weary of being worried over. 

The medicus calls for her entry after she knocks on his office door. His office is a large space,
with a paper strewn desk curtained off from the rest of the area. There is a long examination
table, and a wall in the back covered in a variety of magitek devices and screens. Closer to
the front is a small wooden table and several wooden chairs with overstuffed cushions. The
medicus himself is seated here. The Hyur sips from a mug of coffee that seems comically
small compared to what she is used to seeing her husband drink. He stands as the Warrior
enters the office, leaving her guard to stand patiently out in the corridor.

“I’m sorry to drag you into the office so early,” she says. The medicus waves away her
words.

“No need to apologize. It isn’t quite so early, and I was happy to clear my schedule for the
Empress.” He gives her an admittedly cheeky smile before draining the last of his coffee.

“You didn’t have anything on your schedule, did you.”

“No, your ladyship.” Medicus Shaw chuckles. “Most of my day to day duties involve
scheduling physicals for the guard and health checkups for other members of the staff and
their families. Those all tend to be scheduled in the afternoons, when possible.”

“Wouldn’t want to interfere with your late night drinking schedule,” she says.

“Indeed. My husband is also the city’s primary martial surgeon, and so often very late and
very early are the only times we have to spend together.”

“I see. Sorry to drag you in so early, then.”

He chuckles again and shakes his head. “As I said, there is no need to apologize. Besides, ‘tis
nearly time for lunch.”

“I suppose so.” She thinks of the mention of the medicus’ husband. “Your husband, he was
one of the engineers that worked on Zenos’ magitek arm, wasn’t he?”

Medicus Shaw beams at her. “That is correct, my Lady. He performed the reconstructive
surgery on Prince Zenos’ chest and shoulder, as well as making sure the mount for the arm
was properly anchored.”

“So he’s the city’s chief surgeon and a magitek engineer?” It sounds like a great deal of work
and responsibility to the Warrior. Medicus Shaw smirks.

“Indeed. We may be of the same rank, but my dear Lithos is of a much higher pay grade.” He
clears his throat. “However, you are not here to listen to me talk about my husband, now are
you?”

“Ah, yes. That’s right.” 



The medicus retrieves a pen and a pad of paper and then sits across from the Warrior.

“I can ascertain from our conversation that you are properly lucid, so I will assume that isn’t
why you are visiting. His Radiance said something about you having digestive issues when
he ordered your appointment.” He writes something at the top of the pad. “Now then, Lady
Lux, what sort of symptoms have you been experiencing?”

She tells him of her persisting fatigue, her unruly stomach, and the other issues she has been
prone to over the last month. Medicus Shaw nods as he writes things down on the pad.

“When was your last menses?”

The Warrior frowns. “It should have been over the last few days, but honestly it was very
light. Just a small amount of blood and mild cramps.”

“But it was accompanied by the fatigue?”

“Yes, though I have been feeling fatigued since before this week.”

“I see. Tell me, have you been more or less physically active in the last month? Say, since
your return from your honeymoon.”

“About the same. I go to the training center most mornings. I…have been tiring out
somewhat faster than I did previously.”

“Any changes to your diet?”

She shakes her head. “No. I’ve eaten less on the mornings when my stomach is being
disagreeable, but there hasn’t been any changes to the menu. You would have to check with
the kitchens to see if they’ve changed anything on their end.”

The medicus nods. “And… What of your bedroom activities with your husband? Are those
occurring the same as before?”

“I–” The Warrior blushes and glares at the Hyur. “I don’t really see what that has to do with
anything.”

“I apologize for the indelicate question, Your Benevolence. There are some health issues that
are known to cause a decrease in libido as a symptom.”

“No. We’re fine.”

“Very good.” The medicus peers at the paper for a long moment. “If you have no objections, I
would like to run some blood work.”

“I’m not afraid of blood.”

He chuckles and sets down the pad. “Of course not, my Lady. Some people are simply
squeamish around needles and the like.”



“I’ll manage, Medicus Shaw.”

After a bit of preparation, the medicus extracts what to the Warrior seems like a rather large
vial of her blood. He bandages the extraction point, and then goes over to a large magitek
device on the far wall. After feeding the blood into the device, it sets to work with a soft
rumbling of gears.

“This will only take a quarter bell or so to complete. It will be easier on you if you stay here
and wait.”

“I didn’t have any other plans.”

Medicus Shaw opens a tin and removes what the Warrior quickly recognizes as two sugar
cookies. He fills a mug with water and holds the items out to her.

“Here. This will keep you from getting woozy.”

“Thank you.” She looks at the magitek device. “What is it doing?”

“It does a simple series of extractions from the sample, surveying iron levels, blood sugar
levels, and various proteins and hormones. As I do not have any previous blood work of
yours on file, I will instead compare the results to what I have on record as the standard for
your age and race and gender. Any deviations from the normal levels will help me better
determine the cause of your fatigue and other ailments.”

“Oh. That’s useful.”

He smiles. “Isn’t it? Magitek has been quite a boon for my work. It doesn’t do everything, of
course, but it is a great help with unlocking some of the mysteries of what ails us.”

The Warrior munches on a cookie and tries to think of something to take her mind off the
medical processing. “So, what else does your husband do with magitek?”

“Hm? Mostly smaller prosthetics. A lot of prosthetic feet and fingers. We may be an
advancing civilization, but Garlemald’s cold still claims an unfortunately large number of
extremities. However, Prince Zenos’ arm was a work of art in comparison to most of the
things Lithos works on.”

She nods in understanding, and watches as the medicus returns to the strange magitek
machine. Medicus Shaw scratches at his chin while studying a small screen on the device.
The Warrior says nothing while eating the second cookie and drinking her water, settling for
watching the medicus as he taps the screen and makes notes on his writing pad. 

The Warrior’s thoughts drift back to the subject of Zenos and his arm. She nearly shudders as
she recalls the wretched state the prince was in after their fight with Shinryu. She remembers
how hard the medicus and his staff worked to save Zenos, despite the general obstinance of
the young prince.

The Warrior turns the half empty glass in her fingers. “Medicus Shaw?”



“Hm? Did you need another cookie?” He looks over his shoulder at her. “You may take as
many as you would like from the tin.”

“No, two was plenty, thank you. I just… I wanted to thank you.”

The Hyur chuckles. “There is no need to thank me, your ladyship. I am doing my duty.”

“No, I meant… Last year, after Zenos and I fought Shinryu. I never really thanked you for the
kindness and patience you showed Zenos.”

“I…” For a moment he looks uncomfortable. “As I said: I was merely doing my duty. Had I
failed to keep the prince alive, I would have been failing in my duty as chief medicus.”

“You didn’t really have to, though. He was in such bad shape, no one would have faulted you
had you let him die. I am certain that there are many people who would have been gladdened
by his passing.”

The medicus frowns. “You would have not. And I believe that the Emperor would neither
have been happier with Zenos’ passing, no matter how troublesome the boy is.”

“Still, I thank you. I know he can be rather obnoxiously stubborn. A bit of a brat, even. But
you cared for him and treated him regardless. Now Zenos is–well, not entirely better, but
much improved. And he wouldn’t have had the opportunity to do so had you not saved him.
So, thank you, Medicus Shaw.”

The man’s cheeks color for a moment. He swallows and smiles warmly at her.

“You truly are a gracious woman, Your Benevolence. Zenos is a fortunate young man to have
you to look up to.”

“He calls me ‘Mother’ sometimes,” she shyly admits. The medicus chuckles.

“Well, if Zenos yae Galvus thinks that you are of good enough merit to be a mother, then I
am no one to disagree. Not that I would, mind you. I think you will be a very good mother
when the time comes.” The machine beeps twice behind the medicus. “Ah, if you will excuse
me, I need to compile your results.”

“Of course.”

 

The medicus is still reviewing the results of the Warrior’s blood work when there is a brief
knock on his office door. The new arrival does not wait for permission to enter, and the
Warrior is scarcely surprised when the Emperor pokes his head into the room.

“You really should wait for permission to enter, Your Radiance,” chides the medicus without
looking up from the magitek screen. “What if her examination required Lady Lux to be in a
state of undress?”



“‘Tis naught I have not seen before,” grunts the Emperor. “Also, I would expect you to have a
curtain drawn were that the case.”

“True enough.”

Varis stops next to where the Warrior is still seated. He bends and presses a kiss to her brow.

“You smell like sugar cookies,” he notes. She smiles at him as he sits next to her.

“Yes, the medicus gave me some to eat after taking a sample of blood.”

“He’s never given me any cookies.” His lips pinch into an amiable pout.

“If you would ever come in for your physical, Your Radiance, I would be happy to give you
the whole tin of cookies,” says Medicus Shaw as he makes his way over to the royal couple.
Varis grunts again.

“I do not need a physical.”

“Then neither do you need a cookie.” He smiles thinly at the taller man before shifting his
attention back to his patient. “Alright, Lady Lux. I have finished compiling the results of your
blood work. Do I have permission to give you the results with your husband present?”

“Of course. I would tell him as soon as I left anyways.”

“Very well.” The medicus returns to his seat. “Lady Lux, overall I would say that you are in
very good health. However, there are a few small things that should be addressed. Your iron
absorption levels are a bit low, but nothing critical. That can be amended with a dietary
adjustment. Your blood sugar looks good, thyroid levels look good…”

She finds herself both relieved and yet still concerned. “Then, why am I so worn out?”

“Oh.” He looks up at her from the paper. “Because you are pregnant, my Lady.”

“What?” The Warrior reflexively laughs in surprise. This is truthfully not the answer she was
expecting, though even as she speaks she wonders why. “Are you sure?”

“Well, if you doubt the results of the blood work, I can fetch some wheat and barley seeds for
you to urinate on like they do in Eorzea.”

“N-no, I’m sure that won’t be necessary.” She looks at Varis, but her husband has his eyes
closed. “Varis?”

“Are you certain?” Varis opens his eyes, and she notices that they are glossy with a sheen of
tears.

“I am, Your Radiance. One of the things the blood work checks for is the presence of a
particular hormone. It is typically only present in women who are pregnant. Something of a
big green flag on the results. And it is definitely present in Lady Lux’s blood.”



“I… I see.” He closes his eyes again, but not before a tear escapes and streaks down the side
of his nose.

“Varis, what’s wrong?” The Warrior touches the back of his hand. “Are you upset?”

“No, no, far from it. I am very happy.”

“You’re crying.”

“Happy tears, my love.” Varis rubs at his eyes with his free hand and looks at her with a still
teary smile. “I am overcome with a happiness that I cannot find words for.”

“Well, good. If you were upset I was going to hit you.”

He gives a startled laugh and pulls her onto his lap. He buries his face in her hair as he hugs
her. Medicus Shaw clears his throat.

“My estimate would be that the child will be born in the summertime,” he says. “Just like
their father.”

“Ah, that’s lovely.” The Warrior smiles and rubs her husband’s flank. He makes an agreeing
noise.

“Yes, I look forward to it.” He rubs his eyes. “Tell me, Micah, is there aught else that can be
done for her in the meantime?”

“Well, for Lady Lux I will send a script to the apothecary. He can mix up something of a
maternity tonic for her, to help with the fatigue. If all goes well, you should be feeling better
by the new year, my Lady.”

“Thank you.”

“Why that long?” Varis frowns at the medicus. “Can you not fix her ailments faster?”

“There is nothing to truly ‘fix’, Your Radiance,” the Hyur says with a patient smile. “Your
wife is pregnant, and that will put a great deal of strain on her body. For many of the women
I’ve helped, the first three months are usually the worst in terms of fatigue and nausea. The
tonic that the apothecary will prepare for her will aid in lessening those symptoms.”

“I see.” He looks at the Warrior, the worry plain on his face. “And, what can I do for her?”

“Mm. Aid her as you would under any other circumstances. Try not to take any mood swings
too personally. Give her the same love and support as you normally do. Perhaps a bit extra for
the child.”

The Warrior looks up at her husband. She sees that he is struggling against the frown that
pinches his lips.

He whispers: “I do not want anything to happen to you.” She sees a flicker of fear in his eyes.
He is thinking of the fate that befell Zenos’ mother, she thinks.



“Varis I… I cannot guarantee you that I will be fine, but I can promise you that I will take
good care of myself.”

The big man gives a feeble nod, and then manages to find a smile. “I believe you. And I will
be at your side whenever you need me.”

“Just don’t smother her, Your Radiance. Your wife is legally entitled to smack you if you
should choose to do so.”

Varis gives another startled laugh, and the Warrior is relieved as his expression relaxes. “Yes,
yes. I suppose that I cannot help but worry.”

“Well, seeing as this is the Empress’ first pregnancy, I will schedule regular checkups with
her to monitor her progress.”

“Good. That does provide a bit of comfort.”

“Now, regarding the matter of privacy…” The medicus clears his throat, and Varis tears his
gaze away from the Warrior to look at him.

“For the time being we will keep the matter to ourselves. We will dictate who finds out and
when.”

“Of course, Your Radiance. I will keep the knowledge to myself until you decide it is time to
go public with it.” He smiles. “Though, my husband will be quite cross when he finds out the
secret I’m keeping from him!”

 

The Warrior and Varis are silent as they make their way back to their quarters. They walk
hand in hand, Varis with his head tipped back slightly as though he does not wish for the
guards to see that he has been crying. Julia, Annia, and Caspian follow behind like well
armored ducklings. Their questions hang heavily in the air, but the guards themselves remain
dutifully silent.

They will be told in time, the Warrior thinks, but not today. For now, her condition remains a
secret known only to herself and Varis and Medicus Shaw. The others will be informed once
they have had time to process the news.

When they reach their quarters, Annia is the one who speaks up.

“Is everything alright, Your Radiance? I mean, is Lady Lux alright?”

“Yes. She is fine,” Varis replies in a deceptively somber tone. “Thank you for your concern.”

The guards nod and settle into their usual positions.

“Call us if you need us, sir.”



Once they are alone in their quarters, Varis scoops the Warrior up off her feet and totes her
down the hall to their bedroom.

“We are going to have a child,” he murmurs, then adds: “Another child.”

“We are.”

“How do you feel?”

“Still tired.”

“I mean–” He delicately sets her down on the bedcovers. “About the news.”

“I know.” The Warrior closes her eyes. Deep down she feels a bubbling of energy, something
like nervous excitement. She thinks of the tiny life that is hiding inside her, and of all the
challenges and changes it will bring to both of their lives, and feels a burst of anticipation.
“I’m happy.”

“So am I.” Varis smiles, and he looks almost as ecstatic as he did on their wedding day. The
Warrior laughs.

“I would hope so. We put a lot of work into it.”

“‘Twas a labor of love,” he says. The Warrior snorts a laugh, and then they both burst into
laughter. Varis settles himself next to her on the covers.

“Mm, what do you think, Varis? A boy or a girl?”

He carefully pushes up the hem of her top, gazing at the plane of her belly even though there
is not yet anything new to behold. Varis bends to press a kiss to her stomach, but stops as
strands of his soft hair tickle at her skin and cause her to break into further laughter. He looks
up at her with a fond smile.

“Boy or girl, I do not care. As long as they are healthy.” He sits up with a sigh. “That, and
hopefully that they do not hate me by the time they hit puberty.”

“Come now, Varis. You know the second part is our responsibility, not theirs.”

“Mm.” His gaze settles again on her abdomen, but the Warrior knows that is not what he is
currently musing on.

She asks: “How do you think Zenos will react to the news?”

“I cannot say,” Varis murmurs. “Knowing him, he will not react at all.”

“Don’t be like that, Varis. Zenos has feelings, you know.”

“Perhaps I do, but I still find it difficult to associate him with such things in my mind. He still
retains his coldness toward me.”



“Give him time.”

Varis stares down at her. His expression softens into a forlorn smile. “I will give him all the
time he needs. And if not in this life, then perhaps the next.”

“Focus on the here and now.” She touches his cheek.

“The here and now…” His smile grows warmer, and he extends a big hand to touch her belly.
“We have been successful, my love. I can scarcely believe it.” He blushes at her laugh.

“I would be more worried if we hadn’t been successful.”

“Yes, you have voiced such concerns.” Varis kisses her forehead. “I am relieved both that
they remained unfounded, but also that we know the cause of your recent affliction.”

“I’ll just have to take it easier for a while, that’s all.”

“Zenos will be disappointed. He still aspires to fight you again.”

“There will be time for that.”

“Indeed.” Varis settles down next to her. “I retain hope that he will be a good big brother. Or
at least a passable one. Neither he or I have experience with that sort of thing, but…
Hopefully he will be able to find a passion to share with them. Whether it be combat or
reading or something else, I care not. I simply do not want him to turn his back on them.”

She snuggles against his side. “I believe that if you set a good example for him, then he will
follow your lead. That’s what he’s always done, and what he wishes to do.”

“Do you truly believe that it is that simple?”

“No, but it’s a start. I know that a child’s development is shaped by countless influences, and
Zenos was no different. The entire blame for his upbringing is not on your shoulders, Varis.
But, you are his father, and so I would say that you are one of the most important.”

Varis sighs and rubs his cheek against her chair. “Do you think I have earned this second
chance?”

The Warrior recalls his laments from early in their relationship. He had wished for a second
chance to be a better father.

“You did not give up on Zenos, even when it seemed the easiest course of action. And I can
tell that you are trying with him, so I would say… I would say that yes, you have earned a
second chance with Zenos. But do not view our next child as a second chance overall. They
will be a fresh start, and you will start fresh with them. Getting a second try does not mean
the first is invalidated.”

“Some would say your optimism borders on naivety, my love.”



She smiles. “Maybe. But, I have seen great things come out of seemingly hopeless situations.
So I will choose to remain optimistic while I can.”

 

They lay together, quietly musing over the future while trying not to place too much blame
on the past, until the servants arrive with lunch. Varis gets up to let them in, promising to
come fetch her when everything has been set up in the sitting room. 

The Warrior lays on the covers and waits for her husband’s return. Her mind drifts to what
she has learned. To be pregnant seems almost a fantastical thing, something that two or three
years prior she could not imagine having the time for. Even when she first became involved
with Varis she had told him that she did not believe she had the time to become a mother. But
she had become one all the same, even before marrying Varis. She had become nothing less
to Zenos, for even though she had not birthed him into this world, she had borne him back
from the shadows of death. The man had clung to her metaphorical skirts like an oversized
child ever since. 

She doesn’t mind. It is nice to feel needed, and not in the usual ‘please we need you to deal
with this very large problem’ way that had become customary for her during her years of
adventuring. Zenos needed her in a way that was not so cataclysmic, but just as important.
She would have never expected to find joy in watching Zenos recover physically and take the
first steps into budding emotionally, and yet she had.

Raising a child from scratch is a different sort of challenge, yes, but she believes that helping
Zenos has in turn helped her prepare for proper motherhood. It is an intimidating task, but the
Warrior believes she is up to it. After all, she will not be alone.

Varis reappears in the doorway. He is all peaceful smiles as she pushes herself into a seated
position.

“Are you hungry?”

The Warrior smiles and slides off the bed. “I could definitely be convinced to eat, yes.” Varis
chuckles.

“Just because you are eating for two now, do not think I am going to let you eat all the
mashed popotoes.”

She laughs. “I wouldn’t dream of depriving you, my dear. After all, you’re going to need
your strength.”

Varis takes her hand and leads her into the hallway.

“Indeed, we will both need all the strength we can muster for the adventures to come.”



Chapter 88

The weeks pass, and Garlemald slips quietly into its wintertime blanket of snow. The Warrior
spends many of her afternoons in her parlor, replying to letters and reading her latest
selection from the library. Day by day, the courtyard visible beyond the tall windows is
steadily consumed by the previous day’s snowfall. There is something reassuring in the
reliability of the snow. Just as reassuring is her husband. He is there when she wakes, and is
the last thing she sees before closing her eyes at night. He is swift to her side when she calls
for him, but has also been quite good at giving her space. Varis frets from the distance of his
throne, but nods with simple acceptance when she tells him that she feels well.

Medicus Shaw was fortunately correct in his prediction that the Warrior would feel in better
sorts by the time the year drew to a close. Her stomach has calmed down, and with the
additional aid of her ‘maternity tonic’ and a few dietary adjustments she has seen a recovery
in her energy. She and Varis have so far refrained from sharing the news with anyone else.
However, the Warrior suspects that their guards might harbor their own suspicions due to her
making nearly weekly visits to the medicus’ office.

“We should tell them soon, don’t you think?” The Warrior asks Varis this when he returns
from his last meeting of the year. The Emperor hems and haws.

“I do not know.”

“They need to know.”

“Yes, yes. I am aware.”

This conversation has happened several times over the last few months. The Warrior has
come to believe that Varis secretly enjoys having this information mostly to himself. Once
the news has been released to the public, the child will no longer be just theirs. They will be
something shared with all of Garlemald. A prince or princess of the people, and not just a
beloved son or daughter. The Warrior herself is in no rush to spread the good news, as she is
admittedly a touch nervous about telling the Scions.

“Perhaps today,” Varis says as he looks through a drawer. The Warrior looks up in surprise.

“Really?”

“‘Tis the last day of the year,” he rumbles. “Seems as good a time as any.”

“If you wish. We can tell them before leaving for the party.”

“Indeed.” He closes the drawer and turns to face where she is perched on the edge of the
bedcovers. “Are you certain that you are feeling up to this?”

“I feel fine, Varis.” She smiles up at her husband. “Are you sure you’re not just trying to get
out of going to the party?”



“Of course not,” he huffs. The immediate flush on his cheeks says otherwise.

“You could have just turned your uncle down. You’re the Emperor, after all. Your time is
valuable. Or something like that.”

“I know, I know… Titus promised that it was just a small dinner party. Just family and a few
close friends. Nothing wild.”

“Is your uncle known for throwing wild parties?”

“Perhaps in his youth.” Varis grunts. “No, he is trying to be agreeable. I can do the same.”

“That’s very generous of you, dear.”

“I can be the bigger man in more ways than one.” He leans and kisses her forehead. “You are
going to wear your marital gown, yes?”

“That’s right. But not the jewels. Those are more a public thing. I don’t want your family
thinking I’m showing off over a simple dinner.”

“You have every right to show off,” he says. “But, I respect your decision.”

“I think I might wear the necklace Zenos sent me from Bozja.”

“The amethyst one? It does compliment your crown quite nicely.”

She smiles. “Yes, he said as much.”

The Warrior stands and begins to get ready for the dinner party. Varis sits on the bed, fussing
with bits of lint on the dress jacket he has selected to wear, but she is still well aware of him
watching her movements. She sheds her dressing gown and makes a show of stretching her
arms over her head and playfully shaking her bottom at her husband. Varis makes a noise of
appreciation at the show, but she hears him inhale sharply as she turns to pick up her slip.

“Wait,” he says. She pauses and looks at him. Varis holds out his hands to her and beckons.
“Come here, love.”

“What’s wrong?” The Warrior smiles and moves in front of him. She laughs when he reaches
and pulls her closer. “Varis, if you start that now we are going to miss the party.”

“I am not–” He huffs a laugh and rests a big hand on her belly. His fingers spread to fan over
the small rise present along her lower abdomen. “You are beginning to show, my love.” His
voice catches. “Oh dear, I am going to cry again.”

The Warrior smiles and covers his hand with her own. “There’s no shame in crying, dear.
Any man would when presented with such happiness.”

“I know, I just–” He presses a kiss between their fingers. “If I go to my uncle’s home looking
as though I have been weeping, there will be assumptions made. About us, and the state of
our relationship.”



“They’ll think we’re having problems because you were crying?”

For a moment he looks away in embarrassment, but then meets her gaze. “You are the
Empress now, but some people still fear you as the Warrior of Light. My uncle would be
among that number.”

She stares at him. “Your family is full of idiots and they need mental health assistance.”

Varis leans away, as though she has struck him in the face. Then he starts laughing.

“What? What did I say?”

He shakes his head, still laughing. “I love you.” Varis pulls her in for a kiss, which she
happily accepts. She still wonders why he laughed at her vitriol.

“That was an honest opinion, and not just the hormones talking.”

“I know, I know.” He lightly pats her stomach. “Such frankness reminds me of Zenos.”

“Mm, well, like mother like son, right? He’s very bright, perhaps you should listen to him
more often.”

Varis grunts softly. “I will defend him if Uncle Titus feels the needs to insult him tonight.
Zenos has done very well this year.”

“I’m glad you see it as such.” She pats his cheek. “Alright, let’s get ready.”

He nods and rests his hand on his knee. “I will have to speak with Cataegis about getting
some maternity gowns made for you to wear.”

“It seems a great deal of effort to acquire extra clothing that I will only wear for one
pregnancy,” she says. Varis smirks playfully at her.

“Who said anything about only needing to wear them once?”

 

The couple finish dressing for the party, the task only briefly delayed again when the
Emperor is compelled to again press his hand to his wife’s belly. Once she is garbed in pale
green charmeuse and covered in a snowy white wool wrap, she and Varis step out into the
hallway where their guards are waiting. She smiles as the trio salutes in unison.

“I would like to thank you three for all your hard work and dedication this year,” says Varis.
“Your presence has been a source of comfort and support for both myself and Lady Lux. We
hope that you will continue your diligence into the new year.”

“We are happy to serve, Your Radiance,” says Annia. The others nod in agreement. Varis
looks down at the Warrior. He seems to be asking her permission to start sharing the good
news, and so she smiles and gives him a small go-ahead wave. He clears his throat.



“Before you are dismissed for the day, we have some news that we wish to share with the
three of you,” says Varis. The guards all shift on their feet and cast looks between each other.

“It isn’t bad news, is it?” asks the centurion softly. “I don’t think I could handle bad news on
the last day of the year.”

“Fret not, Caspian. It is good news.” Varis smiles at the guard’s sound of relief and looks at
the Warrior. “Do you wish to tell them?”

“Yes, I’d be glad to.” The Warrior looks between the guards. “Varis and I are expecting a
child.”

“I knew it!” Julia hisses excitedly. Annia laughs and swats her sister’s arm.

“Congratulations, my Lady,” Caspian says. “That is definitely good news, but why tell us
now?”

“Well, I’m starting to show,” says the Warrior with a chuckle. She pulls back one of the long
drapes of white wool to show where the green silk is pulling slightly across her abdomen.
“According to Medicus Shaw I’m nearly four months along, so we will have to go public
with it soon, lest rumors overtake the truth. But, we wanted to tell the three of you first.”

“What about Prince Zenos? Does he know yet?”

“Not yet, Cas. We wanted to tell him in person, but he hasn’t visited since his nameday.” She
smiles. “I will have to invite him home for a visit.”

“Prince Zenos will certainly be excited by the news.”

The Warrior chuckles. “Oh, I don’t know about that. It will be years before the child is big
enough for Zenos to challenge to a sparring match.”

 

Dinner at the Palatium Novum is blessedly without any sort of major incident or drama. The
meal is very good–Titus is apparently just as keen on an overconsumption of forms of
popotoes as his nephew–though the Warrior is left wondering if the quality was because he
had the Emperor and Empress as guests, or if it was the normal excellence expected by the
aging prince. She opts to be polite and not ask. 

Nerva’s absence from the table leaves Varis at ease, and the Warrior is pleased by how
naturally charming her husband is with the rest of the diners. He is more relaxed than he was
during their wedding reception, perhaps due to the much smaller audience, and has the other
dinner guests laughing at his witty rejoinders and family in-jokes. Nary an unkind word is
said regarding Prince Zenos, even when one of the guests comments on the Warrior’s
necklace and she informs the table that it was a gift from him.

When the meal is done and an excessive amount of dessert has been consumed, the royal
couple says their goodbyes and rides back to the palace in relaxed quiet. They make their way



to their quarters and settle down on the study sofa. The radio is not on, as neither wish to hear
the voice of Emperor Solus when they are in a good mood.

“Fancy seeing you here again,” the Warrior says as she snuggles against Varis’ side with a
glass of lemonade. Varis chuckles into his wine glass.

“Here we are again, a party of two.”

“A party of three now, don’t you think?”

He makes a soft noise and presses his hand to the slight curve of her belly. “Indeed.”

Varis then lifts his hand and holds it up to the blue gleam of the desk lamp. To the Warrior it
seems as though he is admiring the black band on his finger, and so she lifts her hand to cover
his own.

“It is strange to consider the changes that have been wrought between this time a year ago
and now,” Varis muses. He sips his wine. “One can only wonder at the changes we will find
in another year, or many past that.”

“There’s no need to rush,” she soothes. “One day at a time, one discovery at a time.”

“Indeed. And we have already had so many marvelous discoveries.” Varis smiles. “It is a
marvelous thing, to look forward to the future.”

“Isn’t it?” The Warrior shifts her weight on the cushions. “So, what was your favorite thing
that happened this year? Mine was getting married, of course.”

“You took my answer.” After a thoughtful pause, he says: “Sex on the beach ranks a strong
second.” He winks at the Warrior’s laughter. “Truthfully, though? It has brought me great
pleasure to see the first inklings of my son becoming a better man. Better than I was able to
make of him on my own. I have you to thank for that, my love.”

“Zenos would roll his eyes at that amount of sentiment.”

“Perhaps so.” He presses a kiss into her hair. “And I am thankful for every eye roll of his that
I get to witness. He could have been lost to us a year ago. How much darker the world would
be without him in it.”

“You think so?”

“I do. When I see Zenos, I see potential. I see hope for change, and for the future.”

She smiles. “I see the same in you, Varis.” The big man hums, content.

“How brilliant is your light that men such as Zenos and myself might be able to reflect it for
the rest of the star to see.”

 



The Warrior and her husband do not last until midnight before going to bed.  They are more
than happy to finish their drinks, snuggle under the bedcovers, and sleep away the last few
hours of the year. When the Warrior wakes in the morning, she finds that the new year has
brought with it a fresh blowing of snow. She is not surprised–she is in Garlemald, after all.

“Snow on the first day of the year is a good omen, right?” She peers over her shoulder and
smiles at Varis. He pauses in brushing his hair.

“This is Garlemald. Of course it is.”

The Warrior smiles and settles next to him on the covers. She idly watches the muscles of his
arms flex as he works on his hair. Her vision traces the familiar lines of his myriad old scars,
and her thoughts are drawn to the year that has passed.

“It’s been a year, hasn’t it?”

“Hm?”

“Zenos. He had his surgery on new year’s day last year, didn’t he?”

“Ah, yes. His arm was amputated on new year’s.” Varis sighs. “My poor boy.”

“He’s doing very well, Varis. You know he would think your lamenting was wasted on him.”

“He would.” Varis gives an amused grunt. “Our little brat.” His tone is playful, and the
Warrior cannot help but smile when she considers how far Varis has come from the fearful
loathing that he exhibited upon their earliest days together. The men are still uncomfortable
with each other, yes, but in her mind any progress is better than none at all.

“Don’t worry. I won’t tell anyone that you love your son.”

“Good.” Varis kisses her brow. “Zenos would be furious if he found out.”

 

Medicus Shaw arrives at the royal suite late in the morning with a pair of scissors in hand.

“I will be happy to do the trim for you, unless you would like to cut each other’s hair,” the
medicus says, gesturing with the scissors.

“You have far more practice with it, Micah. I believe we will leave the task to you.”

“Of course, Your Radiance.”

When they are alone again, the Warrior cannot help but notice a somewhat excited gleam in
her husband’s eyes. She doesn’t dwell too much on the look, as he has been prone to such
excitement periodically since they discovered she was pregnant. He is cheerful through
lunch, even going so far as to share his daily supply of mashed popotoes with her.



By the end of the meal the Warrior realizes that her husband is excited because he is actively
waiting for something. She is unsure as to what, but finds his anticipation to be rather
charming and borderline adorable, so she leaves him to it. After their meal she settles down
on the sofa in the study and begins to page through her latest selection from the royal library.
Varis sits at his desk, ostensibly flipping through reports, but from the corner of her eye the
Warrior still catches him looking in the direction of the wall chronometer.

Nearly an hour later, there is a knock on the door to their suite. Varis nearly leaps out of his
chair and rushes to answer the door. Puzzled, the Warrior tips her head to try and listen in, but
all she can make out is a bit of polite murmuring from Julia. She does not have to wait long
for Varis’ return.

“I have a surprise for you,” he announces, beaming with almost childish glee.

“Do you really? That would explain your good spirits.”

Varis holds his hands out. “Come with me. The surprise is not here.”

She chuckles in amusement and marks her page. Varis helps her up from the sofa–even
though honestly she can still get up just fine, thank you–and waits as she steps into her
slippers. The Warrior tugs her sweater down over her hips before leaving, still wary of
alerting the rest of the palace staff to her condition. That will come soon enough, but not
today.

The Warrior ponders the nature of this surprise as she walks alongside her husband through
the palace. Though Varis is not a particularly grim person, especially as of late, it is still
unusual for him to be so upbeat about something. She thinks of their shared promise to not
keep bad secrets from each other, and assumes that whatever this surprise is, it must be
something positive. Asking the man himself accomplishes little more than a cheeky ‘you will
see’ and a few notes of humming. She realizes after a few minutes of walking that they are
approaching the hallway full of meeting rooms with their black tables and chairs.

Caspian is standing outside one of the meeting room doors. They salute at the royal couple’s
approach.

“Everything is set up as requested, Your Radiance. The signal is established, and he is ready
and waiting.”

“Very good. Thank you, Caspian.”

‘The signal’? Is it some sort of linkpearl call? The Warrior can only wonder as she follows
Varis into the meeting room.

The room is brightly lit, which catches her off guard. In her previous visits to these meeting
rooms, the preferred lighting was always much more somber. Not so today. The screen that
hangs over the table is illuminated with an image, and the Warrior gasps with delight.

“Zenos!” She hurries over to the table. On the screen, the prince’s eyes squint as he smiles.
The Warrior gasps again and looks over at her husband. Varis chuckles.



“Yes, it is a live video feed from Bozja. Well, mostly live. There is a small transmission
delay.”

“Hello Mother, Father. Happy new year.”

“Can he see us?” she wonders. Varis nods and points to a small magitek device at the bottom
of the screen. She cannot profess to truly understanding how the magitek works, but smiles
and gives him a wave all the same. “Hello, Zenos! You look well!”

There is a small delay, a beat or two longer than she would expect during a long distance link
pearl conversation. Zenos gives a small nod.

“You look to be in good health, Mother.”

“So do you, Zenos. How is your arm doing?”

“Ah.” The prince shifts his weight and lifts his right hand into view. “It is functioning well.
Aulus has been doing some tweaks to the mechanics, as I am still having issues with aetheric
feedback. However, it functions properly in combat with a standard weapon, and I am getting
in more practice with my left arm.” He wiggles the magitek fingers before lowering the hand
out of sight.

“I am glad you have your mad scientist with you to keep an eye on things,” says Varis.

“Better here with me than wandering about unsupervised among the general population,”
Zenos quips dryly in return. Varis chuckles.

“Did you do anything special last night? Your father and I went to a dinner party at your
Great-uncle Titus’ place. It was a bit boring, but the food was good.”

“I did nothing in particular. My men over-indulged Rufus with greens, but that was the
highlight of the evening.”

“Oh, that’s a pity. Someday we’ll have to have a party here at the palace.”

“If you wish.” Zenos tips his head slightly. “Did you and Father have your hair cut?”

“Of course!” She holds up the end of her braid. “Just a few ilms.”

“Would you like to see my hair?”

There is something intriguing to Zenos’ tone, and so the Warrior nods in assent. The prince’s
armor rattles softly as he carefully turns around. To her surprise, Zenos’ hair is noticeably
shorter than it was when he last visited Garlemald. More than half a fulm has been cut off,
and his hair falls at a much higher point on his back. Zenos runs his fingers through his hair
before turning around again. As he settles back into place, the Warrior notices that the golden
locks that drape over the front of his armor are also shorter than she recalls.

“I had some split ends,” the prince says with a coy smile. “So I had the camp medicus cut
them off, and then a few more bad years for proper measure.”



“It looks good,” Varis says. “I am reminded of your appearance when you first took up the
mantle of legatus.”

“It will grow back,” Zenos says, and awkwardly looks away from the screen. His father
laughs.

“Yes, hair does tend to do that.”

“It looks lovely, Zenos,” says the Warrior. “You have very thick hair, so I think it looks a lot
lighter now.”

“I–I was not trying to make a statement…” He looks a touch embarrassed and again runs his
fingers through his hair. The Warrior smiles.

“It’s perfectly fine, Zenos. Thank you for showing us.”

“It is only proper to share,” the prince murmurs.

The image on the screen flickers briefly. Zenos is aware of the malfunction, as his gaze darts
off screen and he frowns.

“What was that?” the Warrior wonders.

“I am afraid that the weather is beginning to interfere with the transmission of the
communications signal. It was expected, but I suppose the front is coming through sooner
than predicted.”

“Don’t take it out on your skywatcher,” Varis says. “We knew that our time to speak would
be limited.”

“Indeed. My legion’s skywatcher is one of the best in the Empire, and so I expect her
estimations to be the best I could have hoped for.”

“That’s good to hear. Now, before we lose our, er, signal, can I ask you one more thing?”

“Of course.”

“It’s nearly the beginning of spring,” the Warrior says. “It would make me happy if you
would return and visit. The winter months were so very gloomy without you brooding around
the palace.”

Zenos stares for a long moment before nodding. “I would be glad to.”

“Great! We’ll set up a time. It was good to see you again, Zenos!” She waves once more. The
prince smiles faintly before returning with a gentle wave.

The signal gives out, and Varis leads the Warrior away from the darkened screen.

“That was a lovely surprise, Varis.” She smiles up at her husband and squeezes his hand.
“Was it your idea or his?”



“Mine,” Varis says. “I knew you were missing his presence, seeing as he was here this time
last year. So I contacted him and saw about setting up the video feed. The equipment they
have in Bozja is somewhat limited, but we were able to get it to work for a short period.”

“Well, it was very sweet of you.”

“I thought–” He clears his throat. “I thought you might enjoy the chance to see Zenos, even
though it was not directly in person.”

“It was wonderful.” She giggles. “His hair, though! What possessed him to cut off so much?”
Varis rumbles in thought at her question.

“I would not be so bold as to question his motives. Perhaps he truly was just bothered by his
split ends.”

“Zenos doesn’t strike me as being that vain…” She glances up at a snort from her husband. “I
mean, yes, I know you like to get your split ends trimmed off regularly. I’m not calling you
vain.”

“I am a bit vain,” he concedes.

“You have an image to maintain.”

“I have always been somewhat vain,” Varis admits. The Warrior giggles at his exaggeratedly
contrite expression. “I blame it on my grandsire.” His brows furrow. “Even when I was
younger, not even married yet, he acted as though I was repulsive. I suppose it led me to
taking more care in my appearance than I might have otherwise.”

“Well, we already know your grandsire was a wicked fool,” she says. “And clearly in need of
getting his eyes checked.”

“Unfortunately his opinion carried a heavy weight for me for most of my life.” Varis sighs.
“Until naught but a few months ago, I am afraid.”

“It isn’t your fault,” she says firmly, and squeezes his hand again for emphasis. “You had no
control over him or the world that you were born into. What you do have some amount of
control over is what you do now, and what you can do for the world your children will be
born into.”

“Ah. ‘For’ and not ‘to’. Such a subtle and yet massive difference…” He smiles. “I hope that
they inherit your generous heart, my dear.”

“I hope they inherit your lovely hair,” she says cheekily. Varis laughs.

“Well, I am glad that we both have our priorities straight.”



Chapter 89

From the windows of her parlor the Warrior watches the winter fade into spring. Every day
the sun rises a bit higher than the day before, slowly peeling back the dark blue of winter.
According to the little calendar she acquired for her desk, today is the fourth day of spring in
Garlemald. The sky is in agreement, close in color to its normal eggshell blue as the sun
breaks over the rooftops of the palace for the first time in months. The Warrior sits at her
desk and watches the melting snow slowly drip from the rooftops into ever lengthening
icicles.

It has been a quiet morning, thankfully one of many, and the Warrior has passed the hours
reading and responding to local correspondence. She is currently waiting to be called upon by
her husband. Varis has had two morning meetings scheduled–the first with the Senate, and
the second with Prince Zenos. She and Varis agreed this morning during breakfast that today
will be the day they tell Zenos of her pregnancy. The Warrior is admittedly a touch nervous
about telling him–she does not believe he will react negatively, but cannot help but worry at
the unknown.

Still, she is looking forward to seeing the prince and meeting with him for lunch. As
promised, Zenos arrived on his airship the night before, though due to the very late hour of
his arrival neither the Warrior or Varis was awake to greet him. The news of his arrival was
delivered that morning with breakfast.

“Halone grant me strength in my endeavors,” she murmurs under her breath.

Outside, the slender stalk of an icicle breaks free and falls harmlessly into the snowpack
below.

A good omen, the Warrior thinks. At least, from what she can remember of Ishgardian
superstition surrounding the faith of their icy goddess. Some of the folk stories she has read
noted the icicle as a manifestation of Halone’s will…

There is a knock on the door, drawing the Warrior out of her thoughts. She smiles as the door
opens and reveals Varis standing in the doorway. Another face peers over his shoulder.

“There are my boys!” The Warrior cheerfully rises from her chair. “I hope talking business
didn’t upset your appetites.”

“Hardly,” Zenos growls. Varis nods in agreement.

“Zenos was giving me his update on the current status of the situation in Bozja. A bit dour,
but nothing he cannot handle.”

“Peaceably, I would hope.” She looks at Zenos. The prince shrugs.

“That depends on the Bozjans. The people have been responding well to a gentle hand, but
their rebels are still present and occasionally trying to stir up a reaction from my troops.”



The Warrior knows that it is likely a more delicate situation than the men are letting on.
“Have your men suffered any casualties?”

“None recently. None at the hands of the Bozjans. The local wildlife is a different matter. I
have had to increase the armor presence with patrols, as the local beasts grew bold during the
winter months and picked off one of our scouts.” Zenos puffs up his chest. “‘Tis naught that
Rufus and I cannot handle.”

“Of course. As long as you’re careful.”

“Careful? Wouldn’t dream of it.” The prince winks before bending down for a hug.

She laughs and teases: “My silly boy, so reckless.”

“Fear not. I shall not do anything to cause you worry.” He glances at his father. “Either of
you.”

“Good. That is a comfort to hear.” Varis clears his throat and moves to stand next to the
Warrior. Zenos’ posture immediately changes, his back stiffening as he casts an uneasy look
between Varis and the Warrior.

“What?” Zenos says in a flatter tone than is his normal. “Have I done something wrong?”

“Nothing new that I am aware of,” Varis murmurs. His lips quirk in amusement when the
Warrior swats his arm. “No, Zenos. Lady Lux and I merely have a matter that we wish to
discuss with you. An announcement, if you will.”

The skin around Zenos’ third eye furrows briefly before his expression returns to its carefully
neutral mask. “An announcement? Well… go on then. We needn’t let lunch get cold.”

Varis gently presses his palm against the curve of her back. “Go ahead, dear.” The Warrior
nods and takes a step closer to the prince. She looks up at Zenos, taking in his apprehensive
stoicism, and gives him what she hopes is a reassuring smile. 

“Zenos, your father and I are expecting another child,” she says. “I’m pregnant.”

His response is soft, barely audible: “Truly?”

“Yes, it’s true.”

She watches the subtle shifting of the prince’s expression. His lassitude gives way to a slight
pinch between his brows and an unfocusing of his eyes as he processes the news. When he
blinks back into focus, there is something undeniably forlorn lingering in his eyes.

She asks: “Are you alright, Zenos?”

“I am fine. Congratulations.”

“Are you sure? If I didn’t know better, I would say that you almost look… disappointed.”



“No, no.” Zenos shakes his head. He squeezes his eyes shut, and after a moment huffs out a
sigh. “Actually, yes. I am disappointed.”

“Whyever for?” Varis nearly growls. Zenos ignores him as he opens his eyes. Instead he
looks to the Warrior, and gives her a rueful smile.

“I am disappointed, because your pregnancy means I will have to wait even longer until the
next time we may spar.”

“Oh, you–” The Warrior laughs and pats his cheek. “Don’t scare me like that.”

Zenos gives her a hug, noticeably gentler than the previous. “I am glad for you. I know
Father has been fretting over the matter of finding my replacement as heir.”

“They will not be a replacement, Zenos,” Varis says. “You already stepped down from the
position.”

“All the same.”

“I was hoping that you would be willing to be there for them, as a big brother.” The Warrior
takes the prince’s big hand between her own. Zenos looks down at her, pale eyes wide with
surprise.

“You would ask that of me?”

“Of course. I know that you will be separated by quite a few years of age, but… They will
still look up to you as their big brother.” She smiles. “Quite literally.”

“Ah, I suppose I… I do not have the first idea of how to be a ‘big brother’. I will have to do
research into the matter,” Zenos says. The Warrior chuckles and pats his hand.

“There is no rush,” Varis rumbles. “At the least, it can wait until after lunch.”

 

The family takes their midday meal in the dining hall. Zenos sits across from the Warrior,
looking placid and content as he works through his lunch. The Warrior is glad to see that the
young man has a healthy appetite when the ‘proper’ food is supplemented with foods that the
prince actually likes to eat. After washing down his third wheat roll with a sip of wine, Zenos
peers thoughtfully across the table.

“So, where are you going to put the child?”

“What?” The Warrior looks up from her bowl of stew. Both her husband and the prince have
been quiet while eating, and she had begun to drift off into her own thoughts.

“The child. Where are you going to put it?” Zenos repeats the question with the same earnest
bluntness. The Warrior exchanges a look with her husband. Varis briefly frowns in thought.

“The nursery, you mean?”



“Yes, that is what I said, wasn’t it?” Zenos squints at his father.

“Apparently so.”

“We haven’t really decided on that yet,” says the Warrior. “We’ll probably keep the bassinet
in our room for the first few months, so they can be close by.”

“Shouldn’t you have that prepared?”

“It is alright, Zenos,” Varis says with unexpected gentleness. “We appreciate your concern,
but we still have a few months to prepare things for our new arrival.”

“When are they expected?”

“Sometime during the summer.” The Warrior watches as Zenos considers the answer before
nodding in satisfaction.

“Good. I would have been disappointed had they been born too close to my nameday.”

Varis lets out a bark of laughter. The Warrior smiles and shakes her head.

“No worry, Zenos. Your little brother or sister won’t steal your spotlight.”

The prince nods again before silently continuing to eat.

The Warrior herself also settles into the comfortable quiet. She mulls over the things that she
would like to get done before she is too gravid to be able to do so without becoming hindered
by her belly. Alphinaud is due to visit in a few weeks to paint her portrait, but additionally
there is still some traveling she would like to do.

Varis addresses her quiet after slices of rolanberry tart have been brought to the table.

“A gil for your thoughts, dear? You have been quiet.”

“Oh. I was just thinking, that’s all.”

“Anything you deem worth sharing?”

The Warrior is briefly distracted by watching Zenos scoop nearly the entire contents of the
supplied bowl of whipped cream onto his plate. His slice of tart is completely hidden under
the fluffy white peaks. She smiles and looks at her husband.

“I think I should like to do some traveling, while I am still physically capable of doing so,”
she says. As she expected, Varis frowns briefly at the suggestion.

“Are you certain that is wise? You are in a delicate condition.”

“We can check with Medicus Shaw and see if he still deems me fit to travel.”

Varis shakes his head. “That is not what I mean, and you know it. The pregnant wife of the
Emperor might prove too tempting a target to my opposition in the provinces. What if



someone moves to hurt you or our child?”

“Then, that would be a great showing of their character.”

“Mother would not be traveling alone,” pipes up Zenos. “Her guard will be with her. You
trust them to protect her, do you not?” He gives his father a pointed look before stuffing his
face with cream and rolanberries. Varis frowns.

“Of course I do, that is not under questioning.”

“You could come with me, Varis, if that is your concern,” says the Warrior. Varis gazes at her
and lets out a soft sigh.

“I would only get in the way of your adventures. And your particular knack for diplomacy.
The people would not feel free to speak with you if I am lurking in your shadow.”

She reaches across the corner of the table to take his hand. “I would still like to travel with
you sometime, not for business matters. We still have a standing invitation with the Holy See,
and I think you would enjoy seeing Ishgard.”

Varis grunts softly and squeezes her fingers. “Perhaps.”

“I’d hate to think that you believe you are holding me back,” she says. “We’re a team, Varis.
Aren’t we?”

“Indeed.”

“I could think of no better ally for you than Lady Lux, Father,” Zenos says. “Her strengths
make up for your weaknesses.”

Varis gives his son a vaguely suspicious look.

“He means we complement each other, dear.” The Warrior feels his grip loosen.

“Ah, yes. Of course.” Varis’ expression relaxes. “Thank you.”

The men exchange polite nods. Zenos takes a sip of wine and clears his throat.

“Where would you be interested in traveling to, Mother?”

“Oh, well…” The Warrior trails off. She does not want to admit that she has not put much
greater thought into traveling than the notion that it would be nice to go. “I’d like to visit the
troops in Eorzea, of course. Visit with my friends there if possible. I received an invitation
from Lyse to attend the rededication ceremony for the temple of Rhalgr in Ala Mhigo, and I
think it would be prudent to attend that…” She glances at Varis. He is watching her with a
pensive expression. “Maybe a quick stop in Bozja to see where Zenos has been spending his
days? If it’s safe, of course.”

“I would not permit anything to disrupt your visit, should you choose to attend,” growls the
prince.



“Perhaps a visit to one of the more… ameliorated provinces?” Varis pushes a bit of pie filling
around on his plate with the side of his fork. “If only to show you that not every province is
on the brink of open rebellion.”

“Just most of them,” drawls the prince. Varis huffs a soft sigh, but does not correct him.

“There are a number of states in Ilsabard that are perfectly pleasant and peaceful and honestly
a bit…”

“Boring,” supplies Zenos.

“More the sort of places that one visits to enjoy the culture,” Varis says.

“They are the sort of places that decorated soldiers are sent to when they are close to
retirement. Where they will do no harm and will face no challenges from the populace.”
Zenos’ nose wrinkles slightly at this prospect. Varis sighs again, notably louder this time. The
Warrior looks between the men, neither of whom are looking at each other. She smiles.

“Well, I think it would be nice to see a place that is part of Garlemald but was… left intact
after being conquered. Certainly those exist?”

“I can think of a few places that would be deserving to host a visit from the Empress,” Varis
says slowly. “I will draw up a list and see if any are of interest to you.” He smiles at her nod
of approval.

“I would like to see all of the Empire eventually, but there are limits to my ability to travel.”

“As Zenos is so keen to point out, some territories are arguably more… interesting than
others.”

“If they were worth conquering, then they are likely still worth visiting.”

“Perhaps, thought my grandsire would have likely argued that everything should be
conquered, regardless of its intrinsic entertainment value.” He sighs. “Territory was territory
to him. The people mattered little. Sometimes it felt as though he did not view them as real
people. Just numbers, figures, shadows that bled out for the expansion of the Empire.”

“You aided in that conquest,” Zenos says lowly. “You were another guilty party in the self
serving bloodshed.”

Varis frowns. “I am aware.”

“The Empire is a ravenous beast that fattens itself on unfulfilling sport.” The prince frowns at
his own words and shakes his head. “But that has crawled to a stop, has it not? The old guard
is dying off, and you are none so bloodthirsty without Emperor Solus there to lash the whip.
You are quite fortunate that Lady Lux came along to take you in like an aging hunting dog.”

“Zenos, that’s enough,” the Warrior says in as firm a tone as she can muster. Zenos blinks
languidly before turning his gaze away from his father.



“My apologies, Lady Lux. The knowledge that this was all orchestrated as a self-destructive
farce by an Ascian has made it difficult for me to maintain my patriotic zeal.”

They sit in uncomfortable silence. Eventually the Warrior clears her throat.

“That may be true, Zenos. But what is more important now is that we know the truth, and that
we can move on from the past. Garlemald has not come to ruin. There is still time to hope for
the future, and to work toward making Garlemald a better place.” She looks at Varis for
support.

“Indeed,” he murmurs. “I for one would be happy to escape my grandsire’s shadows, if it is
possible. Garlemald does not have to continue being a machine designed by him to grind up
people.”

Zenos says nothing.

The Warrior wonders at his silence, all while quite aware of the brewing discontent that her
husband is emanating. She reaches again to touch the back of Varis’ hand. Looking at Zenos,
she sees that the prince has lapsed into his usual disinterested state while working through the
remainder of his dessert.

He doesn’t care, she realizes. Not in any sort of malicious way. Zenos just… does not care.
She supposes that it is a good thing that the prince has so quickly bored of goading his father.
She does not want to see what happens when Varis reaches his breaking point with his son. 

Still, she cannot help but feel pity for the man when looking at him across the table.

“Zenos?”

A faint grunt, and the prince’s pale blue eyes look up from his plate.

“Was there anything that you would like to do before returning to Bozja?”

After a beat of contemplation, Zenos says: “You are not in any condition to spar.”

She smiles and laughs to herself. “I should have expected that reply from you.”

“I–” To her surprise, Zenos looks briefly peeved, and his cheeks flush. “I am not a violent
thug.”

“I didn’t say you were. I just know that your primary interest in me is trying to beat me in a
fight.”

The prince’s cheeks darken, and he looks away, down the empty length of the dining table.
She looks to Varis, but he is staring crestfallen down at his plate. She racks her brain for
something to put the prince in better spirits.

“What about a different sort of challenge? Not everything has to be a sword fight.” This earns
a faint grunt from the prince, so she presses on. “What about an archery competition? I’m



quite handy with a bow and arrow. Or a few games of megalith? Your father has been
teaching me how to play, and I think I’m starting to get the hang of the rules…”

“Have you beaten him?” Zenos looks toward her, though his posture remains unchanged.

“Oh, no. I don’t think I’m clever enough to out-think him on the megalith board.”

“Neither have I,” murmurs the prince. “I admit that I am not particularly practiced with a
bow–it was difficult to get one that suited my needs, and my training tended to focus on
bladework. But, I would not be adverse to a few rounds of megalith with you. I might be able
to give you some pointers.”

“Perhaps I could… oversee the games?” Varis offers. The prince shrugs his good shoulder.

“Good. We’ll see the board up after supper tonight, how does that sound?”

Zenos’ dour expression relaxes enough to let him faintly smile. “After supper is an agreeable
time. I would not want to ruin your appetite with losing.”

 

After lunch Zenos excuses himself to return to his quarters for an afternoon nap. The Warrior
and her husband slowly stroll hand in hand through the palace halls. They do not speak, more
content to quietly enjoy each other’s presence. They stop now and then to look out various
windows and watch melting clumps of snow rearrange the visual tableau of the palace’s sable
exterior. The Warrior stares down into one of the courtyards and wonders how long it will be
until her predecessor’s flowers begin to show their pale faces.

Eventually their meandering brings them to an actual destination: Medicus Shaw’s office in
the infirmary hall. They dismiss their guards to go on their respective lunch breaks, and then
head inside.

“Ah, Lady Lux. I must say, you are looking more radiant every time you visit my office. I do
believe that pregnancy agrees with you.”

“I think that I’ve started to get the hang of it,” the Warrior says. She sits on the examination
table.

“Have you nothing nice to say to me, Micah?” asks the Emperor. The medicus huffs a laugh.

“Oh, I don’t know about that, Your Radiance. When are you going to stop by for your
physical?”

“Never.”

“Then I have nothing nice to say today. You look a bit sallow, overall.”

“Sallow!” Varis grunts in displeasure. “‘Tis not as though I am going out in the field and
getting some sun on my skin, now is it?”



“I have plenty of open spots on my schedule, my lord. You can even pick a time that would
keep you out of a Senate meeting.”

Varis sighs.

Medicus Shaw waves his hand and turns away from the Emperor. “Anyhow, on to more
important matters. How are we feeling today, Lady Lux? Any new issues? Food cravings?”

“Of what importance are her food cravings?” Varis wonders.

“Certain cravings can be indicative of underlying problems. But truthfully it is just more of a
curiosity. Some cultures believe that you can predetermine the gender of the child by what
foods the mother craves, but I’ve never seen any conclusive evidence of it.”

“Oh.” Varis glances at the Warrior. “Pickled Coerthan carrots. She very specifically started
asking for them a few days ago. ‘Tis fortunate that we are on decent enough terms with
Eorzea to be able to import such an unusual and specific request.”

“I see.”

“My mother used to eat them when I was little. You could find the carrots growing in the
wild, which was always cheaper than having to buy food from the markets. I honestly never
really liked the taste of them pickled, but now…”

“No need to worry, my Lady. It is quite common for women to crave pickled foods during
their pregnancy.” The medicus gives her a reassuring smile. “Any other issues?”

“Nothing in particular.”

“Good.”

The Warrior sits patiently as the medicus performs a few routine tests. After several rounds of
him nodding in satisfaction and writing something down in her file, she decides to bring up
another question.

“Medicus Shaw, do you think that I am still safe to travel by airship?”

The medicus stares at her for a moment, as though divining answers from her skin. “You’re in
good health, so I believe that you should be fine for another two or three months. After that
you would likely be better off staying here in Garlemald, just to be safe.”

“That seems reasonable.”

He glances at Varis. “Though, your husband’s frown makes me think that is not the answer I
should have given.”

“He just doesn’t like me leaving him alone for more than a few hours,” the Warrior says. She
smiles at Varis’ embarrassed grunt.



“You do not have to call me out like that, dear.” She laughs, and he smiles and shakes his
head. “Though you have the right of it.”

“Why not accompany Lady Lux on her journeys?”

“We have already discussed the matter, Micah, and agreed that she will be better able to
conduct her variety of business without my presence.” Varis’s response is gruff. “Not that I
prefer it to be necessary.”

“Varis doesn’t understand that he is plentifully charming. He thinks that his presence will
detract from my diplomatic efforts.”

The medicus chuckles. “His Radiance has always underestimated his appeal.”

“We will be visiting Ishgard together sometime in the spring.” Varis cuts in rather sharply,
and the Warrior has to muffle a laugh. “Not on any diplomatic business, mind, but as guests
of the Lord Commander of Ishgard.”

“That still sounds a bit diplomatic, sir, but it will still be good for you to get out of the house,
as it were.”

Varis sighs and crosses his arms. He leans back in his chair and pinches his lips into a small
pout. The medicus chuckles again and shakes his head.

“But, yes, Lady Lux, you have my permission to continue air travel for the time being. Hells,
you have my permission to continue your bedroom relations as well, if only to keep the sour
look on His Radiance’s countenance at bay.”

The Warrior giggles. The medicus winks at the affronted look Varis gives him before turning
his attention back to his patient.

“Alright, my Lady, one last test for today. Would you lie back on the table for me and lift
your top? Just enough to see your abdomen will be sufficient.”

The Warrior does as asked. As she pushes up her blouse, she notices Varis shift his weight
forward. His gaze goes to her belly, as it has done almost every time she is without clothing
over the last few months. The medicus goes to a cabinet and retrieves what looks to the
Warrior like a long wooden horn.

“What is that for?” Varis asks.

“I am going to see if I can locate your child’s heartbeat,” says Medicus Shaw. “She is still
somewhat early along, so it will be faint, but I believe I should be able to place it.”

“To what end?”

He smiles. “To make certain that it is there, of course.”

Varis pushes up from his seat and moves closer to the table. The Warrior inhales as the cool
edge of the wood touches her skin, and then tries to hold still and not laugh as it tickles its



way across her lower abdomen.

“It is alright for you to breathe normally, my Lady,” the medicus murmurs as he holds his ear
to the earpiece of the horn. ”It will not interfere with the process.”

“Right. Of course.”

A few minutes pass with the medicus slowly moving the scope over the Warrior’s belly. She
starts to worry that he will not find anything at all. Glancing up at her husband, she sees him
similarly concerned, the corners of his lips pinched down even more than usual.

Then: “Ah. There they are.” He is quiet again for a moment. “Good strong little heartbeat.
Still faint, of course. They’re no bigger than a lemon yet, so that is no surprise.”

“I could go for some lemonade,” the Warrior muses.

“But, it is there?” She cannot ignore the anxiety in Varis’ tone. The medicus seems to hear it
as well, because he lifts his head to look at the Emperor.

“Your Radiance, would you like to listen?”

“I–Yes. Yes, of course.” The big man swallows and moves closer. Medicus Shaw instructs
him how to place his ear and listen.

“The louder noise is your wife’s heartbeat resonating through her body. Listen behind that,
for a soft noise, as though someone is calling to you from very far away.”

Varis closes his eyes. For a moment he is still, his entire being focused on the aperture at his
ear. Then a soft gasp escapes him.

“Oh. I hear it.” A tear streaks down the side of his nose. “I hear it. How very beautiful.”

“Hopefully that shall provide your heart with some reassurance, Your Radiance.”

“It does indeed.” Varis lingers a bit longer before righting himself. He smiles tearfully down
at the Warrior. The medicus gives him a gentle pat on the arm.

“That will be all I need from you today, Your Benevolence. Please let me know when you
have settled on your travel plans, so that we can determine when to schedule your next check-
up.”

The Warrior sits up and pushes her blouse back into place. “Of course. Thank you, Medicus
Shaw.”

“Do you think it safe to make a general announcement of her pregnancy?” Varis looks
between the medicus and the Warrior.

“I believe so. Both Lady Lux and the child appear to be doing well. The final decision is, of
course, up to your discretion.”



“I see.” He smiles at the Warrior and holds out a hand. “We will have to discuss that this
evening.”

She takes his hand and carefully hops down from the examination table. 

Julia and Annia are already waiting in the hallway upon their departure from the medicus’
office, though Caspian has yet to return from their lunch break. Checking Varis’ pocketwatch
shows that the centurion is not late, and so she decides not to press the issue.

Varis hooks his arm around her waist as they make their way back to the royal chambers. His
hand feathers lightly over the gentle curve of her belly.

“So, we have the rest of the afternoon ahead of us. Is there anything you wanted to do?”

“Hm. I wouldn’t mind lying down for a bit.” She looks up at him. “You could lie down with
me if you wanted.” She pats his hand. “Clothing optional.”

“Clothing optional, you say?” Varis chuckles. “I was going to suggest reviewing the rules of
megalith so that Zenos does not make a fool of you, but I might have to go with clothing
optional time instead.”

“A wise choice.” The Warrior grins at him. “Though, I’m sure we have time for both.”



Chapter 90

In the days that follow Zenos’ return to Bozja, a public announcement is made regarding the
Warrior’s pregnancy. The response from the public is surprisingly swift: the next day there is
a write-up about the announcement in the local newspaper, and she begins receiving letters
from all over the countryside. Some are letters of general encouragement and congratulations,
while others include suggestions for baby names and unsolicited advice on how to handle
various pregnancy issues. By the next day, Caspian reports that there is already a betting pool
forming among the palace staff regarding the potential gender of her child.

“Right now I think the odds are leaning more towards a girl,” they say as they idle on one of
the couches in the Warrior’s parlor. She snorts in amusement while sorting through her mail.

“I don’t have a preference, myself. Just that they are healthy.”

“No preference at all?”

The Warrior shrugs. “Varis and I will likely have more children, should my health allow it, so
we will likely have sufficient chances to have both a boy and a girl.”

“Fair enough.”

There is a soft chiming from the pocket of the Warrior’s jacket. She reaches to retrieve the
two linkpearls stashed within, and quickly determines that the one calling for her attention is
the one issued to her by the Scions. She tucks Varis’ linkpearl back into her pocket and sighs.

“I have to take a call, Cas.”

“Of course, my Lady.” The centurion hops back to their feet and swiftly exits the parlor.

Once the door has clicked shut, the Warrior answers the call.

“Warrior!” It is Alphinaud, too excited to bother with proper decorum. “Is it true?”

“Hello, Alphinaud. Nice to hear from you. Is what true?”

“That you–” He lowers his voice, as though embarrassed by his own words. “Thancred
reported that all of his news sources from Garlemald just recently started reporting that the
Emperor and Empress of Garlemald were expecting a child together.”

“Oh, that. News certainly travels fast.” The Warrior smiles wryly at the sputter on the other
end of the line. “Yes, it is true, Alphinaud.”

“Why have you not informed us of this?” He sounds disappointed, but not upset.

“I just haven’t gotten around to it.” The Warrior leans back in her chair and scratches idly at
her stomach. “I have travel plans to visit Ala Mhigo in a few days, and figured I would share
the news then, in person.”



“Yes, but–” Alphinaud sighs. “Am I still invited to come and paint your portrait? What of
that?”

“Of course you are. I was thinking perhaps that I would stop and visit Castrum Centri at the
end of my trip, and then kidnap you back to Garlemald.”

“You shouldn’t say something like that so glibly, Warrior. If someone is eavesdropping on our
conversation, they might take that more seriously.”

The Warrior knows that this is a possibility, but is not particularly concerned over the
potential problem. She ignores his question and offers one of her own.

“Have you told your sister about the job?”

“Ah–n-no, I haven’t. Alisaie has been busy in Coerthas, something to do with culling
direwolves. The subject of my own business has not come up in our conversations.”

“Don’t you think you should tell her? She’ll get jealous, you know.”

“I–I know.” He sighs again. “Well, if the rumors are true, then I will share the news with the
other Scions. With your permission, of course.”

“You have it. Tell them I will see everyone in a few weeks. Send my love.”

“Of course. Take care, Warrior.”

 

In the evening Varis returns from another day of meetings. The Warrior perches at the end of
their bed and watches as he carefully extracts himself from his armor.

“I received a call from Alphinaud today. Apparently the news of my pregnancy has already
spread to Eorzea.”

“That took about as long as I expected.” Varis grunts as he removes his breastplate and
returns it to his armor stand. “The smallfolk do not like to think about things such as war and
politics. They would much rather gossip over more pleasant subjects–holidays, romantic
entanglements, children and so forth–and so news of such things is wont to spread much
faster.”

“An astute observation,” she says. “Still, I was surprised that word had already reached the
Scions’ ears in so short a time.”

“Mm-hmm.” Varis peers at a gauntlet. “What did little Alphinaud have to say about our
news?”

“He seemed more put out that I hadn’t contacted the Scions to tell them myself.”

“You were going to inform them when you visited Ala Mhigo.”



“That’s what I told him!” She smiles reassuringly at him. “I don’t think he was cross about it.
Just a little put off that he found out through spies and not a gilded personal announcement
from me.”

“Ah, well…” Varis idly scratches at his side. “I would suppose that friends would desire to
receive such an important announcement in person. But the distance between you and they
prevented that. You are not at fault, my dear.” He stops next to where she is seated on the
bed. “Your little spymaster might be more to blame.”

“I suppose that it must have been a surprise for him. Filtering through all the troop movement
reports and other gossip, only to stumble across reports that the lady Empress is with child!”
The Warrior chuckles at the mental image. “It’s no wonder really that he informed Alphinaud
in such a hurry.” She shakes her head. “The Scions have become so used to everything being
very pressing and very, very urgent, that I believe they have lost sight of how to just… slow
down now and then.”

“I fear that they might grow envious of your perceived luxury.”

The Warrior snorts in amusement as she watches Varis place the last of his armor on its stand.
“Lest you forget, we live in a palace.”

“A palace is just a… very large house. Isn’t that what you say?” He waves a hand at their
cozy surroundings. “This is not a place of glittering spires and bejeweled tapestries. It is steel
and snow and little more.”

“It’s alright,” she soothes. “Some of the Scions have visited here now, remember? They have
seen our home for what it is. But they would still not be wrong to think that I have become
disconnected from my duty as Warrior of Light by my position as Empress of Garlemald.”

Varis’ gaze slides over to a travel case that sits next to the dressing table. “And, that is why
you feel so compelled to visit the provinces. To see the people, our people, even if it might
put you in danger.”

“That is part of it, yes. But, as you well know, I am an adventurer at heart. There is so much
of this star that I have not seen, Varis. There are so many people to meet, places to see,
mysteries to discover…” She presses a hand to her belly. “Even in my condition, I cannot
help but feel the occasional pangs of wanderlust.”

He grunts. “I have always been something of a homebody, even with how dour a place
‘home’ was.”

“There’s nothing wrong with that. Home is a good place now, isn’t it? A place that you look
forward to returning to?” She pats the bedcovers next to her. Varis looks at her hand, and then
nods. He moves to carefully settle down next to her on the bed.

“Aye. This home is a happy place with you in it. I will have to learn to stop being so selfish
and share my happiness with the rest of the kingdom.”



The Warrior nods. “And this happiness is a place I will look forward to returning to at the end
of my journey.”

“Do you promise?” His voice is soft. The Warrior leans and rests her shoulder against his
arm.

“I need not make a promise that I know I have no intention of ever breaking.”

“It would… give me comfort.”

She considers his request–nay, his soft, heartfelt plea–and nods. “You have my word.”

“Thank you.” Varis nuzzles her hair. “I plan on taking a bath before the evening meal is
delivered. Would you like to join me?”

“Of course.”

 

They undress and head into the bathing room. The Warrior leans against the cool countertop
as she watches her husband squat next to the basin and open the taps. Her gaze fixates on his
thick thighs, cheerily watching the muscles flex as he moves. Varis remains crouched for a
few minutes, an enormous, handsome sculpture of flesh and scars and pale hair. When the tub
is sufficiently full, he cuts off the water and looks up at the Warrior. His lips pull into an
amused smirk.

“Why are you looking at me as though I were your favorite racing chocobo?”

“I think you know exactly why.” She traces the tip of her tongue over her lower lip. Varis
stares down at her, his cheeks slowly darkening with pink.

“Y-yes, well. The bath is always an enjoyable place to…enjoy each other’s company.” He
hurriedly steps into the tub and swiftly dunks his bottom into the warm water. His pale eyes
widen slightly as the Warrior pushes away from the counter and pads slowly over the tiled
floor. “You appear quite eager, my dear.”

“Well, the medicus said we could safely continue our marital duties…” She feigns a pout.
“Unless you don’t want to.”

“I want to,” he says quickly. “I simply do not… I do not wish to hurt you. Or them.”

“You’ve never hurt me, darling.” The Warrior carefully steps down into the water. “I would
tell you if you did.”

“So you have said before.” 

“Did something happen that I am unaware of? Did I complain yesterday?”

“No…”



“What about the day before that? Or that morning?”

“N-no-” Varis’ cheeks darken further. “I just…” His gaze drifts to her middle. “Do you think
the child is, erm…. Aware? Of what we do?”

The Warrior cannot help but laugh at his awkward expression. “Aware? No, I don’t think so.
They are asleep: the sweet, dreamless, innocent sleep of the unborn. No memories to trouble
them, no soul to weigh them down.”

“No soul?” Varis echoes curiously. She nods.

“I mean, that’s what I was taught growing up. A child is knit from its mother’s aether in her
womb. A soul finds its way to the expecting mother on the eternal wind. She breathes the
soul in, and it makes its way to her womb. When the soul is settled securely in the child, then
it is ready to be born into the world.”

“What if there are twins?”

“I’m sure the wind knows how many souls to bring from the lifestream.” She looks at him.
“Is that not what they teach in Garlemald?”

“To be honest, I do not know for certain. I was never truly educated in such matters. I would
have to consult with Medicus Shaw.” Varis smiles bashfully. “I do like your version of things,
though.”

“I suppose it’s a bit of an odd subject to consider when I’m trying to sit on your lap.” She
gestures at his waist. 

He clears his throat. “I-indeed.”

The Warrior settles into the water and straddles one of her husband’s legs. A hand moves to
support her back, while the other teases between her thighs.

“Truthfully, I had not expected pregnancy to cause such lascivious urges in you, my dear.”

She gasps softly as a finger slips into her. “Are you complaining?”

“Not at all. Though it does make me concerned for your wellbeing when we are apart…”

“I will manage to–ahhn!” She nearly loses her train of thought as his finger curls inside her.
“T-to keep myself out of trouble!”

He grins up at her. “I trust that you will.”

 

Within a few short days, travel plans to Ala Mhigo are finalized and her bags are packed.
When the weather is clear, the Warrior and her guard board a transport vessel that sets out on
what is starting to feel almost like a familiar journey for the Warrior.



“Would His Radiance be upset if I said that there is something endearing in watching him try
not to pout at your departure?”

The Warrior smiles across the aisle at her guard. “It isn’t something I would admit to his face,
Cas. He does have an image to maintain.”

“But, you do agree, don’t you?”

“He looks like a big bullpup when he pouts,” the Warrior says with a giggle.

The pair settle into their seats as the vessel rumbles to life. They each retrieve a book from
their bags to pass the time. The Warrior wonders how the centurion can read through their
helmet, but decides not to bother them about it. She opens her own book–a Garlean
midwife’s guide that was loaned to her by Medicus Shaw. She scans the table of contents, and
out of some morbid curiosity decides to flip to the chapter dedicated to ‘complications’.

Most of the headings are of little surprise to the Warrior–what to do in the event of a breech
birth, how to reposition Elezen or Lalafell ears if they are not presenting flush to the skull,
and so forth. One does give her pause, though she knows it will not be one that affects her:
Complications due to prenatal eruption of Garlean third eye .

“Garleans aren’t born with their third eye?” she asks the air in surprise. The centurion glances
up from their book with a curious hum.

“Hm? No, my Lady. You didn’t know that?”

“I wasn’t aware, no. I suppose I never thought about it. I assumed they just… had them, you
know?”

“I haven’t seen any Garlean babies up close, but I believe they’re born with kind of a bruised
bump on their forehead. The eye comes out of that in the first few weeks after they’re born.”

“Interesting. This book indicates that if the eye comes in early, there is the potential for it to
cause, erm, hemorrhaging within the mother. Apparently it’s been known to cause fatalities.”

“How awful. You’re fortunate that you don’t have to worry about that,” they say.

“Indeed. I just have all the other usual issues to concern myself with.”

“You’ll be fine, my Lady. After all, you have the whole empire looking out for your
wellbeing.”

“An unexpected boon.” She looks at the book in her hands. “Surely there are others that
could benefit from such care more than I.”

“Your concern is commendable, but you should worry about your own health first. You
cannot worry about others if you are dead.”

“I–yes, of course.” Feeling suitably chastised, the Warrior continues paging through the
midwife’s guide. She considers her own situation–were she to be traveling and run into



trouble, she would likely be able to patch herself up with healing magic. At least, well
enough to get to safety and assistance. But, what if she were to be incapacitated? Would her
guard be able to do anything more for her than call for help? She glances over at the Elezen,
who is engrossed in their book. She clears her throat.

“Do you know any magic?” the Warrior asks. The centurion pauses in reading and tips their
head birdishly as they look at her.

“Why would I?”

“Well, you…” She glances at the cockpit, and lowers her voice. “You aren’t a full blooded
Garlean; you’re an Elezen. You should be completely capable of using at least some basic
magic.”

“W-well, yes, but…” They shake their head. “I’ve never had cause to learn. Or someone to
teach me, really. Being in Garlemald makes that more of a challenge than it would be if I had
been educated fully in Eorzea. The general populace here is still somewhat leery of magic
users. Whenever there are magic users, they’re almost always taken from conquered lands.
Imported, as it were.”

The Warrior remembers as much from her earliest dealings with the Empire. She nods. “Yes,
that was always my perception of things.”

“Why do you ask, my Lady?”

“I was wondering if you wanted to learn a bit of healing magic. Partially to help me if need
be, but if there are going to be children scampering about the palace it doesn’t hurt to know
how to patch up any random scrapes.”

“Oh, um… I suppose that is true. But I don’t know if I can really use any magic.”

“I don’t see why not. I can, and there’s nothing special about me in that respect.”

“But you’re the Warrior of Light. That’s different.”

“I could use magic before I took on that mantle,” the Warrior says. She shrugs and leans back
in her seat. “You don’t have to if you’re afraid, Cas. It’s alright.”

The Warrior closes her eyes and focuses on the low hum of the transport’s engines. There is
something soothing to the cyclical rumbling of the magitek, and soon she is drowsing on the
edge of sleep.

“Could you?” The centurion’s soft words draw the Warrior back to wakefulness. She rubs her
eyes and peers at them.

“Could I what?”

They fidget on their seat. “Could you teach me to use healing magic? I don’t think it would
be quite so fearsome if you were the one teaching me.”



“Fearsome?” The Warrior is surprised at the notion that healing magic might be something to
be afraid of, but supposes that it might be intimidating to those without any experience or
training. Though she herself spent some time learning from the conjurers of Gridania, in the
end she always found herself to be more adept at hitting things with a sword instead of
magic. Still, knowing even a basic healing spell has come in handy many times over the
years, even if it was only used to ease a bit of physical discomfort.

“Yes, my Lady.”

“I see. White magic–the sort that healing magic stems from–does have some combat
applications, but I won’t weigh you down with any of that knowledge.”

“Then, you’ll teach me?”

She nods. “Of course, Cas. I wouldn’t pass you on to anyone else.”

“Thank you.” They tap their fingers together. “Will His Radiance be upset that you are doing
this? I wouldn’t want to get you in trouble.”

“His Radiance has no say in this,” says the Warrior. “You are my personal guard, and I should
be able to equip my personal guard however I see fit.” She smiles. “Don’t worry, Cas. I do
not think he will particularly care.”

“If you say so.”

“I do.” She lightly claps her hands. “We have a few bells before we land, why not start now?
Take off your helmet and your gauntlets.”

After a bit of nervous protest, the centurion relents and removes the requested items. They
brush a few loose wisps of white hair from their face and stare at the Warrior with wide eyes.

“Just relax, Cas. This won’t hurt or anything, as long as you do it right.”

The Warrior tries to remember the early lectures given to her by the members of the
conjurers’ guild. She reaches and gently takes the centurion’s slender gray hands in her own.

“Alright, for starters, I’m going to just cast a small healing spell so you can understand what
the magic feels like.”

“Is that safe? Will it affect your child–don’t they need your aether?”

“It’s a very small spell, and you will find that I am burdened with a surfeit of aether . Besides,
surely you know I wouldn’t do anything to put myself or them at risk.”

“Of course. Forgive me for suggesting it.”

“It’s okay. Now, close your eyes and focus on your fingers.” The Warrior focuses and casts a
small healing spell. The centurion is quiet for a moment, then they make a soft noise of
acknowledgement.



“I felt it. The spell… felt warm. Almost like the warmth of sunshine on my skin, if that
makes sense.”

“I’ve heard it described as such, yes. From my general understanding, everyone’s magic has a
bit of its own unique signature tied to their aether. I have had people describe my healing
magic as feeling warm, but when one of my fellow Scions healed me it always felt vaguely
prickly.” She smiles at the memory of Y’shtola bristling at the suggestion that her healing
magic was not buttery smooth. “And another, a young Elezen woman, she healed me once
and I smelled cloves. It was really peculiar.” Alisaie fortunately had not been offended by
that particular observation.

“I wonder what mine would be like,” they say.

“There’s only one way to find out.” She releases their hands and folds her own in her lap.
“It’s difficult to really explain how to cast a spell if you don’t have any previous experience
with tapping into your own aether. So for now we’re just going to do a focus exercise. Does
that make sense?”

Their snowy brow furrows in thought for a moment. “I suppose so.”

“Good. First, close your eyes again. I want you to relax, and try to detect the energy of your
own soul. It is there in the pounding of your pulse, the burn of the breath in your lungs when
you hold it for too long, and the colors that dance behind your eyelids. You might even catch
a glimpse of the color of your soul, though not everyone does.” 

The Warrior still remembers the first time she did this exercise, sitting cross legged on the
leaf littered ground with the massive old boughs of the Black Forest arching overhead. It had
felt silly at the time, until she finally caught sight of what the conjurer had been trying to
impress upon her. She knows the color of her own soul–of her aether–quite well now. It is a
brilliant blue, strangely similar to the shade seen in aetheryte crystals and on a much grander
scale at the Crystal Tower. Nowadays, she barely has to focus after closing her eyes to see the
familiar flickers of blue. Though  it has admittedly been quite some time since she has
thought to do so.

Several minutes pass with the centurion sitting motionless next to her. She can hear their
breathing, deep and slow, and sees a faint lingering wrinkle of concentration between their
brows. Their fingers are laced together, but clenched so tightly that their knuckles stand out.

After a few minutes more, the centurion frowns and shakes their head. “I don’t know.”

“It’s alright. From what I was told during my training, not everyone gets it the first time, or
second, or sometimes ever at all. Not everyone is cut out for tapping into their own aether,
even if they aren’t a Garlean.”

“Perhaps I have been in Garlemald too long,” they say, nearly lamenting. They crack their
eyes open.

“Well, for now I want you to keep trying that exercise. Once you are able to place your aether
within yourself, it’s a lot easier to use it to cast a spell.”



“And how long did it take you to get it, my Lady?”

“Oh.” The Warrior blushes. “If I tell you the truth it would only discourage you.”

“Please?”

“I got it on the first try. I mean, it still took me half a bell, but I suppose it helped that I was
already used to unintentionally using my aether in physical combat.”

She watches their lips purse at this information.

“Sorry, Cas. I didn’t want to discourage–”

“Like Prince Zenos, you mean?”

The Warrior pauses. “Like Zenos?”

“Yes.” They glance toward the cockpit and lower their voice. “I know that he is a proper
Garlean and can’t cast magic, but I saw him fight you that time, and even a dullard like me
could tell he was using some kind of magic or something.”

“You aren’t a dullard. And Zenos is… complicated.”

The centurion chuckles. “Oh yes, tell me about it.” Their ears twitch slightly. “I-I mean–”

“It’s alright. You’re allowed to talk about Zenos. You and he are friends, aren’t you?”

“I…” The tips of their ears darken. “Yes, my Lady. He has said we are.”

“Good. I’m glad.”

Their gaze drops to their hands. “Are you?”

“Yes. It’s something of a relief–that Zenos is able to make a friend. And with someone as
sweet as you is even better. People have long spoken ill of Zenos, saying that he is naught but
a heartless cold monster. But Zenos did not find someone wicked or cruel as his first friend.
He found you.”

The centurion ducks their head. “P-please, my Lady. You’re embarrassing me…”

The Warrior smiles. “My apologies. You may put your helmet back on, if you like.”

They mumble their thanks and fumble to pull their gear back into place. The Warrior settles
back into her seat and closes her eyes again.

“Just remember to keep trying the exercise. Let me know if you find anything.”

 

The centurion’s gentle touch to her shoulder rouses the Warrior from a nap some time later.



“We’re preparing to land,” they announce. Their gaze seems to go to one of the small
viewports. “I’ve never been to Ala Mhigo before. At least, I don’t think I have.”

“It’s very… dry,” says the Warrior. The centurion chuckles as they return to their seat.

“So I have heard. Prince Zenos has mentioned the area in his letters. He seemed… fairly
ambivalent about Ala Mhigo and its people, on the whole. He said the people were not ‘good
sport’.”

“Ah, yes. That does sound like him.” The Warrior sighs and shakes her head. “Why were you
two talking about Ala Mhigo?”

“Oh, well. I asked him about places where he had been stationed. Ala Mhigo and so forth.
We… compared notes, so to speak, on our thoughts regarding Doma.”

“And?”

“He had nicer things to say about Ala Mhigo, on the whole. The region, at least. He doesn’t
really put a lot of thought into people. I mean–” They stop and look at their hands. “That
sounds cruel to say. I didn’t mean it in a bad way.”

“My initial impression of Zenos was that he values people for what entertainment he can get
out of them. Not that he expects them to entertain him, per say, but he’s just very…”

“Bored.”

The Warrior smiles. “Yes. He is burdened by an unconventional, brilliant mind that few are
able to keep up with or otherwise satisfy.”

The centurion sighs. “It does make me wonder why he found a friend in me. I’m terribly
dull.”

“Well, why do you consider him a friend?”

“Oh, I–I don’t know, I–” They stammer and shake their head. Their fingers pick at the edge
of their tabard. “I would call myself presumptive to even call him a friend, if he had not said
it first himself. Zenos, he… he sort of reminds me of Garlean warhounds. Sure, they’re scary
and they’ve been bred and raised and trained to fight, but at the end of the day they still enjoy
relaxing and resting and having a good meal like any other beast. Zenos is similar, in his own
way.”

The Warrior wonders how Zenos would react to being compared to a warhound, but her
thoughts are derailed by the pilot announcing their safe landing. Her ears pop slightly at the
repressurization in the cabin caused by the doors opening. The centurion, plainly glad for the
distraction, leaps to their feet and hurries for the exit.

She emerges from the dim lighting of the transport out in the bright afternoon sun. The
Warrior is briefly surprised by the lines of soldiers standing at attention, all dutifully waiting
to greet her. The cohort is headed by Lady van Pruina, who smiles and salutes as the Warrior
carefully steps down to the paving stones. The rest of the soldiers salute in unison, and as in



times before, the Warrior has to school her expression. She cannot explain the amusement
that bubbles in her breast at the sight of so many people standing at attention for her. Deep
down, she knows that she is still the little nobody from Thanalan, and not a woman deserving
of such public adoration. Still, she keeps her thoughts to herself and raises a hand in greeting
to the troops.

“Empress Lux, I am glad to see that you have arrived safely,” says the legatus. “Your
chambers have been prepared for your arrival, and I made sure that proper accommodations
in a nearby room were also arranged for your guard.”

“Very good. The same as when I last visited with the Emperor?”

“Yes, your ladyship.”

“Good. I won’t need a guide, then.”

Lady van Pruina nods. “There is a sentry posted in that hall in case you need any assistance. I
will be returning to Castrum Abania.”

“You do not stay here?”

“Oh, no.” The legatus stymies a laugh. “This palace is no place for an old soldier like me.”

“Very well. I don’t know what my exact plans are for this trip, aside from touring the region.
However, I will do my best to meet up with you for lunch at some point.”

“Very good, Your Benevolence.” Lady van Pruina salutes again. “Have a pleasant afternoon.”

The Warrior is aware of a scattering of guards as she leads the centurion through the palace,
but the halls are otherwise vacant and nearly suffocating in their silence.

“Not quite as charming as back home,” observes the centurion. The Warrior snorts softly in
amusement.

“I think you’ve just gotten too used to the black and red.”

“Perhaps.” They pause to look at the statue of a lion. “I don’t care much for all of the lions in
the decor, to be quite honest.”

“Oh? Why not?”

“They remind me too much of some of the beasts I had to drive off while protecting caravans.
Got bit in the arm by one when I was twenty and nearly bled to death.”

“Oh dear. What happened to the cat?”

“I punched it in its ugly snout and it ran away.” The Warrior can hear a faint smirk to their
voice.

“Well, I hope there aren’t too many lions in the room that was selected for you.”



“Thank you, my Lady. I will manage.”

The pair does end up having to ask one of the guards for directions, as the Warrior’s memory
does not serve her quite as faithfully as she would have preferred. They are guided to the
royal chambers, as well as the centurion’s room just down the hall.

“What are your plans for this afternoon?”

She stares at the door to her chambers, feeling an irritating amount of fatigue creeping into
her body. “I believe that I will start with a nap, and see where the remainder of the day takes
me. I might call the Emperor to see how he fares without me.” The Warrior smiles at her
guard’s chuckle. “At the least, I will meet with you at suppertime. Then we shall get rest so
that we might face whatever tomorrow holds for us.”

“That sounds like a solid plan to me, my Lady.” The centurion salutes. “Rest well.”

“Thank you, Cas.”

Once the door is closed and she is alone, the Warrior permits herself a weary sigh. She leaves
her bag by the door, kicks off her boots, and pads through the mildly familiar surroundings.
Without even pausing to close any of the curtains, the Warrior settles herself on the bedcovers
and allows the sweet siren song of sleep to overtake her.



Chapter 91

Morning comes to the Lochs, and with it a warm wind spiced with a hint of salt. Awaking
alone in bed, the Warrior thinks that perhaps the scene is nearly the same as it was a year
before when she accompanied Varis to Ala Mhigo for his conference with the Eorzean
Alliance. She sits up, body feeling heavy against the pull of the bed. It is an unpleasant thing,
she decides, to wake up alone. She wonders how she managed for the first twenty-odd years
of her life, but then supposes that she simply didn’t know any better. Still, she cannot help but
miss the comforting heap of her husband’s presence, and of his gentle touch that soothes
away her morning aches.

“I wish Varis was here,” she says over breakfast. The centurion pauses in shoveling a forkful
of fried eggs into their mouth.

“You’ll see him again soon, my Lady,” they say. Gesturing with their fork, they add: “You
could call him, couldn’t you?”

The Warrior sighs and rests her chin in her palm. “He’ll be in a meeting by now. I needn’t
interrupt his business.”

“I doubt that he would mind if you were the one doing the interrupting.”

“I know.” She sips at her juice. “I will manage.”

“You could always just go back home.”

“I could.” The Warrior picks at the contents of her plate. “No, no, I flew here for a reason,
and I will stick to it. I need to stop being so fickle when I travel.”

“Surely that’s just part of your adventurer nature.”

“Perhaps.” She smiles apologetically. “You’re right, Cas. Alright, let’s finish eating so I can
get cleaned up before Lyse arrives.”

 

A bell passes before the Warrior ventures out of the palace and down to the nearby gates of
the Ala Mhigan quarter. Lyse has not yet arrived, and so the Warrior settles herself on a bench
in the shade and enjoys a bit of people-watching. A few of the villagers come to greet her,
while others maintain what she can only hope is meant to be a respectful distance. Half a bell
passes, and she is beginning to wonder if their meeting has been forgotten, when the Warrior
finally notices a familiar red-clad Hyur hurrying through the mostly empty town square.

“I am so sorry! I was on my way here, but there was a goat, and–” Lyse stops to catch her
breath as the Warrior laughs and hefts herself to her feet.

“It’s alright, Lyse. I’m not in a rush.”



“By the Twelve!” Lyse exclaims. “The news reports weren’t kidding when they said that the
Empress was with child.”

“Oh, yes.” The Warrior habitually rests a hand on the curve of her belly, as though to confirm
that it has not wandered off while she slept. “Definitely pregnant. I hope that doesn’t interfere
with any of your plans.”

“Well, I might have to rework the ‘get drunk and talk about old times’ girls’ night idea,” she
says coyly. Lyse shakes her head. “Are you sure it’s safe for you to be traveling in your
condition?”

“My condition is fine,” says the Warrior. “And my doctor said that I am still safe to travel for
another month or two. I just have to not get into any too strenuous activity while I’m out and
about. So, no bar fights.”

“Right, of course.” Lyse squints at her belly for a moment. “Truthfully, I’m surprised that the
Emperor is letting you out of his sight while you’re carrying his child.”

“Varis trusts me not to do anything foolish while carrying our child,” the Warrior says
pointedly. “Besides that, I have Caspian with me in case I need assistance.”

“And Caspian is…?”

“My guard. And my friend.” The Warrior gestures behind her to where the centurion stands.
“They are an additional set of eyes and ears for me while I travel, so you should be aware that
they are permitted to be present wherever I am, and to see and hear anything that might be
presented to me.”

“I see.” Lyse peers up at the centurion. “I could probably take him in a fight.”

“Lyse.”

“What? I mean, you definitely could, Warrior, I’m not doubting that.” She shrugs. “But
you’ve cut down soldiers like that a gil a dozen. I don’t see what’s special about this one.”

The Warrior is aware of a faint tremble of restraint from behind her.

“This one is Caspian, and as I said they are my friend. I would hope you could respect that,
Lyse.” She glowers at the other woman. Lyse flinches and takes a step away. She looks at the
centurion.

“Yes, of course. Apologies–Caspian, wasn’t it? Old habits and all of that.”

“Do not worry, Lyse. I forewarned them that you are a bit cluelessly mouthy at times.”

“Ah–” Lyse gawps at her for a moment before laughing. “I really have missed you, Warrior!”

“And I you.” The Warrior sighs as Lyse lightly claps her on the arm. “So then, what do we
have planned for today?”



“Ah! Today I’ve arranged for a carriage to take us on a tour of the Lochs–mostly the villages
nearest to the palace. Then we can visit further west tomorrow, if you’d like.”

“That sounds like a good start. And, thank you for arranging the carriage.”

“Of course! I’d rather not have to walk for malms and malms either.”

 

Accompanied by the centurion and Lyse, the Warrior spends much of the next week visiting
the various villages and outposts of Gyr Abania. The reception in each town is slightly
different–some are more openly welcoming of the Empress of Garlemald than others. On
average, the elders and children regard her with genuine curiosity, while the more middle-
aged Ala Mhigans view her with very thinly veiled hostility. She doesn’t hold any of it
against them. They have been through a lot at the hands of the nation that she now represents.

Still, the Warrior is comforted by how well the people of Ala Mhigo appear to be doing. Even
the most out of the way hamlet shows evidence of development, and the leaders of most of
the villages are eager to show off the growth in their little corner of the world. Her touring
shows that, thus far, the Emperor has indeed kept to his word. A Garlean-led field enrichment
project during the previous growing seasons heralded a substantial increase in the food
available to the Ala Mhigans, and is being repeated with the new year. The roads between
locations have plainly seen maintenance and are patrolled by a mixture of locals and soldiers
from the Sixth Legion. There is a lack of military presence in the towns, though she does spot
some Garlean engineers and soldiers assisting with the farming equipment in the newly
expanded fields.

She makes stops at Castrum Abania and the other castella as well. The soldiers stationed here
are relaxed. Despite claiming none of the farms’ surplus for themselves, they are also well
fed from the usual imports from elsewhere in the Empire. Lady van Pruina additionally
reports that during the winter they did purchase some supplies from the locals with funds that
had already been allotted for such a purpose, but never used before.

On the whole, the Warrior finds Gyr Abania to be an overall peaceful place to explore. She is
glad for this, as traveling by carriage is slow going, and she herself finds the need to regularly
stop and rest. Lyse does not seem to mind the breaks, as they give her time to chat about
things going on in her personal life and with the Scions. Still, the Warrior cannot help but
notice the vaguely forlorn expression that creeps onto her friend’s face as they pass from one
village to the next.

Not wanting to make things more awkward than they already feel to her, the Warrior waits
until the one of the last days of her touring to bring up the doleful look.

“Is something bothering you, Lyse? You can talk to me if you want, you know. I’ll listen.”

“What?” Lyse looks up from her cup of tea. “No, no, I’m fine.”

“Sure you are.”



They sit in silence for a few minutes. Their last stop has brought them to Castellum Corvi. A
fitting place, the Warrior thinks, as it was here a year before that Varis sat before the leaders
of the Eorzean Alliance and pledged to put change into motion. They sit in the shade and
drink tea. The centurion is not present–feeling sufficiently safe in the castellum, she has
given them a break. As far as she is aware, they have left the base with a desire to view the
nearby waterfalls.

“It will never be the same again,” Lyse says. The Warrior pauses in munching on a tea cake
and looks at her friend.

“What do you mean?”

“Touring the region with you has been more eye-opening than I expected it to be. Wherever
we go, I see reason after reason to feel proud of my people and what they have accomplished.
And I do, but I also feel a touch of… dismay.” She sighs. “Even when we regain our
freedom, things will never be the same as they were before.”

The Warrior considers what she knows of Ala Mhigo’s history. “You would want to return to
the old monarchy?”

“No! I mean—I don’t know. Personally, I don’t think so, but I can’t speak for the rest of Ala
Mhigo. How could we willingly go back to that, knowing that it was the weakness of our
leaders that led to our downfall?”

She doesn’t have an answer, and so says nothing.

“And that’s only half the problem, really. What if we–” Her voice catches. “What if we mess
this up?” Lyse bows her head. “Hells, this would be so much easier if Papalymo were still
here. He would know what to do, what to tell everyone, what–”

The Warrior gently places her hand on the younger woman’s back as her shoulders jerk with
a stifled sob. “I think Papalymo would trust you to be able to think for yourself in this
situation.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that.” Lyse sniffles and shakes her head. “He always had to do the
heavy lifting thinking for the two of us.”

“Well…I still believe that he trusted you to be able to handle this without him.”

“Everyone is depending on me to do this right,” she whispers. “My father, my sister,
Papalymo… I would dishonor their memories and everything they gave for the cause if I
mess this up.”

“You aren’t alone in this, Lyse.”

“I feel alone. You aren’t here anymore, and the Scions are only here once in a while.”

“I’m here now.” Honestly, the Warrior has been waiting for the last several days for her friend
to open up about her concerns. “Let it all out, and I will listen.”



Lyse is quiet for a moment, turning her mug of tea in her fingers. She sighs. “You always
were a good listener.”

The Warrior waits. She watches as Lyse sets down her mug and picks up one of the tea cakes.
She breaks it into several pieces before popping one into her mouth. She chews slowly and
swallows before speaking again.

“I traveled to most of the villages in Gyr Abania in the weeks before your arrival,” Lyse says.
“I wanted to see how things were going on my own, you know? I didn’t want your presence
to influence things.”

“That is understandable.” The Warrior nods her approval of her friend’s sheepish admission.

“I expected them to act differently when you were here, but… for the most part they did not.
I expected open hostility from some of the villages. I guess I should have had more faith in
them.” Lyse smiles ruefully and eats another piece of cake. “I would be lying if I said that I
hadn’t hoped for a little bit of a fight from my countrymen.”

“Some of them were a bit growly at me,” the Warrior says in a helpful tone. Lyse nods and
refills her tea mug.

“Yes, but…” She sighs. “For some of Ala Mhigo, the last year has softened their opinion of
the Empire. The new leadership here has been a blessing for them. The Empire is still in
control, but for the first time in years they are not wanting. Their children are fed and the
roads are safe and they don’t live in constant fear of the Garleans coming to collect yet
another bloody tithe.” 

The Warrior frowns. “It was not Varis’ intent to create a rift in the people.”

“Perhaps not, but it’s been a side effect all the same.”

She considers her friend’s words. As much as she was being herself honest about Varis’
intentions, she knows that Lyse is being truthful in her observations. “Lyse, you are serving
as an intermediary for the leaders of the rebellion and outside forces. And I am the advisor to
the Emperor, among many other things. So tell me: what would you have me report back to
him? What would you ask of the Emperor, were he here today? Aside from liberation, what
do the leaders of the rebellion want? What are their plans for the future?”

Lyse is quiet for a long moment. Her darkly tanned fingers pick at the cuff of her sleeve as
she thinks. The Warrior sips her tea and scans the courtyard of the castellum. The expected
number of guards are visible, mostly at ease and disinterested in their Empress’ activities.

Finally, Lyse says: “I do not have a ready answer to those questions. The rebellion lacks
completely organized leadership. Should Ala Mhigo be granted its freedom, what then? We
don’t have proper leaders ready to step forward and bring the people together. And…I fear
that some people would be running after the transport ships should Garlemald withdraw from
these lands.”

“Would your people try to stop them?”



“I… I don’t know.” Lyse’s lips purse in thought. “This would have all been so much easier if
Garlemald had never started being considerate to the Ala Mhigans. We would have just had a
rebellion and won our freedom and that would have been that.”

“Perhaps. Do you really think Garlemald would let the territory go that easily? Even if you
claimed a victory, what would stop them from coming back and stomping you into the salt
flats?”

“Nothing, I suppose. We would just have to beat them back again.”

“At what cost?”

Lyse heaves an irritated sigh. “Why are you defending them?”

“You know why.” The Warrior shakes her head. “I would have hoped that by inviting me
here, you would have already come up with some demands. Something more concrete than
just ‘give Ala Mhigo its freedom’. Even if it were a simple thing to convince Varis to do, I
would be reluctant to do so without knowing that there were plans already being made.
Leaders chosen, a path and direction already mapped out for the future of Ala Mhigo. It
would be irresponsible of me, as Empress, as Warrior of Light, as a hero of Eorzea, and as
your friend.”

“I understand.” Lyse is still frowning. She stuffs the last of her tea cake into her mouth.
Speaking around the crumbs, she continues: “I’m not a fool, or blinded by my patriotism.
You know just as well as I do that even should Ala Mhigo be granted its freedom, it will be
difficult for us to ever truly know peace. We as a people have long been wont to pick fights–
with ourselves as often as not. Garlemald wouldn’t have so easily taken the country were this
not the case, and van Baelsar used that weakness to his advantage.”

“From what I know of Ala Mhigo, your fighting spirit has always been a point of pride.”

Lyse slouches back in her seat and looks at the Warrior. She is nearly pouting, and the look is
a familiar one that almost makes her smile in return. She fights down the instinctual grin and
instead focuses on the contents of her mug. The Warrior considers the situation. Whether Ala
Mhigo likes it or not, Garlemald views each of its territories like a coveted child, something
to be protected and cared for. Like real children, some territories were simply more difficult
to manage than others. She knows that Lyse loathes the comparison, but the Warrior cannot
help but be reminded of Zenos when thinking of Ala Mhigo. Spirited and sometimes
aggressive, and perhaps just in need of some gentle guidance.

And just as she cherishes the spirited nature of the prince, so too would she hate to see Ala
Mhigo lose its spark.

Dwelling upon what she knows of Ala Mhigo and both its history and current place in the
world, an idea comes to her.

“It doesn’t necessarily have to become a bad thing,” the Warrior says in a careful tone. “Ala
Mhigo’s fighting spirit has been its strength just as much a hindrance. I’m sure they can find
a more… positive outlet for that energy.”



“Positive?” Lyse echoes doubtfully.

“Potentially even turn a profit off of it.”

“I suppose we could always go back to being mercenaries.”

“Perhaps, but there might also be something to do closer to home.” The Warrior smiles. “I
spent a great deal of my younger years in Thanalan. And one thing that everyone knows
about entertainment in Ul’dah.”

“Scantily clad dancing girls?”

“Lyse!” She muffles a laugh.

“What? Thancred always said there was nothing better to do when he was off duty in Ul’dah
than get drunk and try to pick up one or two of the dancing girls. Well, that and–” Her eyes
widen. “The bloodsands! Of course!”

The Warrior nods. “Everyone knows that some of the biggest names in the Ul'dahn
gladiatorial ring are Ala Mhigan refugees. Ala Mhigo could probably make a pretty sum of
gil from opening their own competing venue, or even just training schools for fighting
hopefuls.”

“It’s something I would have to run past Raubahn.” Lyse taps a finger on her lips. “He might
not be completely keen on the idea, but it would be a shame for Ala Mhigo to have so many
talented fighters and nothing to fight.” Lyse blinks and looks at the Warrior. “Ah, that’s what
you mean, isn’t it. Ala Mhigo might gain its freedom, but how long until we run into trouble
again?”

“I would sincerely hate to see that happen,” says the Warrior. “The people of Ala Mhigo have
already endured decades of hardship, both before and since the Garlean occupation.”

Lyse gives a sad smile. “That’s very sweet of a sentiment, Warrior, but there’s still no
guarantee that we will find liberty without a fight. Emperor Varis seems staunchly against the
idea of just, you know, letting us go.”

“It’s never as easy as we want it to be.” She thinks of the many times that she and Varis have
discussed what should be done for Ala Mhigo, only for the conversation to falter to a stop as
Varis runs out of things to say. “And, I’m sorry that I haven’t been able to convince him.”

“It isn’t your fault,” says Lyse. “Nor is it your responsibility to convince Emperor Varis to
free Ala Mhigo. That is his decision to make, if he chooses to do so.”

“I just feel like… if I had not ended up in Garlemald, with Varis, then I would have ended up
here in Ala Mhigo, fighting for the Resistance.”

“Perhaps in another life.” Lyse’s smile remains regretful. “But, in this one you did end up in
Garlemald, with the Emperor. There’s no sense in fretting over what could have been.”

“What about fretting over what could still be?”



“Mm… I would not want to guilt you into feeling bad about not being able to convince him
to do the right thing. If he is truly as good a man as you are convinced that he is, then he will
come around eventually without it having to come down to another war.” Lyse looks
thoughtful. “Besides, you have still managed to guide him on the right track. Ala Mhigo has
been treated better in the last year than it has since the occupation began, and that’s due to
you.”

“But that’s causing friction among your people.”

“Maybe, but… We’re Ala Mhigans. We thrive on the friction.”

“If you say so. But it might tear your people apart.”

“I do say so. I mean…” Lyse sighs. She shakes her head and bows it toward the tabletop. Her
voice trembles as she continues to speak. “It’s foolish to believe that we will ever be a whole
people again. It’s been too long, and too many have fled Ala Mhigo and started new lives
elsewhere. Some will not want to return, and I can’t condemn them for finding happiness
elsewhere. And those who are still here, well… If there are those that want to remain part of
Garlemald, perhaps the best thing that can be done is to let them stay.”

“Really?”

“Maybe. I don’t know. I think of how you got the Emperor to free Doma in one fell swoop,
but I… It’s clearly not going to be so easy here in Ala Mhigo.”

“I will continue to do what I can,” says the Warrior. “If I can prevent a war, then I will.”

Lyse lifts her chin and plasters what the Warrior recognizes as a feigned, painfully cheerful
smile onto her face. “You should be focusing on yourself right now, and taking care of
yourself so you can bring your little one safely into the world.”

“I can do both.”

“I know you can. You’re the Warrior of Light.” Lyse pokes her lightly in the bicep. “If it’s
any comfort, I think I can convince the leaders of the Resistance to hold off on starting any
fighting until after you’ve given birth. It would be poor sportsmanship to drag the Emperor’s
attention away from his wife when she’s in a delicate condition.”

“You don’t believe a word of that.”

Lyse shrugs. “They don’t know what they want to do right now, either. I think it will give
both sides time to think things over before acting.”

“What happened to ‘punch first, ask questions maybe later’?” They both laugh, but Lyse’s
tone is wistful when she speaks again.

“Oh, I don’t know, Warrior. I think that’s how we ended up with all these problems in the first
place.”

 



In the evenings she returns to the palace, washes away the day’s grime, and lays in bed. She
calls her husband and exchanges reassurances that all is well. Varis does not inquire too
deeply into what she has seen each day–they are secure in the knowledge that if the Warrior
saw something that should be shared that she would without reservation. Instead he tells her
of his day and verbally pouts about missing her, and blithely complains about how big and
cold their bed is without her. 

“I miss you, darling,” he says.

“I miss you, too. This bed is far too grand for one little empress.”

“Your pillow smells like you.” His voice is muffled. She smiles.

“I should have stolen one of yours to keep my company on my journey.”

“I will have one of mine sent to you, then.”

“You–” She laughs. “You don’t need to do that, dear. I will content myself with the
knowledge that you are pining away for me at home.”

“Always.”

The Warrior shifts her weight. She lifts her left hand closer to her face. “Tell you what: kiss
your ring, and I will kiss mine at the same time. It will be like an indirect kiss.”

She hears his grunt faintly over the line. “I would think that you are teasing me, but I know
better.”

“On three, then?”

“On three.”

She knows it is a silly fancy, but the Warrior cannot deny feeling closer to her husband when
she presses her lips to the black band. Still, it does nothing to prevent a twinge of longing in
her heart.

“Perhaps I should cut the rest of my trip short.”

“What? You still have to go to Eorzea and retrieve little Alphinaud, don’t you?” Varis
chuckles softly. “I will survive a few more days without you, my dearest. Go relax with your
friends while you still have the time.”

“Are you sure?”

“I am.” He gives a playfully wistful sigh. “Worry not, love. I shall make up for missing you
upon your return.”

 



On the next day–the last scheduled for her trip through Ala Mhigo–the Warrior and her guard
take a transport to the village of Ala Gannha. There they are again met by Lyse. Despite the
Warrior’s assertion that she is completely capable of walking the few miles to their
destination, Lyse insists that they ride in the now familiar chocobo drawn carriage instead of
walking.

“You’re getting soft,” the Warrior says as the carriage rattles through the foothills.

“I am not! You just shouldn’t be over exerting yourself when you’re pregnant.”

“No, I think you’re getting soft, Lyse. Can’t handle a little hike.”

The Hyur rolls her eyes and lets out a huff. “Yes, it’s entirely that and not my genuine
concern for your safety.”

“Cas could probably carry me if I got tired.” The Warrior grins at her guard’s predictable
splutter of protest.

“My Lady, I couldn’t–I–I’m not as strong as you think!”

“Don’t worry, Caspian, I couldn’t pick her up either,” Lyse says. “She’s a lot heavier than she
looks!”

“Oh, hush.”

The Warrior watches the shifting shadows on the rock walls as they roll past. She cannot
deny the feeling that their progress is being observed from somewhere high above.

“Probably by some of the guards,” Lyse says idly when the Warrior mentions this aloud.
“They’re always keeping an eye out for things.”

“What kind of things?”

“Oh, you know… Imperial patrols, prowling beasts, man-eating Qiqirn...” She shrugs. “The
usual sort of worries around here.”

The Warrior chooses not to voice her discontent at ‘Imperial patrols’ still being part of that
list. “I see.”

Lyse smiles at her. “I’m really glad you agreed to come to the rededication ceremony today. It
means a lot to us. Well, to me at least. I’m not really sure how everyone else feels.”

“I’m sure that Varis would have attended had he been invited. He does have manners.”

“Yes, but he doesn’t…” Lyse trails off. The Warrior gently touches the back of her hand.

“Listen, Lyse. We know the gods are real–as real as any of us. The Garleans simply do not
have the luxury of that knowledge. Perhaps one day.” She smiles. “I believe that it was their
influence that opened Varis’ heart to the possibility of permitting a return to public worship
among Garlemald’s territories.”



“What, did Halone poke him with her spear in his sleep?”

“She would be a fitting choice, don’t you think? If anyone could win the Garleans over, it
would be Halone.”

Lyse relaxes and returns the smile. “Perhaps.”

 

The carriage slows to a stop as it nears a complex of broken stone columns that are
assembled near the sheer face of the rock wall. It takes a minute of scanning the base of the
wall for the Warrior to notice a lone figure standing in a vaguely conspicuous patch of
shadow.

“Well, this is as far as we can ride, so you’ll get a bit of walking in,” says Lyse. She hops
down from the carriage. “I hope you can manage the stairs.”

“I’m not that pregnant.”

“It looks like you have a salad bowl under your tunic, and that’s enough to put me on edge.”
Lyse grins and holds out a hand. The Warrior accepts it and carefully alights. She waits for
the centurion to follow suit and situate themselves before returning her attention to Lyse.

“Lead the way.”

They slip into the shadow, which leads to a high-ceilinged tunnel cut into the stone. The
Warrior is quiet as they go, her mind picking upon the fact that this was the way Prince Zenos
cut through to the rebellion’s secreted headquarters back when he was still in charge of the
region. She feels a twinge of guilt, even though she is aware his actions were due to a
combination of restless boredom and a claimed necessitated retaliation for the Resistance’s
repeated attacks on hapless Garlean patrols. What Zenos did was not her fault.

Still, the guilt lingers.

Lyse does not lead them out into the sun again, but does pause so that the Warrior can look
around. Rhalgr’s Reach is a bustling place this morning, presumably with Ala Mhigan
pilgrims come to celebrate the reopening of the temple to Rhalgr. There are building fronts
carved right into the weathered stone, and the open central area that surrounds a massive pool
of water is occupied by tents made of fluttering crimson and cerulean fabric. She tries not to
pay too much mind to the line of cannons visible in the distance, and instead admires the
plum colored chocobos she can see fluffing their feathers in the morning sunlight. Waterfalls
thunder down from high above, flanking a massive statue of Rhalgr that stands with his right
hand outstretched.

She hears the centurion murmur: “Oh, I get it. Reach.”

Lyse guides them away from the yard, instead leading them to a torch lit tunnel full of
intricately carved stairs and columns. The Warrior ascends slowly, taking her time and
keeping to the side of the tunnel as other visitors hurry past.



“The state of the temple,” she asks when she pauses to catch her breath, “was it bad?”

“Yes,” says Lyse. “It was destroyed years ago, and we weren’t really granted permission to
repair anything in the years that followed due to Garlemald’s ban on religious practices.”

“Oh. I’m sorry to hear that.”

They continue climbing. After a few more steps, Lyse clears her throat.

“Garlemald was not responsible for the destruction of the original temple of the Fist of
Rhalgr,”  she says. “That was the doing of our own king. It was a… great bloody mess of
politics. King Theodoric set a great army upon the temple, upon his own people, and
massacred everyone inside. Then he burnt it to the ground.”

“That’s horrible.”

“It was.” Lyse frowns and bows her head. “That is why we decided to dedicate this newly
rebuilt temple solely in the name of Rhalgr. No politics, just the god, you know?”

“Makes sense to me.” She watches her step as the spacing of the stairs changes. “What of the
Fist of Rhalgr?”

“They were allowed to return, to reform, but only as servants of the temple. Not a military
force.” Lyse sighs. “There weren’t really that many left alive to invite back, so…”

The Warrior nods in understanding. “Perhaps this can be a fresh start for everyone.”

“I’d like to think so, yes.”

 

She is glad when they finally reach the summit of the seemingly endless staircases. The
Warrior rubs the small of her back as they step out into the morning light. She can hear water
rush past on its way to the waterfalls, and peering over a meticulously constructed railing
reveals that they have risen above the peak of the towering statue of Rhalgr.

“Wow, we’re really high up,” the centurion observes.

“Are you afraid of heights, Cas?”

“What? No, of course not. This is nothing compared to an airship. We’re just… very high
up.”

“You just have to watch where you’re going, and you’ll be fine.”

The centurion’s grip briefly tightens on the railing. “Of course.”

A few more minutes of following a sculpture lined trail brings them to their destination. From
what she can tell, the public area of the newly rebuilt temple to Rhalgr stands open to the air.
The Warrior follows her friend out over the carved stone terraces that wind their way over



tumbling waterfalls and bubbling blue waters. There are a multitude of hewn stone pillars
supporting the blue sky overhead, and more statues of coeurls than the Warrior can recall
having ever seen in one place before. The terraces are busy with people, mostly in traditional
Ala Mhigan dress. However among these she still notices the distinct forms of Garlean
soldiers mingling helmetless in the crowd. The only Garlean soldier here on duty appears to
be her guard.

“There are Garleans here?” she wonders. Lyse gives her an awkward smile.

“Well, yes, of course. I mean, they aren’t followers of Rhalgr, but many of them helped with
the rebuilding of the temple. They were invited to attend the rededication ceremony.”

“Was I invited?”

“Not officially, I don’t think. I mean, I asked you to come, but we didn’t send out written
invitations. I believe that the elders are viewing your presence as being here on behalf of the
Emperor.” Lyse shrugs. “You are the Empress, it isn’t as though we could rightfully turn you
away.”

“You could, and I doubt many here would hold it against you.”

“Oh, don’t be silly!” Lyse flusters and waves her hands at the Warrior. “You’re still my
friend, and the Warrior of Light. You are more than welcome here. Besides, if you weren’t
wearing that crown I doubt anyone would even realize who you were.”

“The anonymity can be nice at times,” muses the centurion. Lyse looks up at them
quizzically, but nods with a renewed smile.

“See? Even your guard understands.” She waves a hand. “Come, this way! I’ll make sure you
get a spot with a good view of the ceremony.”

Lyse leads the way down onto the main level of the terrace, where the balcony looks out over
the water. On the other side of the waterway are several tiered platforms carved into the
stone, all leading progressively up to another imposing statue of Rhalgr. 

“The main body of the temple will remain here on the lower level, looking up to the statue of
Rhalgr. We decided not to reopen the Closed Fist to the public. It’s a… bit haunted.” Lyse
wrinkles her nose.

“Understandable.”

The Warrior sighs with relief once she is able to sit on a bench overlooking the terraces.

“Are you alright, my Lady?”

“I’m fine, Cas. It was just a lot of steps.”

The centurion nods in agreement, and moves to stand behind the bench. Lyse sits at her left
and fidgets with excitement as people begin to gather below the statue of Rhalgr. Soon the



terrace around them is full of people, and the Warrior is glad for the presence of her guard, as
it provides her with a bit of breathing room in the crowd.

The ceremony itself is more reserved than the Warrior might have expected–though she
supposes that perhaps she has grown too accustomed to Garlean pageantry. Music is played
and a chorus sings. An elderly monk gives an impassioned, moving speech about restoring
the spirit of Ala Mhigo, and thanks the builders who have made the reopening of the temple
possible. Several monks then take the stage, and give an impressive display of their martial
prowess as they whirl about and fill the air with a precise dance of punches and kicks. After
another song from the chorus the ceremony ends, and the crowd begins to disperse.

The Warrior remains seated, waiting for the throngs to depart and render it safe for her to
descend the portentous stairways. She is mostly left alone, except for when Raubahn comes
over to say hello to Lyse and also offers an awkward greeting to the Warrior. He keeps his
words brief and makes a hasty exit. 

But for a few polite salutes from Garlean soldiers, she is otherwise left alone. The lack of
heed is secretly a relief.

 

Before long, they are riding in the chocobo drawn carriage a final time headed back to Ala
Gannha. Weary from all the stair climbing, the Warrior nearly dozes off before Lyse breaks
their mutual silence.

“You should know–I spoke with the leaders of the Resistance about speaking with you while
you were still visiting the region.” Lyse’s brow furrows. “They agreed that they should meet
with you, but there were some disagreements on the matter of what exactly to tell you. There
was abit of name-calling among themselves as well. So, since they were unable to present a
united front, they decided it would be better not to speak with you at all.”

“I understand. It’s… difficult for everyone involved, I am sure.”

“I do not speak for them, of course, but I would say–I would ask–” Lyse fidgets her hands
together. “You believe that Emperor Varis is a good man, don’t you? That he will do the right
thing? I know I said I wasn’t going to, but… That’s what I would have you ask of him, for
me, for Ala Mhigo. To do the right thing.”

“I do believe that he is, yes. But, I also know that Varis has remained stubbornly insistent on
not freeing Ala Mhigo. If I did not know him better, I would say that he is fearful of the
prospect.”

“What strange things men choose to be afraid of,” Lyse says with a sigh. “Would that there
was a way to make him more amenable to the idea…”

“What if…” The Warrior has considered an alternative option before–something of a
compromise of ideals–but has been reluctant to bring it up. “What if Varis could be persuaded
to free some of Ala Mhigo? Relinquish a part of the territory while maintaining a hold on
another, smaller portion of the region?”



Lyse’s expression pinches in thought. “It would be a start, I suppose. I mean, in my heart I
believe that all of Ala Mhigo should be fully liberated, down to the last grains of sand. And I
know much of the Resistance holds the same viewpoint. But even I know it would be foolish
to say that the chance to regain territory without bloodshed isn’t a tempting option.”

“I can speak to him on the subject, if you wish.”

“I wouldn’t try to force you, but…” Lyse stares up at the sky for a moment. She gives a
decisive nod and returns her gaze to the Warrior. “I would like that, yes.”

The Warrior smiles. “I’ll see what I can do.”



Chapter 92

Late in the afternoon, to pass the time while waiting for the transport vessel to arrive from
Castrum Abania, the Warrior makes one last trip up to the rooftop of the palace at Ala Mhigo.
Though the trip to Ala Mhigo has been informative, she knows that it is a barely kept secret
that she is now looking forward to traveling to more familiar territory. She is only marginally
surprised to find that someone is waiting for her on the rooftop. 

“You look good,” Thancred says as he pushes away from a column. 

“Thank you.”

The Hyur grins impishly at her. “Your bosom has definitely gotten bigger.”

“Thancred!”

“What? I didn’t mean it like that. You know what I meant.” He smiles his best charming
smile at her, and the Warrior sighs and swats his arm.

“Yes, I know, but there are people who would probably stab you for talking openly about the
appearance of the Empress’ breasts.”

“Being royalty sounds less appealing every time I hear more about it,” Thancred quips. He
looks at the centurion. “You’ll refrain from stabbing me over that, won’t you?”

“Her ladyship considers you family, so I will let it slide this time.”

“That’s a relief.” He winks at the guard before turning his gaze out over the gardens. 

“‘Tis strange,” he says. “The last time you and I stood and spoke here, there was a great beast
overhead and another at our backs.”

She frowns at Thancred’s jab. “One beast has been slain and returned to the aether. The other
has been gentled and sent to look over the province of Bozja.”

“‘Gentled’?” Thancred scoffs softly. “What, did you send the primal to rule over Bozja?”

“You were at my wedding, Thancred, and that was only a few months ago. You saw Prince
Zenos at the wedding, and the reception afterwards, if not additionally when you were
snooping around the palace.”

“Ah–” He closes his mouth as she presses him with a glare.

“Did you see any sign of Zenos presenting a danger when he was within the palace?”

“No,” Thancred admits after a moment. “If anything, he seemed bored to be present.”



“He was bored, but it wasn’t the venue’s fault.” The Warrior smiles. “Zenos’ mind just works
differently than yours or mine. It takes something–or someone–special to capture his
attention for more than a few minutes.”

“Oh. You mean like you.” 

“I managed to snare Zenos’ attention by beating him in combat. Zenos chases after engaging
combat the way you used to go after floozies at the bar.”

Thancred laughs and shakes his head with a smile. “Put into that sort of phrasing, I think I
can nearly understand what you mean.” He pats the Warrior on the shoulder. “Don’t worry. I
have heard naught but good reports on the man from Bozja this year. There is some suspicion
that his genial behavior with the smallfolk is just an act, but… it currently isn’t doing any
harm.”

The Warrior does not bother to ask whether that is Thancred’s personal suspicion or not. She
knows that neither he nor the people of Eorzea or Bozja or anywhere on the star have any real
reason to believe in Zenos. Still, the Warrior wants to believe that it is not too late for him to
grow and change. She can only hope that she isn’t being blinded by motherly naivety.

“You are wrong.”

“What’s that?” Thancred turns at the sounding of a voice behind them. The Warrior half turns
as well, even though she knows who has spoken.

To her surprise, the centurion has stepped away from the doors. Their posture is rigid and
their hands are fisted at their hips.

“I said: You are wrong. Prince Zenos is trying to do better.”

Thancred frowns. “And, what makes you such an expert on the crown prince? You’re just a
guard.”

“Actually, Caspian and Zenos have become penpals of a sort,” offers the Warrior. “The prince
wanted a… directly indirect way to keep tabs on me.”

“Don’t you find that a touch peculiar?”

“Prince Zenos doesn’t have much experience in caring for people, so no.” She smiles thinly
at him. She hears a faint huff escape the centurion.

“Prince Zenos has no concern for your petty intrigues and politics. He is trying to better
himself–not for you or the Eorzeans or even the people of Bozja or his own bloody legion.
He is doing it because he wants to please Lady Lux. He does not wish to disappoint her.”

“Yes. Of course.” Thancred grimaces slightly as he turns away. “I was not under the
impression that the guards were permitted to speak out of turn.”

“Caspian is different. You would do well to remember that.” She nods at the centurion, and
with another soft huff they salute and return to their post. Thancred crosses his arms and



tucks his chin in pensively for a moment before sighing and shaking his head.

“Enough of that grim business. How was your venture here in Ala Mhigo? Worth your
while?”

“It was informative,” she says. “Almost every little old lady I came across tried to feed me, as
though I were wasting away.”

He chuckles. “They put a lot of importance on taking care of their mothers.”

“Is that so? I’m flattered that they chose to extend that kindness to me, then.”

“Kindness begets kindness,” Thancred says. “What better way to foster goodwill than to feed
up the visibly pregnant wife of the Emperor?”

“Fair enough.”

Thancred scuffs his boot heel against the stonework. “So, you’re heading to Eorzea next?”

“That’s the plan. Check in on the castra while I’m still mobile, and then visit with the Scions
in Mor Dhona. There I’m to pick up Alphinaud and bring him back to Garlemald with me.
He’s going to paint my royal portrait.”

Her friend laughs. “Royal portrait–imagine that. When I met you all those years ago, I would
have never guessed that one day you would have been getting your portrait painted for
royalty.”

She smiles. “Neither would have I.”

The Warrior still remembers her first encounter with Thancred. It had been prior to the
Calamity, and she had been still a bit young. They met in a tavern, where the Hyur had
mercilessly hit on her. He had been very drunk, and she had rebuffed his advances. The night
had ended with them alone in an alleyway, with her holding his hair back while he vomited
against the brickwork. That had sparked a casual friendship that had grown into familial
closeness over the years.

“Well, take care. Don’t let Tataru get you into any trouble.”

“Only that of my own choosing.” They exchange a grin. “Will you be heading back to Eorzea
any time soon?”

He shrugs. “Perhaps. My travel plans are not set in stone.”

“Well, if you do I’ll see you at the Rising Stones.”

Thancred smiles and gives a playful salute. “Safe travels, Your Benevolence.”

 



The Warrior and her guard depart soon by airship and start a straightforward course
southwest from Ala Mhigo. They make a brief stopover at Castrum Meridianum to check in
on the lone cohort that works at keeping peace in the area. Much of the rubble of the castrum
has been scrapped and cleared away, but some soldiers remain as part of an agreement
reached with the leaders of the Alliance. They stand watch over the wasted lands of
Carteneau, and also assist the soldiers from Camp Blue Fog in keeping peace in the
northernmost reaches of Thanalan. From there they fly further southwest and dock at
Castrum Marinum for the night. In the morning she listens to accounts from the night watch–
soldiers that patrol the stretches of road between Vesper Bay and Ul’dah with the intent of
deterring bandits. Not all of the local merchants appreciate the presence of Imperial soldiers
on the roads, but enough thieves have been apprehended and turned over to the Brass Blades
for both sides to consider the program a moderate success.

After Thanalan they venture to Castrum Occidens. The proposed Garlean tourism plans have
yet to see fruition, but the soldiers stationed there report that affluent of Eorzea have been
unusually keen on handing over large sums of gil to spend a few nights at the little cabin
where the Emperor and Empress of Garlemald enjoyed their honeymoon. The Warrior finds
this puzzlingly amusing, but is certain that the land owner at Costa del Sol will be happy with
money regardless of who is giving it to him.

As her transport wings its way back east to Mor Dhona, the Warrior muses over how well the
soldiers at the Eorzean castra seem to be doing on their own. A little gentle encouragement
and straightforward orders, and they are quite handily keeping the peace in their own
particular regions. She does not know exactly how the Eorzeans are viewing their continued
presence, but hopes that by keeping to themselves the soldiers of the Fourteenth legion are no
longer considered an actively antagonizing group of neighbors. The Warrior makes a mental
note to consult with the Scions on this matter, and then naps for the remainder of the trip to
Castrum Centri.

 

The afternoon sky in Mor Dhona is surprisingly clear. The Warrior pauses upon disembarking
to marvel at the blue sky and twisting pink wisps of clouds. She cannot recall the last time
she saw the region’s firmament so devoid of its usual magenta miasma. She smiles and
shakes her head at the centurion’s murmur of concern.

“It’s a lovely day, don’t you think?”

“Oh. Indeed it is, my Lady.”

She is greeted by the commanding officer on duty. He quickly salutes, and then heaves a sigh.

“It is good to see you, your ladyship. I hate to be abrupt, but there is a small interloper who
knocked on the castrum doors and demanded to greet you upon your arrival. She was…
insistent.”

“Small interloper?” The Warrior’s query ends at the shout of her name and several of the
gathered soldiers being jostled out of the way.



“Warrior!” The familiar form of Alisaie pushes her way to where the Warrior is standing. “I
was starting to wonder if you really were coming here or not.”

“Alisaie!” She hugs the little Elezen. “I thought you were off culling wildlife in Coerthas?”

“Oh, I was, but Alphinaud reported that you were going to be visiting in a few days, so I
made my way back here.” Alisaie smirks jovially. “I needed to get out of the cold, anyways.”

“Understandable. I’m glad to see you, Alisaie, but you can’t go bullying your way into a
castrum.”

“Of course I can.”

“Perhaps the soldiers need some more training, if they were so readily intimidated by a young
lady,” murmurs the centurion. The Warrior snorts in amusement.

“Perhaps so. Alisaie can be quite domineering, though, so I can’t entirely fault them.”

The centurion shrugs. Alisaie gazes imploringly at the Warrior.

“Will you be coming to the Rising Stones today?”

“Oh, I don’t think so, Alisaie. I’ve already done enough visiting for one day, I’m afraid. I was
planning on reviewing things here and then talking to Varis for a bit before bed.”

“Oh. I see.” The Elezen’s ears droop slightly. “Tomorrow, then?”

“Of course. I’m setting aside my entire day tomorrow to visit with you and the other Scions.”

“Good. I–we have been looking forward to getting to see you again.” She smiles. “Hopefully
we can visit the Crystal Tower. They’ve been doing some excavations at the tower’s base,
and I think you might find it interesting.”

The Warrior nods. “That sounds like fun.” She smiles. “Say, would you like to join me for
dinner here at the castrum?”

“Yes, of course!” The girl falters and looks down. “Am I dressed well enough to have dinner
with the Empress?”

“If you were dressed well enough to barge into my castrum, then you’re dressed well enough
to join me for dinner.”

 

Alisaie stays at the castrum until dusk, excitedly chattering away and occasionally peppering
the Warrior with questions about her travels. She protests when the Warrior gently sends her
on her way, insisting that she is fine making her way through the swamp in the dark. Still,
with a promise from the Warrior of a visit tomorrow, the young woman heads off back to
Revenant’s Toll. The Warrior stands at the gate and watches her departure. When the girl’s
red coat has faded into the twilight, she looks up at the darkening sky. 



In the distance, over the line of peaks that frame Revenant’s Toll, a blue glow illuminates the
darkening sky. Even though only the highest jagged spire is visible at this range, the Warrior
knows that she is seeing light from the Crystal Tower. She cannot help but reminisce at the
sight of it, thinking back to years before when her adventuring had led her into heights of the
strange structure and then all the way into another world. It seems almost impossible now
that she had experienced such things, but the Warrior still has a few scars from that venture to
prove it happened.

She thinks of G’raha Tia, and wonders again at the eccentric Miqo’te’s parting words. What
had he meant? When would the world be ready?

Her linkpearl chimes.

The Warrior hurriedly retrieves the linkpearl from her pocket and turns from the faraway blue
glow as she presses the device to her ear.

“Look at you, darling, calling me first like a proper gentleman. I’m surprised.”

The Emperor’s weary chuckle rumbles through the connection. “I just got out of a five hour
meeting with the Senate, so I felt a pressing need to speak with someone I was fond of rather
than the weighted opposite.”

“I’m almost flattered.” She smiles and nods at the soldiers that salute at her passage. She
presses at hand to the curve of her belly. “Would you like to hear of my day?”

“I would love to.”

 

In the morning the aetheryte plaza at Revenant’s Toll is busy with people who have curiously
gathered to see the Empress of Garlemald. Or perhaps just the Warrior of Light–the Warrior
cannot really discern the difference when it comes to their curiosity. She suppose it doesn’t
really matter, as the people all seem enthused to see her, and are generally behaving
themselves. The Warrior is aware of her guard bristling to attention at her side, but doesn’t
bother to remind them to stay their hand. She trusts that they will not do anything to harm the
citizenry.

The Warrior spends a few minutes speaking with those who come to greet her. She shakes
hands and exchanges well-wishings. She is aware of a few people idling near the periphery of
the crowd who are observing her with open bewilderment. After all, aside from her crown,
the Warrior knows that she otherwise looks like any other adventurer who happens to be a
few months pregnant. 

She is eventually rescued from her delayed progress to the Rising Stones by the arrival of
Y’shtola.

“Ah, dear Warrior, I see that they are feeding you well in Garlemald.” Her friend teases
gently as she guides the Warrior to the entrance of the Seventh Heaven.



“Oh, well, you know… Not much else to do there.”

There is an awkward moment of silence between them as they pass through the bar and
beyond the ‘No Entry’ sign that hangs on the doors to the Rising Stones. After a few steps,
Y’shtola lets out a sigh.

“I apologize for not attending your wedding,” she says, her tone carefully measured.

“You don’t have to,” the Warrior says.

“We could not all be in attendance.” Y’shtola looks away. “‘Twould have raised doubts
regarding the intentions of the Scions.” The Miqo'te’s ears flatten slightly, as though she is
awaiting a scolding.

“Really, it’s alright. I’m not mad at you.” The Warrior smiles. “If you want to make it up to
me, you’ll just have to be sure to pay a visit to the palace sometime.”

“Of course.” She smiles ruefully. “Thancred did say that Urianger and I missed out on getting
to peek at the royal library.  I would be remiss to not take the chance to see what secrets the
library holds.”

“The invitation stands open for any of you.”

Y’shtola opens her mouth to speak, but is preemptively cut off by a happy cry from the
dining area.

“Warrior! You’re here!” Alisaie hurries up to them. “Oh, and good morning, Caspian.”

“Good morning, Miss Alisaie.”

“Ah, do you two already have something planned for today?” Y’shtola barely manages to
conceal the relief that flickers across her face. The Warrior suppresses a laugh.

“Yes, Y’shtola. Fret not, you do not have to keep me entertained for the day.”

“T’would not have been a burden…” She clears her throat. “What are your plans, then?”

“We’re going to visit the Crystal Tower digsites,” Alisaie reports.

“What, that far? Will you be taking a carriage?”

“Don’t be silly, she can walk a few miles.” The girl looks at the Warrior. “You can walk, yes?
It would just be down to where the ferry is to take you to where they’re excavating.”

“As long as we stop for breaks now and then, I don’t see why not.”

Alisaie gives a satisfied nod. “Good. The skywatcher said the weather should hold for today,
so we’ll make a morning of it.”

“Just take care, both of you,” says Y’shtola.



“I have my linkpearl, and she has her guard,” is Alisaie’s cheerful reply. “We’ll be fine!”

 

The trio head out of the town’s eastern gates, slowly making their way down the uneven road.
Alisaie happily talks away, discussing current events and answering questions posed by the
centurion. Glad that the two seem to be getting along, the Warrior relaxes and lets her gaze
drift skyward. The spires of the Crystal Tower gleam prettily in the morning light. She is
mindful of her step as she tilts head head back in search of the pinnacle lancing heavensward
in the swirling cloud cover. 

The trek down to the camp at Saint Coinach’s Find is longer and more uneven than the
Warrior remembers, so she keeps her pace slow and steady to avoid overexertion. When they
have run out of questions for Alisaie, the centurion trails after them and occasionally falls
behind as they stop to gawk at the scenery. When they fall particularly far behind, the Warrior
turns to check on them.

“Come on, Cas,” she calls. “We don’t need you getting eaten by a gigas!”

The centurion hurries to catch up. “Gigas don’t eat people, do they?”

“If they’re hungry enough,” says Alisaie with a smirk. The centurion lets out a nervous laugh.

“We don’t need that.”

When they have walked half the distance to the camp, the Warrior stops and leans against a
crystalline boulder. Alisaie looks up at her fretfully.

“Are you sure it’s alright for you to be walking so far? I don’t want the Emperor coming for
my head if something happens to you.”

“I’m fine,” says the Warrior. “Just need a little break. I’m not as young and spry as I used to
be, you know.”

“You’re scarcely thirty!”

“Oh, just wait, Miss Alisaie,” the centurion says. “As soon as you turn thirty, it’s all downhill
from there.”

The girl frowns up at them. “You’re both ridiculous.”

“Just wait and see. You’ll be waking up with creaky bones…” The Warrior trails off as she
notices Alisaie’s posture stiffen to attention. She has half turned and is staring intently at the
approach of three figures from the direction of camp. Garlean soldiers, the Warrior realizes as
they draw nearer. Not a threat, she knows, but her friend is still instinctively reacting to their
approach as though they were.

“What do they want?” Alisaie mutters, hand hovering near the hilt of her rapier.

The soldiers stop a few yalms away and salute. 



“Good morning, Lady Galvus!” the three crow eagerly.

“Lady–” Alisaie sighs and drops her hand. “Oh, for heavens’ sake. They’re just your
devotees.”

“What were you expecting?” the centurion whispers. The soldiers all stand at excited
attention.

“We did not know you were going to be visiting!” says the tallest. “We only just received
word from the castrum that you were passing this way.”

“Does everyone in the Empire know who you are?” Alisaie wonders. The Warrior smiles and
nods at the soldiers.

“I’m still their legatus, so of course they know me.”

“Your wedding was so lovely on the radio!” says another of the soldiers. The others nod in
agreement. “And now we have heard the reports of your pregnancy! What a lovely time to be
in Garlemald!”

“I’m glad that you all think so.”

“What brings you out here today, Lady Galvus?”

“Oh, Miss Alisaie here was going to take me to the digsites at the Crystal Tower. The route to
the docks should be safe, correct? I’d heard that troops from Castrum Centri have been
helping with security at the Sons’ digsites.”

“It should be safe, yes ma’am. We’ve become quite adept at running off the gigas and the
other local beasties.”

“Good. Now, shouldn’t you all be getting back to your duties?”

“Yes! See you later, Lady Galvus!” The soldiers salute before hurrying off again. One of the
soldiers pauses and looks at Alisaie.

“And tell Lord Alphinaud hello, miss!”

The Warrior smiles as she watches the soldiers hustle down the rocky path. Alisaie gives a
little irritated huff.

“Look on the bright side, Alisaie. At least they didn’t mistake you for your brother.”

“Very funny.”

They continue on to the Find at the same slow pace, but the Warrior is still gladdened again
when she is able to stop and rest when they finally reach the assemblage of tents and lookout
towers nestled among the crags and crystals. Alisaie hollers and runs ahead to announce their
arrival.



“The air here makes me feel a little peculiar,” murmurs the centurion when Alisaie is out of
earshot. The Warrior smiles and nods.

“Understandable. Due to the events that happened years ago–” She gestures to the grim
looming landmark of the corpse of Midgardsormr still coiled around the Agrius in the middle
of Silvertear Lake, “--the area has been swamped with aether. Some people are more
sensitive to it than others. If it makes you queasy, just let me know and we can stop for a few
minutes.”

“Thank you, my Lady.”

As they approach the camp, the Warrior spots Alisaie excitedly speaking with a familiar
figure. The man pauses in replying to Alisaie. The big Roegadyn peers down at the Warrior
through his glasses. After a moment he blinks and smiles in recognition.

“Ah, Warrior! It is good to see you again!” Rammbroes beams at her. “I scarcely recognized
you out of your armor.”

“Yes, well. I don’t get to go out adventuring as much as I used to.”

“Indeed, indeed. Empress of Garlemald now, isn’t it? I wonder what G’raha Tia would say to
such a surprising development.” He strokes his chin.

“I believe he would care less that I ended up in Garlemald, and more want to interrogate me
on any information regarding the Allagans that I might have found in the royal library.”

Rammbroes chuckles at the suggestion. “Yes, he was a bit single minded when it came to his
research.”

“I brought the Warrior with me today so she could see the newest digsite,” says Alisaie. The
Roegadyn leans a bit to look down at the girl.

“Is that so? Well, if the Empress doesn’t object to walking through the rubble, then I suppose
it will be safe enough if you accompany her, Miss Alisaie.”

“I’ll watch my step,” says the Warrior.

“Very good. The crew is working at Site B today, but it should be safe to explore Sites A and
C.”

“We won’t get in anyone’s way, Rammbroes.”

“Do take care not to, Miss Alisaie.”

 

The Warrior and Alisaie head down the old familiar path that winds its way south out of the
camp. She marvels at how quiet a walk it is, remembering in years past how the relatively
short hike to the docks usually involved having to fend off a few giants and snarling wildlife.



The Garlean soldiers appear to have been telling the truth regarding their efforts to help keep
the area safer for travelers. Her guard groans unhappily as the dock comes into view.

“Oh. I was hoping that it was not a boat dock…”

“Sorry, Cas.”

The centurion lets out a faint noise of discontent as they step onto the small wooden boat, but
they say nothing more as they tuck themselves around their knees. Alisaie gives them a
gentle pat on the back as the boat pushes off.

“Don’t worry, it is not terribly far.”

“That’s easy for you to say.”

The trip to the digsites–at a location Rammbroes identified as the ‘Syrcus Trench’--is
blessedly uneventful. The ferry pilot skillfully takes them over the dark waters of Silvertear
Lake, and soon the heights of the Crystal Tower have consumed almost the entirety of their
overhead view.

“It’s a lot taller than I expected it to be,” says the centurion. They look to the Warrior. “And
you’ve climbed the whole thing?”

“Well, maybe two-thirds of it. There’s a lot of stairs. And monsters. Can’t recommend it.”

“I see. I will gladly stay down here, then.”

“Lucky for you, we’re going down and not up,” Alisaie says chipperly. “And, there haven’t
been any monsters present at the digsites.”

“Yet,” quips the Warrior. Alisaie laughs.

“Well, yes, if you’re showing up then we’re bound to be suddenly inundated with Allagan
experiments and other nasties.” She grins at the centurion’s quick pivot to look behind them.
“Just joking. Mostly.”

“Excitement does seem to follow Lady Lux…” They sigh and shake their head. “Not quite
what I anticipated when I signed up for this duty.”

“Oh, come now. Surely it’s more exciting than just standing around all day?”

“It has its moments.”

They approach the impossibly tall tower. The Warrior notices a gap in the carved stones that
comprise its base, though it is all but hidden by the landscape’s rough terrain and invasive
crystals. She puzzles over what might lie in the shadows.

“What exactly do the Sons of Saint Coinach hope to find underneath the tower?”



Alisaie shrugs. “Whatever is there, I suppose. Perhaps some ancient Allagan relic long lost to
time. Perhaps nothing at all. The researchers are Sharlayan–sometimes the quest for new
knowledge is more important than whatever is discovered.”

The Warrior considers this as good of a reason as any. After all, when she had joined NOAH
on its expedition into the Tower years before, they hadn’t been searching for anything
specific. Just something new . Though they had indeed found more than they could have
possibly imagined back then, she suspects that there is less of interest to be found in the
rubble at the landmark’s base.

“Watch your step.”

They make their way down a series of rough, hand-hewn stairs carved into the bedrock. At
the bottom, the Warrior is surprised to find the ceiling rising high overhead. A gray haze of
daylight fills the open space, though she cannot tell from whence it originates. The ground at
their feet is raw and uneven, similar to the rest of the terrain in Mor Dhona. To her right the
base of the Crystal Tower rises in straight, precise geometry, towering stories overhead before
descending to bury itself in the earth. The wild land of Mor Dhona clambors in from the left,
reaching toward the tower itself and forming some semblance of a vaulted canopy. The
Warrior presses her palm against one of the jagged crystals that jut from the surface of the
rock.

“What an unusual site.”

“Isn’t it? I mean, the whole structure is strange. We know the Allagans weren’t giants, but
they built the place as though it was intended for larger than life occupants.” Alisaie waves at
a pair of researchers that are gathered around a crate. She calls: “Don’t mind us. Just looking
around!”

Together they slowly make their way through the digsite. The Warrior peers at neat piles of
broken rocks and bricks.

“I wonder if they have found anything yet.”

“From what I know, so far just a few broken tools, and what might be an Elezen’s ear clasp.”
Alisaie gestures at her right ear. “There were apparently a good number of Elezen in Allag, so
it’s a possibility.”

“Interesting. Though not necessarily particularly informative.”

“Even the most dusty, broken relic can keep a researcher in Sharlayan occupied for months.”

“There must not be much to do there,” the centurion quips.

“Oh, I wouldn’t say that. It’s more…”

Behind her, Alisaie’s words slow and muffle into silence. The Warrior frowns. She begins to
turn to check on the girl, but a familiar discomfort stops her in her tracks.



A flash of pain lances through the Warrior’s head, as though her Echo were about to activate.
She squeezes her eyes shut, waiting, but nothing more happens. There is no vision, naught
but a ringing in her ears that nearly manifests itself into a memory. Amidst the ringing she
can hear a voice, whispering with some unknown urgency, but their words are lost,
meaningless among the discordance. It sounds like a man speaking, she thinks, but cannot be
sure. It is impossible to focus on the noise.

Then, as quickly as it came, the pain and noise abate. She opens her eyes with a gasp, and is
puzzled to discover that she is on her back. Alisaie and the centurion are crouched next to
her, and she is aware of a few other figures standing nearby.

“My Lady! Are you alright? Do I need to summon aid?”

The Warrior sits up and self consciously runs her hand over her hair. “Did I faint?”

“Not exactly, you just sort of… closed your eyes and… stopped. You weren’t responding. I
thought it prudent to settle you down on the ground so you didn’t collapse and hurt yourself.”

“Did you have an Echo vision?” Alisaie asks in hushed tones. “I mean, that’s what it looked
like to me.”

“Not exactly…” The Warrior frowns again. She looks up at the tower’s foundation. “This is a
strange place. Like a point out of time, you know?” She rubs at her brow, but blessedly the
pain has completely disappeared. “When I worked here in the past, I had occasional bursts
from my Echo. But it wasn’t the same this time.”

“We should return to the castrum,” says the centurion. “Or at least Revenant’s Toll.”

“That’s a long trek, Cas,” she says. “I’m fine; just give me a few minutes.”

They make an uneasy noise, but nod and move a few fulms away. Alisaie stares intently at
her.

“Did you see something? Someone?”

“No, not exactly. It was more like… words. Without a voice attached. It’s difficult to
explain.” The Warrior cannot help but think of the last time she heard someone else’s voice in
her head–she had been hearing the echoes of Emet-Selch’s sinister whispers to Zenos’
mother. This was not the same, though she cannot help but wonder at the possibility of
Ascian involvement.

Or perhaps, as in the past, it is just the Crystal Tower playing tricks on her.

 

Another cautious hour is spent exploring the digsites in the Syrcus Trench. Despite her
guard’s well justified concerns, the Warrior presses on. She experiences no other strange
occurrences, though by the end of the hour her feet are starting to ache. She sits and regales
her friends and the researchers with a few recollections from her time exploring the Crystal



Tower, and when the Warrior feels ready to walk again they make their way back to
Revenant's Toll.

No one mentions what happened to the Warrior while in the Trench.

When they finally make it back to Revenant’s Toll, they find Tataru present at her worktable.
The Lalafell smiles and waves cheerfully.

“Alisaie! Warrior! I was so dismayed to hear that I had missed seeing you this morning!”

“Fret not, Tataru. You know I wouldn’t head back to Garlemald without stopping to say hello
to you first.”

“You almost had me worried!” Tataru shifts her attention from the Warrior to her guard. A
frown briefly pinches her lips, but she presses it down as she peers up critically at the
centurion.

“I must say, I never imagined that I would see the day where an Imperial walked into the
Scions’ secret headquarters without a weapon drawn,” the Lalafell says. She wags a finger up
at the centurion. “I hope you don’t intend on causing any trouble, mister!”

“No, Tataru, this is Caspian. They are my friend, as well as my personal guard.”

She casts the Warrior a doubtful look. “Well, if you say so. I’m holding you responsible for
his actions.”

“I will vouch for them as well,” says Alisaie. “They were perfectly well behaved, and we
went all the way to the Crystal Tower and back together.”

“Alright, alright, I believe you.” Tataru looks up at the Warrior again. “All that way?
Gracious, you must be famished!” Her gaze lowers to the level of the Warrior’s belly, and she
holds out her little hands. “All that way, while toting a wee one around! Just have a seat and
rest, I’ll get something for you out of the kitchen!”

The Warrior doesn’t bother telling the secretary that her attentions are not necessary, and
remains silent as Tataru hops down from the chair and hurriedly shuffles off.

“Sorry about that, Caspian. Tataru means well, but… Well, the Scions and Garlemald have
something of a rough history.” Alisaie’s smile is both rueful and apologetic. “She didn’t
really mean to offend you.”

“Oh, no, I understand.” The centurion shakes their head. “I am a stranger here, in the enemy’s
uniform.”

“Yes, well…”

Deciding that it is best to change the subject, the Warrior clears her throat. “So tell me,
Alisaie, where are my weapons and old gear being kept?”



“Ah, we moved all of that from the storeroom to your old quarters,” says the girl. Her smile
says she is equally happy to change topics. “Along with a few other random things of yours
that we’ve collected over the last year or so.”

“Good, good. I’m going to take a look at everything.” She beckons for the centurion to
follow her.

“Alright. I’ll just… wait here for Tataru to get back.” Alisaie grins. “Just don’t take too long,
or I’ll eat all of whatever she brings out from the kitchen.”

“Duly noted.”

The Warrior leads the way through a door and down a brief hallway lined with identical
doors. She stops at one of the doors and opens it without hesitation.

“It isn’t locked?” the centurion wonders.

“Why would it need to be? I doubt anyone would sneak in and steal my things.”

“I suppose that makes sense. Everyone here must trust each other, right?”

“We try to, yes.”

The centurion peers around the small room with its single small window. “‘Tis nearly a cell.”

“Well, I didn’t stay here too often, just between missions. Truthfully, I’m surprised that they
still have this space set aside for me.” The Warrior wonders if the Scions still faintly hope
that she might one day return to them on a more permanent basis, or if her room is simply
being kept as some sort of memorial to times passed.

Her armaments are piled in a careful heap on the bed. The centurion moves to look through
the collection of weapons as the Warrior heads over to the small dresser that sits beneath the
window. She opens the top drawer and looks through the various odds and ends that she left
behind. Most of the items are of little value, just empty jars and vials and random bits of
leather and thread from long abandoned crafting projects.

At the bedside, the centurion picks up a dagger. They make a thoughtful noise and return it to
the bedcovers. Then they pick up a heavy wooden staff. They peer at the purple stone set into
the tip of the staff.

“Did you really use all of these weapons?”

“Hm?” The Warrior closes the drawer and moves next to their guard. “To varying extents,
yes. I was better with some than others.” She picks up a dagger. “Some I tried out just
because I thought the guildmaster was attractive.”

They laugh. “I would not have imagined you the type.”

“Eh, I was younger and still new to the world. I had no intention of settling down back then,
so there wasn’t any harm in sowing my wild oats, as it were.”



The centurion giggles and gestures with the staff. “What is this one for?”

“This one is for casting offensive magic–the sort of stuff that thaumaturges perform. I
honestly didn’t stick around in that guild for very long, sadly. I was always more of a sword
swinger than a mage.” The Warrior picks up a smaller staff, its end wrought of twisted vines
and an eternal lily crafted from moonstone. “This one might interest you more. It’s a
conjurer’s cane.”

They set down the staff and gingerly take the cane from the Warrior. “For healing magic, you
mean?”

“That’s right. For both of these, the weapon is more a focus than an actual source of power.
Both black and white magic rely on using a combination of the user’s inherent aether, and
aether that they draw from their surrounding environment.” She points to the stone that
adorns the staff. “Though, some can be equipped with stones that are charged with power–
some quite dangerous. This one is just a standard hunk of amethyst, nothing too special.”

“Oh, like the stone on your crown?”

“That’s right.” The Warrior gestures at the cane. “Why not hold onto that? It might help with
learning.”

“Oh, I-I couldn’t, my Lady. This is yours–”

“And I am loaning it to you for your training.”

“If–if you insist.” They fluster for a moment while looking at the pale wood. “Thank you, my
Lady.”

She nods. “We’ll make a healer out of you yet.” The Warrior looks at the other weapons
awaiting her attention. “It seems a pity, doesn’t it? To leave everything here, ignored and
unused.”

“You have a gunblade now, don’t you?” They gesture to the weapon strapped on their back.

“Yes, but… I suppose part of me still feels an attachment to these weapons. Sort of like I owe
them attention, or at least a new home where someone will use them…”

“The swords are rather pretty,” they say. “And this polearm, is this like the dragoons of
Ishgard use?”

“That’s right.” The Warrior retrieves the lance and studies its point. “I suppose this one fell
under the grouping of attractive guild masters, so to speak. Though I did not learn from a
guild, but from one of the greatest dragoons who has ever lived.” She smiles, thinking of how
Estinien would scoff and fluster at such praise. “I could never jump quite to his liking.”

“Ah, well, some teachers you just can’t please.”

“True.” The Warrior looks over the weapons again, and gets an idea. “Perhaps I should bring
these with me back to Garlemald.” She picks up the longsword, and grins at the old familiar



heft of the black blade. “I think they might work nicely as decorations in my parlor.”

“I can see how that might be appealing… Though, won’t it intimidate all the nice little ladies
who come to have tea with the Empress?”

“I fail to see how that wouldn’t be a selling point.” The Warrior chuckles. “And who knows?
Perhaps one day one of my children might gaze upon these weapons and ask me their stories.
Or even ask me if they could learn how to wield one of them.”

“That’s a nice thought.”

“Isn’t it?” She nods again, her mind made up. “Yes. We’ll bring these back with us to the
castrum, Cas.”

“It’s not like anyone can tell you that you can’t.”

 

The Warrior spends the night at the Rising Stones. She stays alone, as the centurion insists
upon returning to bed down at Castrum Centri. Whether this is more for their own comfort, or
in consideration for the comfort of the Scions she cannot say. They assure her that they trust
the Scions to keep her safe for a night, and so she decides not to argue over the matter. The
Warrior stays up too late chatting with her friends as it is, and is glad for the centurion to not
have to uncomfortably linger off to the side all evening.

By morning Alphinaud has returned to the Rising Stones, and the Warrior is happy to sit and
have breakfast with the twins.

“I went to Ul’dah to, ah, pick up some painting supplies,” says the young Elezen. “I suppose
I could have asked you what I needed to bring before doing so, but…” He blushes. “This is
the first time I have been hired to do anything of the sort.”

“That’s alright. Alisaie and I had a lovely little adventure to the Crystal Tower yesterday.”

“Is that so? Did you find aught of interest?”

After considering the misfire of her Echo, the Warrior shakes her head. “Just a lot of broken
bricks. I didn’t make any world-changing discoveries, I’m afraid.”

Alphinaud smiles. “Ah, well, there is always next time.”

By the time the centurion returns to Revenant’s Toll, Alisaie has already excused herself to
head off on some new adventure. The Warrior is a touch disappointed that she will not be
joining her brother in Garlemald, but knows better than to try and hold the young woman
back. Y’shtola has also made herself scarce, and no one else in the Rising Stones seems to
have an interest in venturing to Garlemald. When she and the centurion have finished
bundling her weapons, the only person she finds waiting for them is Alphinaud.

“So, are you really the only one coming along? I thought Y’shtola or Urianger might be
tempted after missing out at the wedding.”



“I am afraid so,” says Alphinaud. “Though I told them that your invitation was open to all, it
seems everyone else had things that were already occupying their time. Tataru did express an
interest in coming along, if only to show off her baking skills to His Radiance, but she
decided it would be better if she stayed behind as well.”

“Oh well. I suppose you won’t be visiting for terribly long anyways, will you. Just as long as
it takes to paint my portrait.”

“That was the plan, yes. Unfortunately, the leaders of the Eorzean Alliance are prone to
growing suspicious if any of us show signs of lingering too long in Garlemald. Even our
attendance at your wedding was enough to raise some suspicions.”

“I understand.” And though she does indeed understand, the Warrior cannot help but feel a
touch disappointed. Whenever she ventures back to Eorzea on business, she is always
reminded of how much she misses her found family in the Scions. She puts on a brave face
and smiles. “You packed warmly, I trust?”

“Of course. After our adventures in Ishgard, I know to travel prepared for the worst.”

“Oh, come now. It wasn’t that bad during the wedding, was it?”

“My ears got cold just looking out the window.”

“My poor little dear. We’ll get an extra heater for your rooms.” She ruffles the boy’s hair and
steps away. Focusing on the centurion, she says: “Can you alert the castrum that we will be
arriving soon? They should prepare our craft for departure.”

“At once, my Lady.”

She smiles up at them. “Thank you, Caspian. I think it’s time to head home.”



Chapter 93

“I must admit, Garlean transport vessels are more comfortable than I expected them to be.”

The Warrior opens her eyes from a doze and looks over to where Alphinaud is peering out a
viewport at the frozen wastes rolling past far below. A quick glance at the centurion shows
that they appear to be intently reading a book, but the Warrior knows well enough by now the
faint telltale tilt of their helmet that shows they are actually observing the little Elezen.

“Hm? What’s that, Alphinaud? Garlean technology is some of the best on the star.”

“Oh, well…” He looks away from the window, cheeks pinking. “I mean, I knew that they
would be of good quality. I just… expected them to be more utilitarian.”

“Standard troop transports aren’t quite as comfort-minded,” she says. “The seats are a bit
hard. This is a private transport vessel, so it’s designed to be more enjoyable.”

“Do you have your own private airship?” Alphinaud asks. The Warrior smirks at him.

“Not yet.”

She dozes once more, only opening her eyes when the pilot announces their approach to the
palace. The centurion is busy putting their book away, and Alphinaud hurriedly puts a pencil
aside to hide the fact that he was likely sketching the Warrior during her repose.

“I must warn you that you’ll likely have to entertain yourself tonight, Alphinaud. I am likely
to be carried away by the Emperor as soon as I disembark in the docks.”

He gives an amused snort. “If you say so.”

“I expect to be properly waylaid by my husband, at the least. Caspian will be able to show
you to your guest suite so you can get settled in. It’s in the same hall as the last time you
visited, so I believe you will be capable of finding the dining room again.”

“I believe so, yes.” He smiles. “Shall we set an appointment for tomorrow morning, then?”

“Mid-morning should be sufficient. The guards will be able to direct you to my parlor.”

“Very good.”

“And Cas… once Alphinaud has been shown to his rooms, you’re free to go for the
remainder of the day.”

“Thank you, my Lady.”

The Warrior fidgets with anticipation as the transport slows in its approach with the docks. It
has been more than a week since she has been home in Garlemald, and she is looking forward



to seeing her husband. She is quite certain that the feeling is mutual, and smiles as she
imagines him pacing the length of the docks while waiting for her return.

Indeed, when she follows the centurion out into the cold, the Warrior’s eyes immediately find
the bulky form of her husband waiting at the end of the gangplank. She tugs her coat closed
against the biting air and hurries down the clanking metal to where he waits. Varis stoops and
scoops her into his arms. With a laugh, she snuggles into his warmth and lifts her face for a
kiss.

“Welcome home,” he rumbles. “Would you object greatly to me carrying you inside?”

The Warrior laughs. “Well, I am capable of walking… But I’ve done a great deal of walking
the last few days, so I am willing to humor you, dear.”

“Good.”

She feels his weight shift as he turns to look down at the waiting Elezen. “Maristella, thank
you for your continued excellent service.”

They salute. “Gladly, Your Radiance.”

Varis’ hair tickles against her cheek as he leans to look at Alphinaud. “And… welcome again,
Lord Leveilleur. We will… see you sometime tomorrow.”

“Y-yes, of course. Thank you for your hospitality, Emperor Varis.” Alphinaud’s cheeks and
ears are bright pink, and the Warrior can only wonder if it is due to the cold, or an
embarrassed blush at the Emperor’s lack of formality.

“See you later, Alphinaud!”

 

Varis hums as he totes his bride back to their quarters. The Warrior smiles as the gentle
vibration reaches her and fills her with the tangible sensation of his happiness. She is aware
of the glances from the guards that they pass, but is not bothered. It is not the first time Varis
has carried her back to their rooms, and it likely will not be the last.

“You look good,” she says. “I mean, you always do… But I am glad to see that you haven’t
wasted away in my absence.”

“I was as a sunflower without a sun to reach for,” he says, and gives her a light squeeze.
“However, my advisor instructed me to keep myself busy so that I do not have excessive time
to pine away for my dear wife. So, I attempted to follow that suggestion.”

“Lots of meetings with the Senate, I take it?”

“I suspect that they wait until you leave the city to inundate me with as many puerile
grievances as they can muster at the same time. ‘Tis no wonder to me now that my grandsire
opted to spend so much of his time out on campaigns rather than here at the palace. He had
even less patience for their antics than I manage to muster.” 



“My poor darling. Next time, you’ll have to travel with me.” She smiles at his uncertain
grunt. “Or not, my dear homebody.”

“Perhaps it is you who should be staying closer to home for the time being.”

“Eventually. You did promise me a nice place to visit, didn’t you?”

He sighs. “Yes, yes, I did. I believe the province of Alexandria would be the best choice for
you to visit. And, its proximity to Bozja would permit you to stop in there and visit Zenos
along the way.”

“I’m sure he would like that.” She watches as his brows drip briefly in thought before he
nods in agreement.

“Indeed. But, enough of such talk. How are you feeling? Is there aught that you require?
Medicus Shaw was wishing to give you an examination upon your return, but I told him that
can wait until tomorrow…”

“Good. I was hoping not to see anyone other than you for the rest of the day.” She wiggles
her feet. “As for how I feel… My feet are a bit sore from walking. Otherwise I believe that
getting out and getting some fresh air was good for me.”

Varis smirks playfully at her. “I will have to give you a once-over to be certain.”

 

As promised, Varis carefully totes his wife down the hall to their bedroom once they reach
their quarters. He removes her boots and helps her out of her coat and the majority of her
clothing. She spreads herself out on the bedcovers for him, giggling as he presses kisses to
the ticklish spots on her legs.

“Far more warm and radiant than any sun,” he murmurs against her skin. 

Varis spends a long time leaning against the mattress and staring at the curve of her belly. To
the Warrior it seems as though he is trying to divine the future from the faint lines that have
begun to show on her abdomen. Perhaps he is–she would not dare to embarrass him by
asking.

Eventually he gives a content sigh and smiles. “You do not look any bigger.”

“It’s barely been a week and a half.”

“I suppose I expected… something.” He shrugs and rests a big hand over her navel.

“Well, wait a few more months, and you’ll definitely have some–” The Warrior pauses at a
fluttering in her stomach.

“Are you alright?”

“Yes, I just felt something. Bit of gas, maybe?”



“You made a face.”

“Well, I–” She tries not to laugh. “I don’t get gassy all that often, now do I?”

“I suppose not…” He moves his hand slightly. The Warrior feels another faint trembling of
movement, and Varis lets out a soft gasp. “Oh, I felt something.”

“You felt it too?”

“I believe so.”

They both stare in tense silence for a long while, but there is no further movement beneath
his hand.

Varis murmurs: “Do you think it was the baby moving?”

“Maybe? I don’t know. I’ve never been pregnant before. I suppose I could ask Medicus
Shaw.”

“Hm.” He lifts his hand and scratches at his chin. “Is the baby gassy, perhaps?”

She laughs. “Darling, I don’t think they can get gassy in the womb!”

“Y-yes, well… We can ask the medicus. Later.” Varis leans closer to her abdomen. Close to
her belly, enough that his breath tickles against her skin, he whispers: “Hello, little one. I
hope that you are not experiencing any digestive distress.”

The Warrior laughs and grabs for him. “They are fine, I promise! And so I am.”

He flops next to her on the covers and presses kisses to her cheeks and chin. “And so am I.”

 

On the morrow, the medicus pays the royal couple a visit after breakfast. He does some basic
examinations of the Warrior, and again permits Varis to listen to the tiny, ephemeral heartbeat
in her belly. He confirms the couple’s suspicions that the movement experienced the
afternoon before–and a handful of times since–is more than likely the first signs of
quickening in the Empress’ womb. Though he manages to maintain his composure while
listening to the heartbeat, Varis does quietly shed a few joyful tears at this news.

When the exams are complete, Medicus Shaw also cheekily reports that the wagers going
around the palace staff are leaning toward the child being a girl, but the bets from the city at
large are more in favor of a boy. When the Warrior wonders who exactly is profiting off the
bets, the medicus just laughs and tells her that will mostly just be the taverns on the day that
the child’s birth is announced.

“What would you bet on?” she wonders when they are alone again. Varis gives a thoughtful
hum.

“I do not have a preference. But… probably a girl.”



She giggles. “Well, now it’s definitely going to be a boy.” He echoes a chuckle.

“Indeed.” 

The Warrior sits on the bed, hand idly roving in search of signs of life, as she watches Varis
get dressed in his armor. She looks at her very large husband and thinks of his equally large
son. 

“Was Zenos a large baby?” she wonders. Varis blinks and tips his head to the side.

“Mm, no, not particularly. As I recall, he was barely 8 ponz when he was born. He did not
start to become exceedingly tall until after he hit puberty. Why?”

“Just wondering.”

He adjusts his breastplate with a pensive frown. “Are you worried? I believe you can handle
it…” His cheeks darken when she laughs.

“I suppose if you had told me that Zenos was the size of a toddler when he was born, I would
have been more concerned. For now I will maintain a healthy amount of apprehension.”

“Fair enough.” Varis fusses with his tabard. “You did not ask if I was a large newborn.”

“Oh. Were you?” She smiles as he continues to fidget his fingers over his armor, all while a
blush colors his pale cheeks.

“Weighed ten ponz,” he says with a grunt. “Grandmother used to say I was born ready to be
clapped into armor and thrown onto the frontlines.”

“Oh dear. Now you have me worried again.”

“You will be fine. I believe in your ability to safely bring our child into the world.” Varis
returns to the bedside and stoops to press a kiss to her brow. “Now then, as much as I hate to
leave your side so soon after your return, I know that you have plans for today that do not
involve snuggling with me in bed for hours.”

“I could change my plans, if you desire,” she says coyly. He chuckles and shakes his head.
“Well then, I plan on going to my parlor for a bit to see if I missed anything interesting while
I was away. And then I’ll be meeting with Alphinaud to start work on my portrait.”

“Sounds like a more productive day than mine.” Varis smiles and gives her another kiss. “We
will meet for supper, then?”

“Of course. Lunch as well, if you would like?”

Varis’ gaze goes to his oversized crown on its stand, and the corners of his lips tick
downwards. “I am afraid I must play politics for lunch today. I shall save my appetite for
you.”



“We could take supper in the dining hall and invite Alphinaud to join us, if you’d like,” she
suggests. “It would give you a chance to speak with him. I mean, if you wanted to.”

“That would be agreeable, yes.” He rebuffs the crown and instead picks up the platinum
circlet. He gestures with the diadem. “Would you?”

The Warrior gently takes the circlet in her hands. Varis crouches and bows his head so that
she has an easier time working the metal through his hair. She presses a kiss just below his
third eye once the circlet is in place.

“Thank you, my love.”

“You look lovely.” She guides a few long pale locks of hair to rest against his breastplate.
“Perfectly radiant.”

“You are biased.”

“Of course I am.” The Warrior smiles up at him and rests her palm on his chest, just on top of
the spot where the keep away spike formerly resided. “Though, I can scarcely imagine how
you will manage to be stern and intimidating to others when I can tell that you are absolutely
brimming with distraction over my condition.”

“I can yet be intimidating,” Varis says. He squares his shoulders and presses his mouth into a
determined scowl. The look fades as soon as his wife begins laughing. “Is it that bad?”

“Oh, no no, you’re fine, darling. No one will be any the wiser.” She struggles to stymie her
laughter. “No one will know that the Emperor is a big softie for his wife.”

“Let them know,” he grunts. Varis bends again to kiss her brow. “Honestly, my darling wife is
the one they should truly be fearful of.”

The Warrior just laughs.

 

The scents of old leather and steel meet the Warrior’s nose as she enters her parlor. The
source is quickly located–the weapons she brought with her from Eorzea are resting in their
tidy bundles on one of the woven rugs. She takes a moment to consider where they might
look best on the walls before making her way to her desk. A small collection of envelopes
waits for her there.

“Hm, it must be social season,” she murmurs upon inspecting the addresses of the first few
envelopes.

The Warrior looks through the letters for a few minutes, until a knock sounds on the door and
the centurion pokes their head inside.

“Sorry to disturb you, my Lady, but a bit more mail was brought for you.”

“Oh, thank you, Cas. Bring it in, please.”



The centurion nods and hurries into the room.

“You received a few parcels with your usual missives today,” they announce as they carefully
set the mail down on her desk. Indeed, two small packages–each no larger than her fist–rest
on top of the collection of envelopes and correspondence.

“Packages for me? How curious.” She picks up the smaller of the two packages. It is heavier
than it looks, and the Warrior hums as she cuts the twine holding the paper-wrapped bundle
together. Inside is a piece of paper with a note penned by Lord Brutus from Castrum
Fluminis: ‘Damnable catfish would not leave the gate guards alone until we accepted her gift
on your behalf. Somehow her people have learned of Your Benevolence’s pregnancy, and
have sent a good luck charm meant to ensure… safe hatching.'

“What is it?” the centurion wonders. The Warrior shrugs and opens the remainder of the
package.

“A rock,” she says. “I believe that it’s from that little Namazu we helped out at the Doman
Enclave.” She turns the smooth, but otherwise unremarkable river rock in her hands. “It’s a
nice rock.” She shows them the note. The centurion chuckles. 

“Imagine that–the Empress’ first baby present was from a talking fish!”

She grins and sets the rock down. “I’m not sure how this other one will be able to top such an
important gift.”

The second package is a bundle wrapped in colorful woolen cloth, and though of a similar
size to the first it is much lighter in weight. Inside there is a square block of larch wood, no
bigger than a playing card. One side is completely smooth, while on the opposite side the
shape of a fishing boat has been carved into the wood. The Warrior reads the writing on the
piece of parchment enclosed with the carving.

‘Imagine our surprise upon discovering that the unusually polite ambassador of Garlemald
has in fact recently become the Empress of that prideful nation. We will have to ask for a
higher payment upon your next visit to our waters. That being said, we offer our
congratulations upon the news of your pregnancy. We value the respect that you showed us,
and the kindness that you have extended to the people of Isari. As our thanks, please accept
this token on the behalf of your child. Consider their tithe paid.’

“Considering how open their dislike of the Empire was, that is something of a surprise,” the
centurion muses. The Warrior turns the token over in her hands, and notices the words ‘ for
the child of kindness’ etched in minute letters on the bottom of the wood.

“Oh, I don’t know about that, Cas. Perhaps they just dislike being openly disrespected in their
home territory. Kind of like when ambassadors from outside of Garlemald come to visit and
sneer at the Emperor’s hospitality. Wouldn’t you be offended, too?”

The centurion hums in thought. “Many of them have not yet had time or opportunity to
understand that Emperor Varis is not the same man as his predecessor. They don’t understand
yet that there is no thinly veiled threat when he offers them coffee and cake.”



“Varis has better things to do than waste time on idly menacing,” she says with a soft laugh.
“At least, I hope he realizes that he does.”

“Most of the gossip that I’ve heard among the guards regarding visitors has been fairly
positive,” they say, idly fidgeting their thumb and forefinger along the hem of their tabard.
“Though, I think some of them have been disappointed that the Empress does not join in for
dessert.”

“I’m sure that I will stop being such a novelty in time.” She sighs. The sound is partially
masked by a laugh coming from the centurion.

“I expect that it will take longer than you think, my Lady.”

 

She passes a bell going through her mail. As expected, it is more of the same as she has
received in recent months–invitations to tea, requests for financial support from various
women’s groups, and a few coy suggestions that various young sons and daughters might
make good playmates for the future prince or princess. She is internally bemoaning her lack
of a proper fireplace to toss some of the letters into when Alphinaud arrives with his
sketchbook in hand.

“I am sorry to have kept you waiting,” he says. “I had a few errands to attend to before I
came to get started.”

“With just a sketchbook?”

“Ah, well, I wanted to get some preliminary sketches down first, before I started to commit
anything to canvas.” Alphinaud settles lightly on one of the cushioned chairs opposite the
desk. “That was one of my errands–I stopped to inspect the supplies that Emperor Varis had
provided for me. I also met with the Emperor’s tailor this morning. He showed me the
imperial robes that you’ll be expected to be wearing in your portrait. Or, depicted wearing it,
at the least.” Alphinaud scratches at his ear. “Is everyone who works here an Elezen? It seems
as though the Emperor has amassed quite a collection of them in his employ.”

“Oh, no, though I suppose it does seem that way sometimes.” She grunts softly as she pushes
herself up from her chair. “The kitchen staff is mostly Garleans and Hyurs, and the medical
wing has a lot of Hyur and Roegadyn–from what I’ve seen, at least.”

“I suppose that some variety should be expected.” Alphinaud smiles and watches as the
Warrior moves to one of the couches and carefully settles herself on the cushions. “Just make
yourself comfortable. You do not have to worry about holding poses or anything of that sort.”

“If you need a pose, I’m sure that Cas could model for you. They’re very good at standing
still for long periods of time.”

“You are rather fidgety, my Lady,” the centurion says with a chuckle.

“Ever the restless adventurer,” chimes in Alphinaud. “I will keep that in mind.”



He opens his sketchbook and selects a pencil from his collection and begins to draw. For a
few minutes he is quiet and focused, but then Alphinaud’s brows come together in thought.

“Tell me, Warrior. How do you wish to be presented in this painting? I mean…” He gazes at
her middle for a moment before looking away. “You are visibly pregnant. Do you want that in
the painting? Or should I just work around it?”

“Am I? I hardly noticed.” She smirks briefly as she runs a hand over her tunic. She finds a bit
of humor  in the way that Alphinaud blushes and looks away every time he chances to look at
her belly. The Warrior considers his question as he continues to sketch. “I believe that there
would be no harm in including them in the portrait. I have noticed that a fair number of the
smallfolk have taken to referring to me as the ‘Mother of Garlemald’. I suppose I should look
the part.”

“Symbolic, then.”

“Something like that.” She looks to the doors. “Perhaps I ought to consult Varis on the matter.
He might not be of the same mind.”

“Very well. You can consult him and inform me tomorrow.” Alphinaud smiles. “He is the
paying customer, after all.”

The Warrior’s mind wanders as she quietly sits. She cannot quite help herself–it only takes a
few minutes for doing nothing to become boring.

“Am I allowed to talk?” she wonders after ten minutes have passed. He laughs.

“I don’t see why not.”

“Good. This is mind-numbing.” The Warrior looks around the room. Her eyes land on one of
the weapon bundles. “Ah, that’s right. Alphinaud, you’re rather well learned in the art of
healing magics, aren’t you?” She can still well recall traveling across Coerthas and Dravania
with the boy and their peculiar companions.

“Hm?” His pencil does not halt in its progress across the paper. “Why, yes. As I am certain
you remember, I am trained in the usage of arcanima. Why do you ask?”

“Lady Lux has suggested to me that I learn how to use healing magic,” the centurion pipes in
from where they are leaning against the doorframe. “It might come in handy in the future.
Children are wont to get bumps and scrapes, after all.”

“That is quite proactive of you, Warrior,” Alphinaud says. He smiles and pauses to tap the
heel of the pencil against his chin. “Conjury, I would suppose? I don’t recall you spending
much time at the arcanist’s guild.”

“You know me, Alphinaud. I’m not as magically inclined as others.”

“There is no fault in that,” he says. “There is no one else on the star whose blade I would
trust with my safety. Other than Sir Estinien, perhaps, but it is better if he is not told that.”



“Of course.” She looks at her guard, who fidgets under the attention. “Conjury, yes. Just the
basics. I’m afraid that I’ve been having difficulty really explaining how to use magic to
Caspian.”

“Oh. Well…” He continues drawing. “I suppose after a sufficient amount of practice, it
becomes something that you just do . No different than learning how to properly handle a
weapon. But, it can indeed be difficult to initially ‘pop the cork’ on one’s aether, so to speak.
It can also be dangerous without proper training and guidance.”

“That’s what concerns me,” they murmur. The Warrior frowns.

“Cas, you don’t have to do it if you don’t want to. It was just a suggestion.”

“N-no, my Lady. It’s not that I don’t want to, I just… I don’t want to mess it up.” The
centurion shakes their head. “I will continue trying.”

“‘Tis quite noble to wish to extend your guard duties in such a fashion,” Alphinaud says. He
flips to another sheet of paper and continues drawing. The centurion fidgets again.

“Well, that’s what friends do, isn’t it? They strive to protect each other. Beyond our duty, I
mean. When Lady Lux and I travel together, I know that she is looking out for me just as
much as I am for her.”

Alphinaud blinks, and his dark eyes widen. “Ah, yes. That is what friends do for each other.
Not just because they are a guard or an Empress or a Warrior of Light…”

“Did you not do the same when you traveled together?”

The young man’s expression softens as he smiles. “Yes, Caspian. We did indeed. And I am
glad that she still has someone to accompany her on her journeys.”

“Traveling with Lady Lux has been… quite eye opening,” says the centurion.

“Indeed.” Alphinaud looks to the Warrior, and she finds herself nearly blushing under the
intense admiration in his gaze. “Traveling with the Warrior of Light showed me that there is
more to the world than my own ideals and beliefs. She taught me to open up my mind and my
heart to those around me, and for that I will be forever grateful.”

Flustered, she says: “You’re still a brat, though.”

“Don’t be so hard on him, my Lady. He still has some growing to do.”

“Soon!” Alphinaud says, nearly shouting. “Alisaie and I will grow up very soon, I am
certain.”

“I would not be in such a rush to grow,” says the centurion with a chuckle. “I found it rather
painful myself.”

“I have heard the stories, I just–” He stops and hides his face behind the sketchbook, though
the Warrior is quite certain that she can still see red on the tips of his ears. “I just want to be



taller, alright?”

The Warrior grins toothily at him. “You always were one to dream big, Alphinaud.” He tucks
his head further down.

“Oh, hush.”



Chapter 94

For the next week, the Warrior spends several hours a day sitting as still as she can manage
while Alphinaud paints. Between being generally bored and restless, and having to take
increasingly frequent bathroom breaks, the Warrior fears that she is slowing the progress of
the young man’s work with interruptions. When she voices this concern, Alphinaud merely
smiles and tells her not to worry. Sometimes the centurion does sit in for the Warrior,
removing their helmet and posing motionlessly while the actual subject paces around the
workroom.

Once a day, usually when he comes to collect the Warrior for lunch, the Emperor stops in and
surveys the progress on the royal portrait. Varis stares at the canvas with a pensive frown for
several minutes before turning away. He never comments on the work. The Warrior isn’t sure
if this is a good or bad thing, but is nearly certain that if Varis didn’t like the painting he
would have said something to alter its progress.

On the sixth day of painting–the day the Warrior sits in a full gown with jewels on and the
imperial robes draped over her arms and shoulders–Alphinaud spends nearly half a bell with
his arms crossed and his lips pressed into a thin line. She admittedly starts to doze off while
he glares in silent contemplation at his efforts.

“Something is missing,” he finally says. The Warrior blinks back to her senses. She looks to
the centurion, who shrugs from their seat near the door.

“Missing how? Is one of your brushes missing?”

“What? No, I meant in the painting.” He sighs and uncrosses his arms. “To paint your figure
is well and good, but it still feels as though something is missing. This is a painting of a
beautiful noblewoman, but it isn’t you .”

“Well, that was what His Radiance commissioned,” the Warrior says.

“I know.” Alphinaud sighs again. “Still, it troubles me. Even if Emperor Varis is satisfied
with the results, I am uncertain I would be content to deliver him the product upon its
completion.”

“Then I suppose you will have to figure out what is missing.”

“Indeed. I will have to sleep on the matter.”

The next morning Alphinaud arrives at the parlor while the Warrior is going through her
day’s correspondence. He flops in his usual chair and heaves an exaggerated sigh. The
Warrior looks up from reading a report from Castrum Centri and smiles.

“Gracious. In such a disheveled state I could mistake you for your sister, Alphi.” She
considers his pained countenance. “Or are you in a tortured artist mood today?”



“I fear that Emperor Varis does not like the painting,” says the boy. “He has viewed its
progression, but never shares his thoughts. He never looks pleased when he sees the
painting.”

“In fairness, no matter how well you paint me, he will never consider it as attractive as the
real thing. He is terribly biased in that fashion.” The Warrior offers a consoling smile. “I am
sure that he is happy with it.”

“Has he said anything to you?”

“No, but neither have I asked him. And neither have you, I suspect.”

Alphinaud blushes. “No, I have not.”

“Perhaps you should.” She chuckles. “I know he is twice as tall as you, but you shouldn’t let
that intimidate you. The Alphinaud I know would never let a man’s height or station
intimidate him.”

“Maybe I have changed. Grown up, even.”

She laughs. “You do not wear the mantle of humility well, my dear friend.” She laughs again
as his blush darkens. Alphinaud starts to stammer a protest, but stops and shifts his gaze
elsewhere in the room. The Warrior grows curious when he starts to stare intently off to her
left, and tips her head to follow his line of sight. Her lance rests against one of the couches,
and the morning light gleams gently along the length of worn wood and steel.

“Ah” he says, and shifts forward in his seat.

“What is it?”

“I know what is missing from your portrait,” Alphinaud says. A smile blooms on his face.
“Yes, I am painting a portrait of the Empress of Garlemald, but my subject is also the Warrior
of Light. Why would I depict you without a weapon?”

“Ah. I suppose so, though I’m uncertain if that is what Varis is expecting.”

“Garlemald is as steadfastly militant as Ishgard, and Ishgard is quite fond of including
weapons in their iconography. I do not believe it would be a stretch to suggest that Garlemald
is of the same mindset.”

“I don’t know. I haven’t seen Varis’ portrait–that is, I have yet to convince him to retrieve it
from storage.” She shrugs after giving the issue brief consideration. “You are the artist,
Alphinaud. If you believe that what my portrait needs is a weapon, then add a weapon.”

“Very well. It can always be painted over should my patron object.” He tips his head in
thought. “What weapon, though?”

“I should think my gunblade would be the best option. It was a gift from Varis, and it was the
weapon I used when I fought Shinryu alongside Zenos. I think the symbolism would be



appreciated.” The Warrior tips forward until she can stand, and then retrieves the weapon
from where it hangs in its scabbard on the back of her chair.

“You just have that hanging around?”

“Sure. It makes a great letter opener.” She winks at his surprised laugh. Carefully releasing
the blade from its sheath, she rests the gunblade on the surface of her desk. “It’s called the
Matrisiram.”

Alphinaud makes a curious noise as he leans forward. The gunblade was repaired after her
fight with Shinryu, and has not seen much action since then. The lacquered black and silver
of the barrel shines prettily in the light, and its surface is almost completely without blemish.
The only real sign that the weapon has been used is a telltale aetheric scorch tracing a line up
one side of the blade. The [gunsmith] repairing the weapon had determined that it would be
impossible to remove the mark without replacing the blade, and so it has been left in place as
a reminder of that fateful battle.

“It is lovely, for a gunblade,” he says. “And Emperor Varis had it made for you as a gift?”

“That’s right. It’s apparently part of the Garlean courting process. It was a token of his
affection. Even when I first chose to leave Garlemald, Varis insisted I kept the blade.”

“What does ‘Matrisiram’ mean? I am unfamiliar with the term.”

She smiles. “It means ‘mother’s wrath’ in Garlean. It–” She laughs. “It seemed quite
appropriate at the time.”

“I see. In that case, I believe it would make the perfect addition to your portrait. I can only
hope that Emperor Varis is of a like mind.”

 

A few more days pass. Alphinaud spends most of this time alone with his work, but the
Warrior still makes a point of checking in on him every hour or two. The little artist is usually
standing on a low stool, stretching to reach the top of the canvas. Sometimes the Warrior
stands behind him and stares at the painting. She wonders if the gently smiling woman in the
painting is truly a depiction of what she looks like. It feels almost fantastical, to see her
image rendered in silks and furs and jewels, so very removed from sleeping on the ground in
Dravania clad in reeking leather and ill fitting armor.

One afternoon, after she has spent nearly a quarter bell musing over the painting, Alphinaud
pauses in adding details and looks over his shoulder at her.

“Is aught amiss?”

“Hm? Oh, no. I was just looking at the painting.”

“You look upset.” His lips purse briefly. “Is there something you do not like about the
painting?”



“It’s lovely,” she says. “But, is it really me?”

Alphinaud blinks a few times. He slowly turns to look at the canvas. “It is a faithful depiction
of the Empress of Garlemald. And, that is you, my friend.”

“I suppose it just… doesn’t feel like it’s me.”

He glances at her again and smiles. “Do not worry. I am certain that you will grow into the
role with time. Just as you did after first being called ‘Warrior of Light’.”

She considers the painting again. “I hope I never look quite that ostentatious.”

“Well, it is my understanding that a royal portrait is meant to look a bit bigger than life. Or, in
your case, more elaborate than in life.”

“Fair enough.” She smiles. “It’s a lovely painting, Alphinaud.”

“I am glad that you think so. Emperor Varis has yet to voice his opinion, but perhaps he is
wishing to withhold his opinions until the work is completed.”

“I believe so.” In truth, Varis has yet to voice any thoughts on the painting, aside from
occasionally inquiring as to whether Alphinaud needed anything extra for his work or his
personal comfort.

“Ah, well.” The young man lets out a lighthearted sigh. “I should count myself as fortunate to
have such a hands-off patron. I can still recall my tutor grousing about patrons who thought
themselves more informed than the artists…”

“Lucky indeed.”

When Alphinaud finally decrees the painting to be ‘complete’, the Warrior accompanies her
husband to the workroom to view the final product. Varis stands close to the canvas–though
not too close, as the artist warns against touching the canvas before the paint has completely
set–and the Warrior leans against his side. She is aware of Alphinaud waiting nervously near
the windows.

The Empress of Garlemald is depicted seated on a chaise longue, her body slightly angled
away from the viewer but her face aimed steadily forward. The swell of her belly is less
pronounced than in reality, but the Warrior cannot begrudge that artistic choice. After all, she
won’t be pregnant forever. The Empress is garbed in a dark green gown, though much of it is
covered by the flowing black and red of the imperial mantle that drapes over her limbs and
pools in carefully rendered folds at her feet. She is bedecked in pearls and emeralds and
peridot, arguably far more than she modeled in real life. The Matrisiram is partially hidden
among the mantle’s folds, with the hilt of the gunblade resting against her knees near her
right hand. Her painted smile is gentle and reassuring, and carefully balanced with the
mischievous gleam in her eyes.

Varis is quiet for several minutes. The Warrior looks up at him, curious, but finds his
expression to be difficult to read.



Then: “It looks like you.” Varis tips his head slightly to the side and purses his lips. “Not as
good as you, my love, but an acceptable approximation.”

Near the windows, Alphinaud lets out a nervous laugh.

“I pray that it meets your approval, Your Radiance.”

Varis nods. “It does. I look forward to having it displayed in the library.”

“The library?” Alphinaud echoes curiously. “Why there?”

“My love will not be secreted away in some dark corridor,” Varis says. “The brightest room
in the palace is the best place to have her portrait displayed. Hence the library.”

“Ah, yes. That is a completely logical choice.”

The Warrior pats her husband’s arm. “I’m glad you like it, dear. Alphinaud was quite
concerned that you wouldn’t.”

“Of course I like it,” he murmurs. “‘Tis a portrait of you.”

“I suppose I should have accounted for bias…” Alphinaud lets out another soft laugh. The
Warrior gives Varis’ arm a squeeze.

“By the by, Varis, what about your official portrait? You’ve never let me see it before.”

“I do not let anyone see it,” he grumbles. “It is an unflattering likeness.”

“I want to see it.”

He grumbles under his breath, but then lets out a sigh of acquiescence. “Fine, fine. I will
show you my portrait.”

 

The Emperor leads them down the halls to an out of the way storeroom. A ceruleum heater is
humming away as they enter, keeping the room at a comfortable temperature despite its lack
of use. When Varis turns on the lights the Warrior quickly understands why the heater is
running–half a dozen or more paintings are leaning against the walls, and the relatively warm
temperature prevents them from taking damage. She peers at the closest painting. It depicts a
stern faced man in his middling years, and after some contemplation she decides it is likely
an older portrait of Prince Titus. The other portraits are similar, all portraying various
members of Varis’ family with equal grim austerity.

One wall is dominated by a larger than life portrait of Emperor Solus, in his later years and
more beard than man. The gilded frame is cracked on its left side, and there is a noticeable
gouge in the canvas that nearly splits it in half.

Varis turns his back to the damaged painting and instead reaches to remove a length of dark
blue cloth that conceals another picture. He steps aside to permit the Warrior and Alphinaud



to view the painting–this one being his own official portraiture. To the artist’s credit, the
painting does look like Varis. It depicts the new emperor in his full armor, armed with his
enormous gunblade and gunshield, and with his red cloak rippling dramatically behind him.
However, the face of the man puts her a touch ill at ease. His features are set in a furrowed
glower, and he looks just as menacing as he did when first she crossed paths with him in the
Sea of Clouds nearly two years ago.

“It’s very… dramatic,” she says. Varis grunts softly. “What do you think, Alphinaud?”

The young man makes a show of thoughtful hemming before he answers. “The face is a
decent approximation, Your Radiance, but it looks as though you just ate an unsweetened
lemon tart.”

“That is just how I look,” says Varis.

“I think I am inclined to agree with Alphinaud,” she says. “You are far more handsome than
the artist depicted you. This makes you appear rather fearsome.”

He gives a thoughtful grunt. “Regula said the same thing.”

“Then you know I’m right.”

“Indeed.” Varis sighs. “Now you can see why I have chosen not to have it displayed.”

Alphinaud clears his throat. “If you would like…” He waits until Varis half turns to look
down at him before continuing. “I could do a touch-up on your portrait, Emperor Varis. Then
you could rightly have it displayed.”

He frowns. “I do not need it displayed. However, I appreciate the offer, Lord Alphinaud.”

“Yes, I understand.”

The Warrior notices the pinch of disappointment on Alphinaud’s face as he looks away. She
considers the portrait again. It isn’t a bad painting, aside from the face. If that issue were
rectified, she thinks she might even enjoy looking at it regularly.

“I want it,” she blurts out. “For my parlor.”

“You what?” Varis does nothing to hide the doubtful surprise in his tone. “Why?”

“So I can look at you even when we aren’t together.” She smiles up at his uncertain
expression. “As long as it was made more palatable, of course.”

“Of course,” he immediately echos. “Very well, Lord Alphinaud, you may do the work as
you see fit, and to the lady’s satisfaction.”

“I would be happy to, Your Radiance.”

 



“A portrait of the Emperor? For your parlor?” The centurion sounds puzzled through their
helmet as they watch the Warrior pace in front of her desk.

“That’s right. On this wall here.” She points at one of the high walls. “A few weapons
flanking him on each side… I think it will fill the space nicely. Don’t you?”

“Well, yes, but I would imagine that it will be quite intimidating for some of the nice little
noble ladies who come calling on the Empress.”

She grins at them. “That’s the idea, Cas.”

“Oh, well.” They gesture at the wall. “Then that would be perfect. I think the greatsword and
lance would work nicely on each side, with something smaller next accompanying them.”

“I like how you think.” The Warrior returns to her desk and eases herself into her chair. She
feels an increasingly familiar flutter in her belly and presses her hand to the spot. Closing her
eyes, she tries to focus on the feeling, but it shies away as soon as she pays it mind. She does,
however, become aware of the centurion watching her. “Yes, Cas?”

“Oh, um–” The Warrior opens her eyes in time to see them jolt in place. “I, um–How are you
feeling, my Lady? Are you still planning to make another trip?”

“Just a short one,” she says. “Once Alphinaud has finished his painting, of course. I don’t
want to go running off and leave him here alone. He might get into some variety of
diplomatic mischief without anyone supervising him.” She smiles and gives her stomach a
light pat. “Two days in Alexandria, with a stopover in Bozja along the way.”

“Alexandria?”

“I challenged Varis with selecting a safe, boring place in the Empire for me to visit. One that
isn’t openly fomenting rebellion. He selected Alexandria. Formally called the ‘Alexandrian
Protectorate’, I believe.” At the centurion’s nod, she asks: “Have you been there before?”

“No, but I’ve heard of the place. A small territory, mostly farmland and vineyards, with
quaint architecture. I believe it has a more temperate climate than here in Garlemald proper.”

“Good to know.” The Warrior yawns and stretches her arms over her head. “It will be an
opportunity for me to go somewhere and play the nice pretty Empress and not have to also
remind people that I’m the Warrior of Light.”

“It sounds like fun,” the centurion says. They chuckle. “You could probably use some field
experience playing Empress, eh?”

“Indeed. I’m not too certain that Bozja will be interested in seeing the Empress, but I know
that Zenos will be happy to host me for a night.”

“I would be concerned if he wasn’t.”

“As would I.” The Warrior watches her guard as they stand rigidly near the door. “Me
visiting Bozja will save you having to write a report to Zenos, right? He will already know



what I was up to.”

It takes them a moment to respond. “Yes, my Lady. Prince Zenos dislikes redundancies in his
correspondence.” She notes the cautious tone to their voice, but decides not to press the
subject. After all, she is well accustomed to the prince’s fairly brief letters, composed of a
few paragraphs of information and no useless filler. The missives were especially short after
his return to Bozja, as he stubbornly insisted on writing them himself but was still adapting to
writing with his left hand.

She smiles. “I look forward to seeing him.”

The centurion nods.

 

It takes only a day for Alphinaud to complete his alterations to the Emperor’s portrait. The
Warrior doesn’t know how to account for his haste, but the next afternoon he summons the
royal couple back to his workroom. The towering painting and its equally towering subject
rest upon an easel facing the portrait of the Empress.

“I tried not to change too much, just the face, really.” Alphinaud looks on nervously as the
Warrior steps before the painting

As promised, the face is the only thing she notes as having changed. Gone is the menacing
scowl. The Emperor’s features have been slightly smoothed out and softened around his eyes.
His expression now is pensive in a noble sort of way, and completely lacking in any malice of
authority. He is not smiling, but the somber set of his lips serves to better accentuate the
thoughtful look in his eyes.

“It’s lovely,” she says. “He looks like a proper gentleman now, and not some frightful tyrant.”

Varis stands behind her. He rests his chin on the top of her head and rumbles thoughtfully as
he looks at his portrait.

“I suppose so,” he murmurs.

“Well, if there is aught I can do to–” Alphinaud falls silent as the Warrior chuckles and lifts a
hand.

“It’s alright, Alphinaud. His Radiance is just shy when it comes to compliments about his
appearance.”

“I see. There is nothing wrong with being modest,” the young man says in a helpful tone.

“Indeed,” Varis grunts.

“I will be happy to have this displayed in my parlor. Except for the gold frame. It’s a bit too
gaudy for me. We’ll find something more reasonable. Have it painted black, at the least.”



“I am gladdened to hear it.” Alphinaud smiles. “I will have to make a return trip to see the
paintings after they have been installed in place. Perhaps after your child is born.”

“You are always welcome to visit, my friend.”

 

In the evening the Warrior takes a bath–not too warm, per the medicus’ instructions–and then
dresses for bed. She is quietly glad that her husband opts not to intrude on her bathing time,
for tonight her body is feeling particularly round and unwieldy and she does not wish to get
his hopes up. After bathing she dries off and pulls on her sleep clothes.

In their bedroom, Varis is sitting on the bed with his back against the headboard. He has a
book open in his lap, but quickly ignores it in favor of looking at the Warrior over the rim of
his glasses.

“Are you feeling well? Is there aught I can do for you?”

“I’m fine, I just–” She huffs a breath as she climbs onto the bed, “-I feel a bit heavy tonight.
As though… though…”

“As though gravity is a bit stronger today,” he offers. She nods.

“Yes, like that. Perhaps I ate too much at dinner.”

Varis chuckles and smiles warmly at her. “You did eat a second piece of pie with dessert
tonight.”

“Ah, yes. That must be it. Too much pie.”

She lies on the bed and shifts her weight around, trying to get comfortable. Eventually she
manages a relative amount of comfort, on her side with a pillow between her knees. Varis sets
aside his tome and strokes a heavy hand over her hair.

“I have received word that the weather for traveling to Bozja and Alexandria should be good
for the next week. So, it will be safe for you to depart whenever you are ready.”

“Not tomorrow,” she says. “I don’t want to go rushing out of town as soon as Alphinaud steps
onto a transport. That would be unseemly.”

“Still. When you are ready.” His hand rests on the top of her head, and his thumb moves to
slowly trace the line of her ear. The Warrior looks up at him, fully expecting his usual amount
of fussing over her travels.

“You know I won’t go if you really don’t want me to,” she says. “This is more a pleasure trip
than anything diplomatic.”

“I know. However, I do need you to leave for a few days.” There is something coy to his tone
that gives her pause.”



“Oh? And for what reason is that?”

“‘Tis a surprise,” he says. He looks down at her, eyes gleaming with mischief. “If I tell you
what it is, it will no longer be a surprise.”

“Doesn’t it ruin the surprise by telling me that there is one?”

“Mm, no, I do not believe so.”

“Well, for your sake I hope it is a good surprise.”

Varis just smiles. The Warrior extends her hand and brushes it lightly over the soft cotton that
covers his thigh.

“It’s just for a few days this time. You’ll be so busy with your Senate meetings that you’ll
scarcely have time to miss me.”

“I would–” Varis stops, and swallows as the Warrior’s hand idly travels the length of his
thigh. “I would gladly bow out of the meetings and just lay here in bed and pine until your
return.”

“You'll do no such thing.”

His eyes remain fixed on the wandering of her hand. “I thought that you were feeling ‘heavy’
tonight, my dear?”

“I do.” She grins at him and winks. “But, my hand is suffering from no such problems.”



Chapter 95

The Warrior waits until she receives word of Alphinaud’s safe return to Mor Dohna before
settling on her departure time for lands to the south. The next morning, with the weather
reports all favorable, she and the centurion grab their bags and board a transport ship bound
for Bozja. They are not alone on this trip, as a handful of soldiers from the Twelfth legion are
also on board, returning to their deployment after their scheduled leave. The Warrior ends up
not having to even open the book she brought with her to pass the time, as the soldiers are
more than happy to converse with their Empress during the flight.

She is careful not to pry into their thoughts regarding their commanding officer, or their
opinions of Bozja. Instead she inquires about their families and what they did during their
break from work. One soldier gleefully tells her of his first meeting with his newborn
daughter, while another tells of the resort trip she and her wife took for their anniversary. The
soldiers all appear to be in good spirits, which helps put the Warrior at ease as the transport
makes its approach to Castrum Lacus Litore. She peers out a viewport on their
encouragement, and sees the ochre form of the castrum come into view. It sits perched upon a
hill that overlooks the surrounding countryside, and is a massive fortress that is plainly not of
Garlean design. Still, as in Ala Mhigo, the castrum has been clearly claimed by its
conquerors, with the well-known long white Imperial standards fluttering on the walls.

Per her own request, the remaining soldiers of the Twelfth legion are not lined up to greet her
arrival. She does not want to draw excessive attention to herself today, especially since in
truth she is only stopping for the evening to see Zenos. She doesn't want her brief stopover to
leave the soldiers or the people of Bozja feeling slighted for her attention.

Still, the Warrior cannot help but notice the general mood of disarray that is present at the
castrum as she carefully steps out of the transport. Half a dozen soldiers are seated on the
ground, helmets off and receiving the attention of a medicus. More soldiers are busy doing
repairs to a sparking suit of magitek armor. Zenos is quick to greet her, and stoops to give her
a hug. He pays no mind to the curious looks from some of the soldiers lingering in the
courtyard.

Zenos looks unruffled, of course, despite the fact that there is a small streak of blood on his
hair.

“Did something happen?” she wonders. The prince gives a faint, familiar grunt.

“There was a skirmish with a group of Bozjan rebels this morning,” he says. “One of our
routine morning patrols was ambushed and required assistance.”

“You’ve got blood on you, Zenos. What happened?”

“I was the assistance,” he says dryly.

“You didn’t forewarn the Empress before she arrived?” The centurion’s tone borders on
scolding.



“I took care of the matter before she arrived,” Zenos says. He sounds a touch perturbed, she
thinks. “It is completely safe for her here.”

“Now.”

“Yes, now.” He frowns. “What, would you rather I have sent word of a small scuffle and had
your transport not stop here?”

The Warrior sighs. “Well, your father would have…”

“Had I thought the situation to be out of my hands and posing a danger for you, then I would
have sent word,” Zenos says stiffly. “I would not dare dream of endangering you.”

“It would be safer for Lady Lux to remain within the castrum today, then,” says the centurion.
Zenos’ gaze flicks to them for a moment before returning to the Warrior. He nods.

“Indeed. Were you not in such a delicate condition I would be less cautious. However…” He
shakes his head. “Were they to lay so much as a finger on you, I would slaughter the entire lot
of them.”

“Zenos! That’s–” She reins in her scolding response. “I appreciate the sentiment, Zenos, but I
would rather you did not slaughter anyone for my sake.”

His lips pinch in thought. “I was not implying that you would not be able to handle them.”

“I know, just… no slaughter of the rebels, okay?”

Zenos nods again. The fingers of his magitek hand fidget for a moment before he clears his
throat.

“Can I interest you in a tour of the castrum? I am afraid that it is no more exciting than any
other facility you have been to, but…”

She is half inclined to turn down the offer, but decides against doing so. “Perhaps we can go
up to the ramparts and have a look at the countryside from there. You can point out anything
of interest.”

“Certainly. I will be happy to show you what I can.” Zenos looks over his shoulder for a
moment. “But first, permit me to finish my inspections.”

“Of course. I’m in no rush.”

The prince hurries off, leaving the Warrior to her own devices. With her guard standing watch
in the shade of a column a few yalms away, she leans against a brick wall and observes her
surroundings. The majority of the castrum is composed of brick and stone, predominantly in
pale shades of beige and blue and green. The floor of the courtyard is covered in tiles and
slabs of stone, and wherever the walls are not made of exposed brick they are equally
decorated in stone mosaics. It all looks quite well maintained to her, and the Warrior is
quietly glad that the architectural artistry has not been neglected by its keepers.



Though she receives a bevy of curious and admiring looks from passing soldiers, none of
them stop to greet her. In fact, several minutes pass before the Warrior finds an interruption
of her somewhat solitary idling. It comes to her in the form of a flame haired Hyur woman
whose tattooed face is pinched into a seemingly permanent scowl. Though she doesn’t appear
to be in a uniform, the woman still stops before the Warrior and crisply salutes.

“Lady Galvus, it is a pleasure to see that you have arrived safely.” The woman’s expression
does not quite mesh with her words, and the Warrior wonders if Zenos sent the casually
dressed soldier to keep an eye on her.

“Thank you, miss…?”

“Fordola rem Lupis, your ladyship.”

“I see. Did your legatus order you to greet me?”

The woman frowns and shakes her head. “No, ma’am. Lord Zenos did make mention that his
mother was to be visiting today. Seemed to put him a bit on edge, and the incident this
morning didn’t help his nerves any.”

She thinks of the stone faced prince. “Was he nervous?”

“He is very subtle,” Fordola says. “You learn the tells if you serve under him long enough. Or
you don’t and suffer for it.”

“Ah yes, of course.” She looks over to where Zenos is looming over the injured soldiers.
“Tell me, Fordola. What happened this morning? Zenos mentioned something about an
ambush.”

“Oh, aye. You see, we have two patrols that go out each morning. One takes a southern route
and the other the northern. They go between the various villages and towns and whatnot,
checking for any signs of distress or disturbance. Sometimes they stop and do little menial
chores for the locals to help with goodwill. This morning the northern squad was halfway
between two villages when a group of Bozjan rebels jumped out and attacked them. Their
armor was disabled and they radioed for help. Lord Zenos hopped on his big bird and rode
off to the rescue.”

The Warrior thinks of the blood on Zenos’ hair. “What became of the rebels?”

Fordola shrugs. “The ones that didn’t run off pissin’ their trousers are nursing their wounds in
our brig at the moment. Lord Zenos will have them interrogated before dumping them near
their outpost in a few days.”

She looks at the other woman, surprised. “He didn’t just kill them?”

“No, my Lady. It has been awhile since his lordship has leaned toward ‘kill first, ask
questions later’. Something about a change of tactics, I believe. Lord Zenos tends to just refer
to everyone as ‘pitiful sport’, and bloodies them up instead of just gutting them outright. Lets
most of them go–a bit like a housecat with a bird, I suppose.”



“Ah. Do you think he is being more cruel in letting them live?”

Another shrug. “I’ve never taken the time to ask the Bozjans themselves what they think of
his behavior.”

The Warrior watches Zenos move on to the soldiers working on the magitek armor. She
considers the palpable disdain in Fordola’s voice. Is that aimed at Zenos or the Bozjans–or
perhaps the universe as a whole?

“You’ve been here awhile, yes? What do you think of Bozja?”

“Not what I signed up for, is it.” The woman looks as though she might spit. “I joined the
Empire to fight in Gyr Abania, not serve in some boring bit of bog to the south.”

The Warrior considers Fordola’s accent and appearance. Her serious mein is reminiscent of
those she saw while visiting Gyr Abania weeks before, and the scimitar she carries is
distinctly of Ala Mhigan make. Cautiously, she says: “Aren’t you from Ala Mhigo?”

“Aye.” Fordola bites out the word. “Gets me called ‘traitor’ for siding with the Empire, but
I–” She cuts herself off and looks away.

“I believe I understand, at least a little,” the Warrior says slowly. “There are quite a few back
in Eorzea who would call me the same for marrying Emperor Varis.”

“Well, they’re fools,” is the sharp reply. “Lord Zenos says that you’re a good, strong,
respectable woman, and if anyone would know about that sort of thing it would be him.”

She smiles. “I’m glad that you think so highly of Prince Zenos.”

“‘Course I do. He’s clever, and he’s not some spineless craven like half of the–” Fordola
stops herself again. “Apologies, your ladyship.”

“You are forgiven, Miss Lupis.” She watches Zenos continue to stride around the courtyard,
stopping now and then to lean down and peer critically at a soldier. “So, you don’t like the
Bozjans?”

“I don’t much care for them either way,” says Fordola. “We don’t really get many chances to
interact with them, and Lord Zenos cowed the rebels into fecklessness when we arrived last
year. What happened this morning was out of the ordinary–the rebel groups are too scattered
to do much more than that.”

“Would you rather be in Ala Mhigo? With Lady van Pruina in charge there, I’m not sure you
would see any more action there than here.”

Fordola is silent for a long moment, her eyes squinted in thought. Then: “I don’t know. We–
me and my men, that is–we’re being treated a bit better here than we were back home. Lord
Zenos doesn’t really send us out on missions to scare the tithe out of the locals here. We
mostly just patrol and keep tabs on the rebel movements.”

Is it a kindness, or indifference? The Warrior can only wonder.



“But we joined up with Garlemald for the sake of Ala Mhigo. Wanted to prove to the
Garleans that we were worth something, that we weren’t just savages to be pushed around
and bled dry. That we could be accepted…” She huffs a low sigh. “I’m not alone here, at
least. Got my friends with me, watching my back.”

The Warrior mulls over her words. “It might be a sign of naivety on my part, but I would
think that Prince Zenos choosing to take you and your fellow Ala Mhigans with him here
speaks of a fair amount of acceptance. He could have easily left you behind and passed you
off to Lady van Pruina when she became the viceroy of Gyr Abania.” After all, the Warrior
thinks, even if he had been the sort to do so, Zenos was scarcely in charge of the province
long enough to have grown attached to the locals.

Fordola is silent for several minutes. Finally, she clears her throat and nearly whispers: “My
father he–he died, to keep me alive. I swore to make them pay for his life, but being here,
being out of Ala Mhigo… I’ve started to wonder. What did he save me for? What life did he
want me to live? What did he want me to do ?” Her voice cracks, and she turns her face
away. She rubs a hand over her eyes and nose. “Seven hells, you really are as dangerous as
Lord Zenos warned. Break a man with a few kind words.”

The Warrior smiles. “Well, I’ve learned over the years that you can’t get much use out of an
egg without cracking its shell.”

“An egg?” Fordola considers this for a moment before frowning anew. “What if it’s a rotten
egg, what then?”

She shrugs. “One doesn’t know until they try.” She watches the Hyur’s pinched expression.
“You don’t strike me as a rotten egg, Fordola.”

“You do not know m–” Fordola falters in her protest and looks away. “You would probably
say the same of Lord Zenos, then.”

“Zenos? Mm, no. He’s more a surprise than anything else. Like breaking open an egg
everyone told you is past rotten and finding instead that someone has replaced the yolk with
clotted cream.”

“With–” The woman’s gaze returns sharply to the Warrior. She stares for a moment, and then
bursts out laughing. This draws the prince’s attention, and soon Zenos is tromping his way
across the grounds to where they stand.

“I do not recall giving you leave to beleaguer the Empress, Pilus,” he growls out in an
authoritative tone. Authoritative and a bit protective, the Warrior realizes when he moves as
though to shepherd the Hyur away from her.

“It’s alright, Zenos. I was just asking Miss Fordola some questions. She wasn’t doing any
harm.”

The prince frowns for a moment. “You may return to your duties, Commander.”

“Yes, sir.” Fordola salutes and makes a hasty retreat. The Warrior sighs.



“You didn’t have to run her off.”

Zenos is silent for a moment before murmuring: “I know you mean no harm by it, but pray
do not undermine my authority when we are here.”

“Oh… Of course not, Zenos. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to offend you.”

“You did not.” The tension in his jaw releases. “Now then, are you still feeling up for a tour?”

 

Castrum Lacus Litore is, as a castrum, indeed as unremarkable as any other Garlean
compound that the Warrior has visited over the years. The original fortress that it has been
built upon is of more note, but even with its aesthetically pleasing architecture, a fort is still a
fort. Some interior rooms and hallways have been retrofitted with the more familiar metallic
gray walls and ceruleum lighting, and magitek powered lifts have also been installed. Beyond
that, though, the castrum likely looks much the same as it did before the province was
conquered more than thirty years before.

A section of the central courtyard is presently occupied by a chocobo stable. It appears to be
a more recent addition to the facility, as it is built from timber and stone that do not match the
design of the rest of the castrum. Rufus is visible poking his head from his stall and dunking
it into a watering trough, though she sees a few smaller yellow chocobos as well.

“The chocobos are something of an experiment,” Zenos says when he notes the Warrior’s
attention. “I found that my soldiers took a shine to helping tend to Rufus–almost to the point
of arguing who got the honor of doing so on a given shift. So I purchased three cockerels
from Ishgard in the fall. Each unit has their own designated chocobo, and the men have been
working on training them to be used on patrols. I reckon the locals might be more at ease
around them than the magitek armor.”

“So, you got pets for your soldiers.” She smiles as Zenos clears his throat.

“In a fashion. They help alleviate boredom and generally raise morale among the soldiers.”

“I’ll admit I’m surprised that you care about such things.”

Zenos gazes silently in the direction of the stables. The Ala Mhigan commander has
wandered over to the birds and is watching as another soldier breaks open a fresh bale of hay.
Zenos shakes his head.

“In truth, I do not care. Such matters do not interest me.” His good shoulder jerks in a shrug.
“However, I have observed that happier soldiers are more productive overall. ‘Tis only
logical that I should strive to maintain soldier satisfaction in order to get the most out of
them.”

The Warrior supposes that she shouldn’t be surprised by this rather clinical take from the
prince, though she wonders who put the idea in his head. “Yes, that’s true.”



“You have made the same observation, yes? I have read the reports from the Fourteenth. You
permitted the soldiers to institute a regular ‘game night’ in order to alleviate boredom.”

“Well, yes, but… I did that to be nice , Zenos.”

“The men would think me soft were I ‘nice’ to them,” he says pointedly.

“You bought them chocobos. I think it’s already too late for you.” She teases: “You’re
becoming a big softie, just like your father.”

The prince’s brow furrows for a moment. “I am uncertain if I should take offense to that
remark.”

“Up to you.”

“She means well, Your Highness,” murmurs the centurion. Zenos stares down at them.

“I know. She is wont to be a tease with me.” HIs lips pull into a reserved smile. “Knowing
the fondness she carries for my father, being compared to him by her is a compliment. Even
in jest.”

She chuckles. “That’s what mothers do to their sons, Zenos.”

“Indeed.”

Zenos is quiet as they make their way inside and board a lift. He squints against the glare of
the afternoon sun as they disembark high on the ramparts.

“Do you mean that?” His words are soft, spoken out to the air above the Warrior’s head, and
she almost doesn’t hear him.

“Mean what?”

“That you think of me as a son.”

“Of course I do.” She smiles. “You certainly aren’t what I would have expected my first child
to be like, but I do.”

Zenos leads them to a lookout point and hands her a spyglass. He indicates a town in the
distance for her to observe, but the Warrior is aware of him staring at the top of her head. She
tries to pay it no mind, and instead peers through the glass at the peaceful scenery a few
malms away. When his gaze does not shift, she eventually relents in ignoring him.

“What is it, Zenos?”

“Would you?” Again his voice is barely audible. It is a strange whisper from the man,
sounding almost more a lost child than a battle hardened adult nearing thirty.

“Zenos?” The Warrior lowers the spyglass and looks up at him.



“Be my mother. Legally. Not just my step-mother. Not just my father’s bride.”

“You mean like adopting you?”

He nods.

“I–” She stifles a laugh. “Truth be told, before Varis and I wed I brought that idea up with
him. He said that it wasn’t necessary, that you were an adult and wouldn’t… wouldn’t care
about such things.”

“I do not know if I do care. But I…” Zenos looks away. “Nevermind.”

“No, Zenos–” The Warrior reaches out and presses a hand to his arm. “If that is what you
truly wish, then I would be happy to sign the paperwork with you.”

“I believe so.”

“Good. We’ll talk about it more the next time you come home, alright?”

Zenos tips his head forward in agreement. “Yes. Thank you.”

 

The prince is relatively quiet as he continues their tour around the ramparts. Now and then he
will stop and indicate a direction for the Warrior to observe with her spyglass. The
countryside surrounding the castrum in all directions is painted in verdant shades of the
growing season, and the landscape is occasionally punctuated with settlements. Most of the
those visible from the ramparts are only smaller villages, though she does see the occasional
hint of a larger city.

“The peoples of Bozja were historically highly stratified,” Zenos muses as the Warrior peers
at a tall stone structure. “The general economy of the nation has struggled for centuries, and
the have-nots severely outnumbered the ones with all of the wealth. Though the smaller
village populations are usually balanced, the cities are overrun with homeless members of
society. This has persisted through to its occupation by Garlemald, and the legatus of
whatever legion was overseeing the province has always been in charge of ameliorating the
poor conditions that much of the population live in.”

She frowns, thinking of the people of the Brume in Ishgard and the back alleys of Ul’dah,
and how readily they were ignored and abused by the upper crust. She lowers the spyglass.

“And, what has been done?”

“Nothing,” he says drably. “My predecessors have routinely ignored this portion of their
command. I was initially inclined to as well. However…” Zenos gestures at her with his
magitek hand. “Though I sincerely do not think much of the people themselves, you have
opened my eyes to alternate means of treating them. Alternate tactics, if you will.”

The Warrior laughs and shakes her head. “Zenos, you shouldn’t so readily admit that you
don’t care about other people.”



He shrugs. “I am doing my best with what I have been given.”

“Yes, you are.” She idly rests the glass on her belly. “So, what have you been doing with the
Bozjans?”

“My first few weeks observing the region led me to realize that what pockets of rebel activity
exist stem entirely from the more impoverished portion of the population. The wealthy of
Bozja have been kept fattened and content by my predecessors, and are not so inclined to cut
off their gilded supply chains. The cities retained high populations of the destitute and
displaced.”

A thought occurs to the Warrior. “What of the capital city? In Garlemald, I mean. Does the
capital have a large homeless population?”

“Nay. Emperor Solus may have not-so-secretly been a monster, but even the Ascian made
certain that there was no want in the city proper. It would not do for his image of Garlemald’s
prosperity to have its poor freezing to death in the streets. It is part of state law that even the
lowest aan in the city is to have a roof over their head and a bed to sleep on. Much of the
inexpensive housing in the city is funded by donations from members of the Senate, the older
wealthy families, and by the Emperor himself.”

“I’ve never thought to ask before,” she admits.

“It is not a matter that generally should concern you,” Zenos says. “There is a whole
committee within the Senate that handles housing and care within the capital.”

“Still. I could get involved…” She sighs and points at him with the spyglass. “So, what have
you done here in Bozja regarding their homeless population?”

Mischief gleams in the prince’s eyes. “I broke the indulgent supply chain. By increasing the
attention given to the smaller villages, an ever increasing portion of the struggling
populations have been lured away from the city to seek out better lives in the countryside. I
have sent funding to the affected villages to make sure the newly arrived are given shelter
and employment.”

“That is almost suspiciously generous of you, one would say,” the Warrior observes. Zenos
nods with a smirk.

“Yes, it has done much to infuriate the rebels. They are finding it difficult to drum up more
support when their would-be support is being tended to by their oppressors. They will have to
turn to the wealthy in the cities for support. And should they dare make a larger move, I will
crush them.” He pauses and looks at her again. “With your permission, of course.”

“I am not going to give you permission to kill them with kindness. Or weapons.”

“Mm, I expected as much. Well then, consider the relative peace my machinations bring as a
gift to you and Father. One less thing to worry about in the coming months.”

She smiles. “That’s very kind of you, Zenos.”



Zenos nods, but his muted expression leaves her wondering if he will ever be able to truly
care.

 

A short time before dinner, Zenos excuses himself briefly to deal with castrum business. The
Warrior settles herself in the shade on a weathered stone bench. Without prompting, the
centurion sits next to her.

“Are you feeling well, my Lady?”

“Yes, I’m fine. Though, I think I need to find boots with better support before the next time I
get pregnant.” She makes a face. “Or, I’ll just go barefoot through the palace and see who
tries to stop me.”

Her guard chuckles. “I think you are handling being pregnant quite well. Gracefully, even.”

“Just a few more months.” She lightly pats her belly and watches as soldiers file in the
direction of the mess hall. “Tell me, Cas. You’ve been listening to Zenos and I’s
conversations, yes?”

The centurion hesitates for a moment. “Yes, of course, my Lady. What good am I as your
extra set of eyes and ears if I do not eavesdrop?”

She nods. “Good. Did you notice aught unusual about the prince today?”

“He is already unusual enough…” they murmur warily. “The only thing I noticed different
about Prince Zenos today was that he was only carrying one sword, instead of the three he
normally carries.”

“Was he?” She tries to think of the prince’s appearance, but the only thing that stands out in
her mind is the streak of blood that he failed to wash from his hair. “I didn’t even notice.”

“Of course not, my Lady. You have nothing to fear from him.”

“Neither do you.”

They shrug.

The Warrior thinks of Zenos, imagining him grabbing a sword before riding off on his
chocobo like a knight in a farcical play. Then she thinks of him this afternoon, standing
somewhat awkwardly on the ramparts.

“What do you think about what Zenos asked?” She looks at the centurion. “The adoption
issue, I mean.”

“Oh, I don’t know, my Lady…” They shrug. “He is lonelier than he presents to people.
Despite his indifferent behavior, Zenos is acutely aware of what he missed out on growing
up.” They clear their throat. “I mean, that is what I think.”



“I have been of a similar mind. That’s why I brought the subject up to Varis before we were
wed.” She recalls her husband’s gentle dismissal of the suggestion. “He was right, though, to
say it was something only Zenos could choose to do. I let the subject drop, and I never really
expected Zenos to be the one to bring it up himself…” She shakes her head. “I would have
been happy enough just being his step-mother, you know?”

“Are you upset that he asked?”

“Not at all. Just surprised. It… it gives me a bit of hope for his future.”

The centurion drums their fingers thoughtfully against their faceplate. “Perhaps he’s just like
a bunch of witch-hazel.”

“Like a plant?”

“Mm, in Ilsabard, beyond the permafrost line at least, there’s a variety of golden witch-hazel
that blooms late in the year, usually near the end of autumn. You have to wait a long time to
see it, but it’s said to still be very lovely.”

“So, you’re saying that you think Zenos is lovely.”

Their posture stiffens and they cough out in protest. “No, I–I mean, Prince Zenos is…
aesthetically pleasing, sure. You and I both know that, we’re not blind.”

“Of course.” She smiles. “Why do you know that about witch-hazel?”

“Oh, from doing research for the glasshouses. I wanted to make sure there would be
flowering options that staggered through the year to keep visual interest.” They give a curt
nod. “I believe there is a bush of witch-hazel included in the autumnal selections.”

“I’ll have to look for it in a few months…” The Warrior trails off as she hears the familiar
rattle of Zenos’ armor. Her guard hurriedly rises to their feet and shuffles a few fulms away,
likely in hopes of hiding that they had been idling at the Empress’ side.

“I apologize for keeping you waiting,” says the prince upon his arrival. “I am certain that you
are harboring an appetite by now, but I had to make certain the evening patrols were properly
briefed regarding this morning’s events.”

“I don’t mind waiting,” she says. “Is everything alright here?”

“As well as it can be, yes.” Zenos nods. “As for supper, if you would like, you can take the
meal in my office. It is quieter there.”

“Do you often take your meals in your office?”

“Some days, yes.”

The Warrior thinks of Varis back home, seemingly happiest when hidden away in their
quarters. She supposes that his son might harbor a bit of the same inherent bashfulness, even
if he hides it behind a mask of indifference.



“I would be glad to,” she says. “Will you be joining me?”

“Of course. I would not make you eat alone.”

She smiles up at him. “I wouldn’t be alone, silly. I’ll have Cas with me.” The Warrior
gestures at her guard.

“My Lady, I–I can dine in the mess with the other soldiers,” murmurs the centurion. “I don’t
mind.”

“Nonsense. I’m sure there’s room in Zenos’ office for three to dine.” She looks at Zenos. 

“Certainly. I will let the kitchen know of your plans, Mother.”

When Zenos has departed on his food venture, the centurion fidgets closer to the Warrior’s
side.

“You didn’t have to do that, my Lady. ‘Twas unnecessary to include me. I really don’t mind
eating alone.”

“I wanted to include you.” The Warrior notes the nervous tremble in their voice. “You don’t
need to be worried about Zenos, Cas. You know that, right? You have no reason to be fearful
of him.”

“Yes, my Lady.”

“You and he are friends, aren’t you?”

Again, but more resignedly: “Yes, my Lady.”

The Warrior turns to look more directly at them. She takes in their excessively rigid posture.
“Or perhaps not.”

They are silent in response.

Deciding that it would be cruel of her to force her guard–her friend–to do something they
clearly do not wish to do, the Warrior smiles and shakes her head.

“I’m sorry, Cas. I didn’t mean to bully you. I will be fine eating alone with Zenos. Perhaps I
can mother him a bit and call Varis while we’re eating.”

“Sometimes I think you enjoy making things awkward, my Lady.”

“Just a tad.” She winks at them. The centurion sighs.

 “All the same, I thank you for your consideration.”

 

Despite her own mildly mischievous inclinations, the Warrior does not call her husband
during dinner. Zenos seems to be in an agreeable mood, and she does not wish to risk souring



that with the specter of his father’s presence. Instead they sit in relative quiet while they eat,
Zenos occasionally pausing to read something of interest from a missive or the skywatchers’
weather reports.

When dessert arrives–a lovely mirror apple pie–the Warrior helps herself to two slices. One
for her, and one for the baby, she tells herself. She is fairly certain that Varis would approve
of this decision. Zenos also takes two slices, and they again descend into quiet while stuffing
flaky crust and warm sugary apples into their faces.

While working on his second slice, the prince shifts his weight and looks across his desk at
the Warrior.

“So, tell me…” Zenos speaks slowly as he loads more pie filling onto his fork. The Warrior
wonders if he is stalling while thinking of something to say.

“Hm?”

“Have you and Father discussed names for your child?”

The Warrior blinks, surprised at his question. This was certainly not what she was expecting
for the prince to ask about.

“Oh, well, yes we have. We’ve been trying to pick a few possibilities… Most of the
suggestions thus far have come from your family history.”

“You have had no suggestions of your own?”

She shrugs. “A few, but… I find myself reluctant to place the weight of the memory of the
recently dead by giving their name to a new soul. My child should bring their own meaning
to their name, and not be saddled with the importance meant for someone else.”

Zenos gives a soft, amused grunt. “You do realize that the child you carry will likely be the
next ruler of Garlemald, yes? They will certainly be important, regardless of their name.”

“I know. If that is their choice, of course.”

“And if they do not wish to take the throne?”

She smiles wryly at him. “Then I suppose Varis and I will continue having to create children
until one is amenable to the idea.”

Zenos barks a laugh. “I am certain that you and he are up to the task.” He picks up his glass
and takes a sip of water. “Did you know that I was named only to irritate Emperor Solus?”

“Is that so?” The Warrior considers the various name discussions she and Varis have had, but
the subject of the prince’s name has yet to come up. “Varis said that he was named by his
father after an old low Ilsabardian word for ‘crow’. He wasn’t really sure why, just that his
mother liked the name and so his father went along with it.”

“Yes, that was the story I heard as well.”



“And Emperor Solus was named ‘Solus’ because he was the only son born to his parents after
a few daughters.”

The prince nods. “My name ties into that, in a fashion. That, and Father’s general petty
dislike of his grandsire.”

“I think we can both agree that it was a well justified dislike of the man.”

“Either way.” Zenos shrugs, and amusement lingers on his soft features. “Solus–the Ascian
masquerading as him, at least–loathed his eldest sister. Had the woman covertly executed not
long after he became the dictator of Garlemald.”

“If it was secret, how do you know?”

“The evidence is there.” He grimaces. “Emperor Solus was known to be fond of having
‘difficult’ women removed with poison.”

Zenos is thinking of the death of his birth mother, she thinks. At least, a normal man might.

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have brought that up.”

“It is of no moment.” He shakes his head, expression slipping back to its usual ennui. “Father
never had the opportunity to meet his great-aunt, but was nevertheless inspired by her
reportedly fiery spirit and Emperor Solus’ general dislike of her to name me after her.”

“Oh dear.” The Warrior tries not to laugh too loudly. “I mean, that does sound like something
Varis might do just to irritate his grandsire.”

“Indeed. You will find little mention of Zenia Galvus in the records–she was scrubbed from
many of them after her untimely death. What remains of her descendents remember, though
they have since married out of the Galvus name.” He smiles faintly. “My grandsire salvaged
some of his Aunt Zenia’s writings and other treasures before they were consigned to fire, and
had them stored away in the royal archives.”

“Is that how you know of her?”

“Not so much. I believe Sabinus showed her writings to Father, who left the book hiding in
plain sight in the palace library. I found it there some years later, and have kept it in my
personal belongings since then.”

This level of sentiment from Zenos strikes the Warrior as quite surprising. “And, why is
that?”

“I did not…” Zenos frowns and shifts his weight on his chair. For a moment he looks
uncomfortable, disconcerted even. “I was a child. I did not wish for my namesake to be
forgotten from history.”

The Warrior reaches across the table and presses her palm to the back of Zenos’ hand. His
frown lingers, but he does not pull his hand away.



“You did nothing wrong,” she says firmly. 

“I know.”

“I mean it. I know that you have done things wrong in your life–so have I–but salvaging the
memory of your relative was not one of them.”

The prince opens his mouth, but closes it again without speaking. His brows draw low over
his eyes. Zenos stares down at the table between them, silent for a long moment before
shaking his head.

“What if I have always been wrong, Mother? What if everything I have done with my life has
been wrong?”

She blinks, unsure what to make of Zenos’ question or what would make him think to ask it.
“Are you alright?” Again, Zenos doesn’t respond. She sees his eyes widen, and moves her
hand to grasp at his wrist. “Zenos.”

“I–” His face scrunches up as though he is fighting back tears, but his eyes are dry. Zenos
shakes his head again and his expression blanks to an empty mask. “Nevermind.” Now he
tugs his hand away and reaches for the remainder of his dessert. The Warrior frowns and
withdraws her hand, resting it on the curve of her belly.

Softly, she says: “I do not judge your past, as it would be hypocritical of me, knowing my
own. We cannot change our pasts, Zenos, but we have the power to shape what we do with
our futures. I don’t know what’s bothering you, but remember that if you need to talk, I will
listen. Not as your mother or the empress or the warrior of light or anything like that, but just
as me. Okay?”

He nods stiffly.

“Good. Now then…” The Warrior clears her throat. “How about some more pie, hm?”

“Yes,” Zenos murmurs. “I believe I would enjoy that.”



Chapter 96

In the morning, she is roused from her sleep not by an alarm or a knock on the door to her
sleeping quarters, but instead by a vigorous jerking from inside her abdomen. It is not a
motion of nausea, but instead more a tiny kick, as though she is housing a miniature primal
inside of her that is trying to force its way out. She groans and kicks her own feet against the
bedcovers.

“Oh, do go back to sleep, it’s far too early.” She grunts at another insistent fluttering. “Daddy
isn’t here, I’m sorry.” For a moment she wishes she was back in her bed at home, snuggled
against her husband’s warm body. An all-encompassing hug from Varis always seems to calm
the movement inside her.

The kicks give way to a pinch of hunger. Heaving a sigh, the Warrior surrenders to her body
and forces herself into a seated position. She spends a few minutes rubbing her swollen feet
against the base of the bed before deciding to search for the centurion to aid her in dressing.

“I’m going to call your father and tell him you’re being a brat,” she mutters as she tugs open
the door. To her surprise, the centurion is standing on the other side, their gloved hand raised
to knock. “Oh, hello Cas. Good morning.”

“Someone is being a brat?” They smile. “I did not know that Zenos was an early enough riser
to be giving you trouble already, my Lady.”

“Oh, no, not Zenos. I’m sure he’s a darling at dawn.” She turns and shuffles back to the bed.
“The little one inside me seems inclined to be an early riser. I cannot say I am a fan of it.”

“Ah, I see.” They set their helmet and travel bag on the floor and follow the Warrior into the
room. “Were you needing assistance, my Lady?”

“If it’s not too much trouble. I need to look… presentable when I arrive in Alexandria.”

They chuckle. “Of course. We’ll get you all fancied up, and then find something for
breakfast.”

 

Once they have food in their bellies, the Warrior and her guard venture out into the courtyard.
Her transport vessel from the palace is still present, its engines humming softly over the
general noise of morning. Zenos stands in the courtyard, likely overseeing preparations for
the Warrior’s pending departure. When he turns to face her, the Warrior is surprised to note
the gentle smile that plays on the man’s lips–in front of his own men, no less.

“My, you’re in a good mood this morning, Zenos. Did you sharpen your swords last night?”

Zenos chuckles. “Nay, mother. I did naught but sleep. A good night’s rest can do wonders for
one’s mental state, do you not agree?”



“I do.” She smiles up at him. “I’m glad that you’re in better sorts today.”

“As am I,” he says calmly. “Your transport has been refueled, and the weather reports from
here to Alexandria remain favorable. You will be able to leave whenever you are ready.”

“Are you throwing me out of your castrum already?”

The prince’s brows lift in as much an expression of alarm as he seems capable. “No, of
course not. You had merely impressed the intended brevity of this trip to me, and I did not
wish to waste any of your time.”

“It isn’t a waste, Zenos.”

“Still. It would be prudent not to keep Lord van Februus waiting.” His magitek fingers
twitch. “And, I do have business to attend to this morning that would prevent me from paying
you proper attention. Prisoners to interrogate, and the like.”

“Bloodless interrogations, I pray.”

“Should the prisoners be amenable to it, yes,” he says coolly. “Will you hold it against me
should they request to see their own blood?”

“I would,” she says, stern. Zenos’ lips pinch into a pout that reminds her of Varis. “What do
you even stand to gain from interrogating the rebels?”

“Truthfully? Nothing. At most they would be confirming the information acquired for me by
my spies.”

“Then why bother?” She suspects that he derives no pleasure from his duties, as there is no
challenge, no thrill to be found in questioning a chained prisoner.

Zenos stares down at her.

“It is what is expected of me,” he says. “Nothing more. Less, in fact, as traditionally
prisoners are expected to either be executed or put to work.” She catches his gaze briefly flick
over to the centurion before returning to her. “I have no need of such traditions.”

She recalls his recent plea for authority, and nods. “Very well. I trust your judgment in these
matters, legatus.”

The prince’s expression relaxes. “Thank you.”

 

The flight from Bozja to Alexandria is, as Varis had promised, a relatively short one. The
Warrior feels as though she has barely had time to settle into her seat and open her book
before the pilot announces their entry into Alexandrian airspace. Ever curious, she peers out
one of the viewports. The land below is blanketed in rolling emerald green fields and bisected
by a broad rushing river. The skyline is dotted with airships–some of imperial make, and
others of a more quaint build that reminds her of those back in Eorzea.



Unlike in Bozja, when the Warrior disembarks at Castrum Salta Mures she is met with lines
of soldiers standing at attention for their empress. They salute in unison as she is approached
by a stout man wearing armor that marks him as a legatus. The man salutes when he reaches
her.

“Lady yae Galvus, it is our pleasure to welcome you to Alexandria. I am Tiberius van
Februus, legatus of the Fifth legion. ‘Tis a pleasure to see you again, your ladyship.”

The Warrior smiles graciously at the man and musters as much of a proper salute as she can
in her condition. “Thank you, legatus. I appreciate you humoring my urge to travel on
relatively short notice.”

“‘Tis no trouble at all, Your Benevolence. We are happy to show you what Alexandria brings
to the Empire.”

She half-turns to gesture at the centurion. “This is Caspian quo Maristella, my personal
guard. They will be accompanying me while I am here.”

“Of course, your ladyship. We have arranged accommodations close to your own.”

This puzzles the Warrior, but she supposes that such arrangements are standard when people
of importance are visiting.

“Prince Zenos said that it was important to make sure that your guard was kept close by, in
case you are in need of assistance.”

“Oh.” She had not expected Zenos to be the culprit. Giving a soft laugh, she says: “Well, I do
need some help with my boots in the morning.”

The legatus nods. “If it would please you, I had planned a brief tour of the castrum today,
along with a general tour of the castle town this afternoon. Tomorrow, should you like, the
castle will be open for you to tour and take a meal with Lady Garnet.”

“As long as there isn’t too much walking, that sounds like a lovely way to spend my trip.”

“I already have a carriage prepared for your ladyship.”

 

The legatus leads them on a brief tour of the castrum. Salta Mures is similar to Castrum
Centri in its appearance, an original build crafted by the Garleans after their conquering of
the region some years before. It sits directly adjacent to the northern wall of the castle town,
with walkways leading to the ramparts of the city walls. Despite being relatively small, the
base is bustling with soldiers. The air of the castrum is admittedly quite relaxed, and the
majority of the soldiers that the Warrior sees are not armed. This last detail is the most
puzzling to the Warrior, as she is unaccustomed to seeing a great deal of Garlean soldiers
milling about with purpose but no weapons.

It is almost unsettling.



She decides to not worry over it, as she is fairly certain that even six months pregnant she can
probably handle herself in a fight. Barring that, the centurion is ever at her back keeping an
eye on things.

“I must admit, this is the most excitement we have had here in Alexandria for some time,”
says the legatus as they ride a lift down to the street level.

“Is that a good thing or a bad thing?” she wonders.

“Depends on who you ask. Aye, there are always young ones who are eager to bloody their
sword and prove their skill and whatnot, but you live a lot longer and get to go home to your
family if you stay out of fights.”

“Surprising words for a legatus.”

Van Februus grunts faintly. “I shed a great deal of the blood of others to get to this position.
Every legatus has–you don’t get to a seat of power in Garlemald without drawing a weapon.”
Seeing her reflexive frown, he quickly adds: “At the least, that is how it was under Emperor
Solus. Who knows? Perhaps Emperor Varis will lead us down a path less stained in crimson.
Perhaps you will, you ladyship.”

“There is no need for flattery,” says the Warrior. “I am well aware of Garlemald’s bloodied
past.”

“And Garlemald is well aware of yours.” He nods curtly. “That is why the people will respect
you, even if they do not love you.”

“Respect born of fear…”

“For some, mayhaps. However, for those like myself, your deeds done both for Eorzea and
Garlemald speak for themselves. You have faced eikons and dragons and even the might of
Garlemald, and yet you still stand. We would be fools not to hold you in some amount of
regard.”

“Even though I am no conqueror?”

The legatus shrugs. “Garlemald is full of conquerors. We do sometimes suffer from a dearth
of heroes. You became one for our people when you defeated the eikon in Gyr Abania.”

She wonders if Zenos is similarly lumped into the category of ‘Garlean Hero’, but does not
get the chance to inquire before the lift stops and the doors open to reveal the world outside.
A carriage awaits on the cobbled street, similar in design to those back in Garlemald, though
pulled by a far less fluffy yellow chocobo. The Warrior takes a seat next to Lord van Februus,
while the centurion posts themself at the back of the carriage. 

“Alright then, Marcus,” the legatus calls to the driver, “Off we go.”

 



The city of Alexandria is a curiously pleasant place. In other Garlean territories she has
visited, there has often been a lingering sense of unease in the streets. So numerous are the
stories of the wretched conditions that the conquered live in that the Warrior finds it difficult
to believe that things could be run any other way. The rebellious nature of Garlean subjects
has never been a mystery. 

But Alexandria is different. Though Garlean banners hang visibly from nearly every building,
and soldiers dot the landscape, the buildings themselves seem to be of original make. Very
little in the way of the black and metal Garlean ‘accents’ that she might expect are visible,
except at the far end of a street where the walls of Castrum Salta Mures peek over the
ramparts.

There is no tension in the atmosphere, she thinks. The people she sees milling about appear to
be well fed and comfortably dressed. They are smiling and chatting, and do not show the
faintest hints of fear or anger as they pass Garlean soldiers at their posts.

At her back, the centurion muses: “This seems like a nice place.”

“It does, doesn’t it?” The Warrior looks at the legatus. “Lord van Februus, can you tell me of
Alexandria’s history?”

“Of course, your ladyship.” He clears his throat. “Alexandria was founded more than 1500
years ago, during the time of the Sixth Umbral Calamity. The people who would found
Alexandria were fleeing their drowned homeland. They stopped in the plains here and made
camp. At dawn the next day, a vision of sorts appeared to the refugees. It is said that they
witnessed the appearance of a massive magical being that took the form of a clockwork castle
sprouting enormous white wings. It impressed its identity into the minds of those who
witnessed it as ‘Alexander’. Then it disappeared, as though the image was naught more than
the moment of a single skip of a stone across the waters of time. There was no mark of the
being’s passage, but the people chose the spot of its appearance as the location to found the
center of their new home. They named it after the being: Alexandria.”

“Curious.” The creature in the story bears surprising resemblance to the time warping primal
summoned by the goblins, though the Warrior can only wonder what might have caused the
primal to briefly appear here in ancient times, hundreds of malms away from Coerthas.
“You’re quite well versed, sir.”

“I have been posted here for half a decade,” he says. “I have had plenty of time to get to
know the people and their history.”

“I see.”

“I like to say that the Fifth was given this post for good behavior,” the legatus says lightly. He
sounds like he is smiling behind his helmet. “I can think of few easier postings than this.”

“This place is nigh idyllic,” says the Warrior. “I can scarcely believe that it is real, that this
isn’t all just some front so that I take a glowing report back to the Emperor.”



“I can understand your skepticism, your ladyship. I myself was suspicious when I first took
command of Salta Mures.”

She looks out at a schoolyard as the carriage rolls along. Several children are grouped at the
base of a tree, shouting and waving encouragement at a Garlean soldier who has scaled the
branches. The children cheer as the soldier drops back to the ground, a leather ball in their
hands.

“What of the more recent history? What happened here in Alexandria when Garlemald
arrived? Why was this place treated differently from Ala Mhigo or Doma or plenty of other
provinces?”

“Simply put? The people of Alexandria did not fight back.”

“Go on.”

The legatus shrugs. “It was some thirty-odd, nearly forty years ago now. As I’ve heard the
tale, Emperor Solus and his troops appeared on the horizon. The people of Alexandria hid
behind their walls. They were fearful, because they were greatly outnumbered by the troops
and magitek that Emperor Solus had brought with him on his campaign. The Alexandrians
had heard stories of other nearby nations falling to the great war machine of Garlemald. They
hid behind their walls and waited, afraid, and quite certain that Emperor Solus was going to
have them all burned out of their homes.”

“There was some precedent to their fear, wouldn’t you say?”

“Of course. Those who resisted met the point of the Emperor’s sword, literally or
metaphorically, depending on the location. In her fear, the queen of Alexandria drank
poison.”

“Oh dear.”

“As the king consort had passed a few years before, the only other member of the royal
family left to stand was the queen’s daughter. She was just a little thing at the time, but
arguably wise for her few years. Little Princess Garnet ran out of the royal house upon
finding her mother poisoned, and ran all the way through the city until she got to the gates.
She climbed up to the top of the wall and shouted down to the waiting Garlean messenger
that if the Emperor could ‘fix’ her mother, then she would open the gates and let them have
the city without any fighting.”

“The queen didn’t die from the poison?”

“Fortunately not. Emperor Solus agreed to the little princess’ terms, even though his advisors
warned that it was a trap. He entered the city accompanied only by his personal medicus.
They went to the castle. We don’t know exactly how, but the queen was cured from her
poisoning. She wisely accepted the terms that her daughter had named. The gates were
opened, and Alexandria was conquered without any bloodshed or fatalities on either side.
Most of the troops that Emperor Solus brought with him never even set foot inside the city
walls, they just moved on to their next conquest.” The legatus nods. “Though the queen has



since passed on, the royal house of Alexandria was permitted to maintain a position of
authority in the province, and Princess Garnet now serves as something of a go-between for
her people and myself.”

“I’m nearly surprised that Emperor Solus kept his word.”

“You shouldn’t be, your ladyship. Emperor Solus was always keen to make an example of
people–whether it was a good one or bad one was often left up to the people themselves.
Alexandria went peacefully, and so she remains a lovely jewel of the Empire. She was
permitted to keep most of her culture and her pride.”

“What resources did Garlemald gain from acquiring Alexandria?”

“Hm. They are host to some very bountiful cropland. There is also a flourishing theater
scene, of which His Radiance was most fond. And some very bright minds in the field of
engineering came from here as well, many from the nearby town of Lindblum. They’ve
contributed a great deal to the magitek advancements of the last few decades.”

The Warrior is uncertain if the fairly genial treatment of Alexandria was done from honest
appreciation, or if it was more a deliberate political move. A way for Emperor Solus and his
minions to go ‘see, some of our claims are quite happy to be part of Garlemald. It’s not all
bad!’. There is no way to tell for certain, and if the latter was the goal it was not particularly
effective outside of the empire itself.

As the peaceful streets roll past, and her guide points out various landmarks of interest, she
wonders to herself what the world might have been like had all the lands conquered by
Garlemald been given the same treatment as Alexandria. That would not have agreed with the
Ascian’s plan, of course. But Emperor Solus is dead and gone, his control gone even if his
influence remains.

How many years, decades even, might it take to undo the damages that have been done in
Solus’ name?

Will it ever be possible?

 

After two nights of sleeping in castrum bunks, the Warrior is more than ready to go back
home to the palace and the ridiculously oversized mattress she shares with her husband. She
wakes in Alexandria feeling a bit more stiff and sore than her condition warrants.

“The next time I travel, I’m having them put me up in the fanciest inn in town,” she says to
the centurion after soothing her aches in the shower. “This is no way to treat a soft little
empress.”

Her guard chuckles. “I suppose it is of no consolation to say that one gets used to sleeping on
the bunks.”



“I suppose I have just gotten spoiled. There was a time when the ground was my bed–I
shouldn’t be complaining about the mattresses provided to the castrum being too hard.” She
rubs at a sore spot on her back. “However, I am still inclined to do so.”

“We’ll be home tonight, my Lady.” They smile before pulling on their helmet. “Besides, I
would be lying were I to say I enjoyed sleeping on the bunks here. Being a palace guard has
spoiled me, too.”

The Warrior laughs. “Don’t worry, Cas. I won’t tell your commanding officer.”

Following breakfast they again venture into the city. The carriage weaves through the
bustling streets. The Warrior idly people-watches as they progress. When they stop at an
intersection, she is bewildered at the sight of a Miqo’te shopkeep having a conversation with
what appears to be a swan wearing a dress.

This world still has much and more to show me, she thinks.

Alexandria Castle rests at the center of the city. It is an aging edifice of stone and stained
glass that straddles the province’s main river, with a central tower that rises high above the
rest. To the Warrior the tower looks something like a raised sword, and she imagines that
were she brave enough–and less pregnant–to scale its heights that she would be able to see
the distant waters of the sea. The legatus informs her that the tower had been an addition to
the castle some centuries before, meant as a lookout tower to warn in case of pending
invaders. A chain at the top of the tower is connected to a large bell far below.

“The day the Imperial army arrived,” he says, “the watchman was nearly too afraid to ring
the bell. Emperor Solus was nearly at the main gates before the warning rang out and pierced
the sleepy peace of the day.”

“Is the tower still manned now?”

“Only when a soldier needs disciplining,” is the coy reply.

The interior of the castle is lit primarily by daylight and candles, which is different from what
the Warrior has become accustomed to in imperial buildings. A red runner traces a path over
the checkerboard of dark and light gray tiles that decorate the floors. She spots a few guards
standing at their posts, but these are wearing uniforms different from those of Garlean
soldiers. The red carpet runs up a grand staircase. A portrait of an older woman holding a
black coeurl looms over the staircase landing. Before that sits a larger than life bust of
Emperor Solus. Otherwise, the castle’s interior appears untouched by imperial adornments.

“Princess Garnet is finishing with a meeting, but will be happy to receive you afterwards,”
reports the legatus. “Might I interest you in a tour of the castle while you wait?”

The Warrior is reluctant to admit that sleeping on the hard bed in the castrum has left her less
than enthused to do an excess of walking today. “Will there be a great deal of stairs
involved?”



“Well, yes, I should suppose so. Princess Garnet and her mother have been generally
disinclined to install lifts in the castle.”

“Then I will have to decline the tour.”

Van Februus considers this for a moment before nodding. “Very well. Your ladyship is more
than welcome to enjoy the sun out in the courtyard while you wait.”

“That sounds lovely.”

 

The Warrior would be unable to tell anyone how long she waits for the arrival of her host in
the courtyard. The grounds are well kept, with flowering bushes perfuming the warm spring
air. There are also several fountains decorating the space, and the persistent bubbling of the
water features lulls the Warrior into a light doze. Her back is stiff again when the centurion
rouses her to warn of the princess’ arrival.

She is briefly surprised to find that the Princess of Alexandria is a Hyur woman who appears
to be closer in age to Varis, before remembering that the story of the land’s conquest
happened decades before. The woman wears no crown on her graying chestnut hair, but still
carries herself with the poise befitting of her nearly superficial title. The woman smiles
warmly at her and holds out a hand as the Warrior moves to stand.

“Please, Lady Lux, do not trouble yourself with getting up. I can still recall how difficult it
was to motivate myself to move late in my pregnancies.” She half bows before sitting on the
adjacent bench. “It is a pleasure to meet you. My name is Garnet het Alexandros, and as you
might have guessed I am the leader of Alexandria.”

Briefly surprised by the Garlean styling of the princess’ name, the Warrior smiles in return.
“Thank you for having me. I am Lux yae Galvus, as I’m sure that the legatus forewarned.”

“He did, yes. I am sorry to have kept you waiting, but as the Empire is fairly hands off, I am
still responsible for a great deal of day to day governing of my people.”

“Is that a good thing?”

“I believe so, yes. Emperor Solus always placed his most… amenable legati in charge of
Castrum Salta Mures, and so long as I don’t do anything too drastic or expensive they tend to
pay me little mind.”

“A curious amount of leniency.”

She shrugs. “Emperor Solus always showed a gentle hand for me. A bit of a sentimental old
goat, that one. I believe he never thought of me as anything but the bold little girl he first
treated with.”

The Warrior observes the princess’ calm expression, and thinks of the legatus’ story about the
conquering of Alexandria. “What did you think of Emperor Solus?”



“Aside from our first interaction, I only met with the man once. Emperor Solus stopped
through Alexandria a single time after its conquest, on his way back from subduing lands to
the east.” The princess tips her head in thought. “I had supper with him. He was… handsome,
I suppose, for a Garlean at least. His eyes, though, there was… something odd about them.
Unsettling, even. That is all I remember, truthfully, as it has been decades since that meal.”

“I gleaned much the same impression of the man from his portrait,” the Warrior says in
careful agreement.

Garnet stares at her. “You are an outsider to Garlemald. A native of the savage lands far
beyond our borders.”

“Guilty as charged,” the Warrior says, smiling thinly.

“And as such, I am certain that you have questions to ask me, ones that would not be viewed
as… appropriate.”

“I would be lying if I said this province hasn’t stoked my curiosity. When it seems that nearly
every other province is fostering the seeds of rebellion in some form, to find this place so
peaceful… I am uncertain what to make of it all.”

“Well, in truth…” The princess leans forward, a mischievous gleam in her eyes. “We have
been using Garlemald to our advantage. You see, as the territories surrounding Alexandria
grew over the last few centuries, they have expanded and repeatedly sought to encroach upon
our claimed lands. We sit upon flourishing cropland and are blessed with good winds and
clean water. Much of the last five or six hundred years has been spent trying to maintain our
meager borders.”

“A tale I have heard before elsewhere on the star.”

She nods. “While initially joining the Empire was meant as a means to avoid complete
eradication, in truth we found that becoming part of Garlemald has offered us protection from
those who might try to wipe us out. Emperor Solus let us retain most of our identity, and in
exchange we supported the Empire. Our service is rewarded, and the people of Alexandria
are all proper Garlean citizens. We are also one of the few provinces with a representative
holding a seat in the Senate.”

“What do you think of the rebellions that stir in the other provinces, then?”

“I am sure they have their reasons.” Garnet frowns. “I know some of them think ill of us, for
choosing to ‘play nice’ with those who have subjugated us. I would call them fools for failing
to see what profit there is to be made from playing the Garleans’ game. They speak of pride,
but our women have never been brutalized, our children have never starved, and our lands
have never been set to the torch.” She shakes her head. “A little bit of ‘pride’ was a small
price to pay to secure our future.”

The Warrior can only imagine the argument that Lyse would get into with this princess.
“There are those who would disagree with that sentiment.”



“And, they are entitled to. We do what we must to survive in this ruthless world. Have you
not done the same?”

“I did not come to Garlemald seeking survival,” she says carefully. “My reasons were of a
more personal nature.”

“I understand.” Garnet squints at her. “Tell me, Lady Lux, what do you think of Emperor
Solus?”

“Never met the man.” The Warrior turns her face away, as though looking at the flowers. She
hopes the princess cannot see through her lie. “I have heard plenty of tales of him, of course,
from both his enemies and allies.”

“What would you say to him, were he here today?”

“Fuck off and stay dead,” the Warrior mutters. Princess Garnet laughs loudly at this, and the
Warrior feels her cheeks heat with embarrassment. “I mean…. Hells, that wasn’t very proper,
was it.”

“‘Tis alright,” Garnet says, visibly fighting to control her laughter. “You would not be the
first to speak so unkindly of the old man. He had more than his fair share of detractors.”

“Have you met the new emperor, then?”

The princess shakes her head. “Not yet. Emperor Varis has not ventured this way before. We
would be honored to have him, of course.”

“He spoke well of Alexandria. He recommended that I visit this province when I requested a
pleasant location for a short trip.”

“That is quite flattering to hear.” She smiles. “Would you like to join me for lunch, your
ladyship? It should be ready soon.”

“It would be my pleasure.”

 

The two women take lunch in a large, gleaming gold and white dining hall. The Warrior
greatly enjoys the meal, especially the main course of rock-fisted popoto stew and barbecued
fish fresh from the river below the castle. She doesn’t know what ‘rock-fisted’ means, but
thinks that Varis would enjoy it all the same. They chat over the meal, each equally careful to
avoid any sensitive subjects. Instead the princess discusses pregnancy and motherhood, and
offers some of her own experiences up to the Warrior.

They have scarcely set down their spoons after dessert when the distant sound of chimes ring
out, marking a new hour. Princess Garnet sighs and smiles apologetically.

“I hate to run off after such a delightful lunch, but I have appointments in the afternoon that I
have to keep. I hope you can forgive me, Lady Lux.”



“It’s alright,” she says, choosing not to add that she is already accustomed to being left alone
after a meal due to scheduling issues. “I greatly enjoyed the meal and conversation.”

“As did I. Now then, is there anything here in the castle that you were interested in seeing? I
can have an attendant show you around.”

The Warrior considers the offer. “Does your castle have a library? I enjoy seeing the libraries
in the various places I visit.”

“Of course!” The princess beams happily. “The library is one of my favorite places in the
castle. Do take the time to inspect the globe. I am certain you will enjoy it!”

 

Compared to the royal library in Garlemald, the library of Alexandria Castle is relatively
small and dark. However, it has a more worn in, homey feeling. The first floor is cluttered
with large bookcases, old wooden tables, and a handful of what look like writing desks.
Though she is presently the only person in the library, she can still imagine young princes and
princesses hunched over the desks and studying their lessons. As mentioned by Princess
Garnet, a large globe of Hydaelyn sits on one of the tables. A mobile arm is attached to its
base, still displaying two moons that orbit the globe on a squeaky pivot. She touches a finger
to the red moon, dwelling briefly on how much the world has changed since the globe was
crafted.

“I must say, Warrior of Light, you truly are as irritating as was reported!”

The Warrior jerks in place at the sudden exclamation from behind her. She turns slowly,
immediately wary of whoever might be speaking to her in an unoccupied library. A hooded
figure stands a few yalms away, slowly teetering back and forth on its feet. An Ascian, she
quickly discerns, and frowns.

“Who are you? What do you want?”

“What I want, quite frankly, is to get the hells out of this backwater little castle town, but I
cannot at the moment. Emet-Selch will be quite displeased with me if I fail in my duties, and
his displeasure is something I always avoid if possible.”

“Emet-Selch?” She bristles.

“Worry not, the old man isn’t here. He declared that he was going to sleep for a decade or
two, seeing as how he could not bear to watch you make a mess of things. So, he tasked me
with keeping an eye on your activities.”

She doesn’t like the thought of an Ascian observing her, but this little one does not seem to
radiate as much aether or animosity as Emet-Selch, or even Lahabrea. “And, might I know
the identity of the one sniffing at my shadows?”

The Ascian crosses his arms and makes a show of kicking at the tile and hemming loudly.
After a minute of this, he reaches up and brushes back the hood of his cloak. Underneath is a



Miqo'te with lavender hair. His face is half covered by a red mask in the form of a grimacing
beast. He sweeps in a bow.

“Fandaniel, at–well, not at your service, your ladyship.”

“You haven’t attacked me yet, so I suppose you’re more agreeable than some of your ilk that
I’ve come across. What are you doing here, then?”

“As I said, I was instructed by Emet-Selch to keep you under observation.” He fidgets in
place, as though trying not to break out into a dance.

“Are you going to leave me alone?”

“Of course, my lady. Emet-Selch wished for me only to observe, not to interfere with your
actions. Or interact, but to be honest he isn’t awake right now to scold me.” The Ascian grins
with a flash of fangs.

“I see.”

Fandaniel waves a hand. “Technically I am supposed to be doing something for Elidibus, but
I’d really rather not. So, I am just going to ignore his orders for a few years until he either
forgets that he gave them, or remembers and becomes cross with me.”

The Warrior is not convinced that the little Ascian is being sincere. Like as not, he is plotting
something against her, or the Empire, or at least someone within the local malm. 

“Why should I believe anything you’re telling me?”

“You won’t, if you’ve any wisdom in you!” 

She looks critically at the Ascian. Even though his face is not entirely visible, there is still
something uncannily familiar about his appearance. Something about that distinctly lavender
hued hair…

“Have we met before?” she asks. Fandaniel’s lips pull into a wide grin.

“Oh, I do not know, my lady. Have we? You know, they do say that pregnancy can do a
number on one’s memory.” The sides of his cloak flare out as he twirls in place. “Your dear
little Prince Zenos might remember me better. Or perhaps not–he always has been a touch
indifferent.”

“The tutor.” She blinks. “The dead tutor, wasn’t it?”

“It was a rather convenient body to find, I must admit.” The Ascian holds out a gloved hand
and cocks his head as though admiring his nails. “I just patched up the gash in the middle and
he was good as new. Mostly. Lord Tribal had good enough credentials to move freely
throughout the Empire, and no one even knew he was dead since the palace was so keen on
concealing what a menace the little prince was.”

“What have you been doing in the Empire for the last decade?”



“Mostly grunt work for Emet-Selch, to be honest.” He lowers his hand to his hip. “Helping
pull threads that Emperor Solus couldn’t do quite so publicly.”

“And now he has you spying on me.”

Fandaniel tsks loudly and shakes his head. “No, no, ‘tis nothing so vulgar as spying , my
good lady. Just observing from the shadows.”

“All of the time?”

“When I feel like bothering. You are a dreadfully dull person to have to spy on. And I am not
wont to peep on bedroom activities, regardless of how impressively endowed your husband
might be.” His ears twitch as he pulls the hood of his cloak back into place. “That being said,
I believe it is time for me to be on my way.”

“Wait, that’s it? You’re just going to show up and reveal your scheming and then leave?” The
Warrior frowns. “Why do that now? Why do it at all?”

For a moment the Ascian is unsettlingly motionless. Then he takes a step closer, and the
Warrior is fully aware of the aether flaring around his body. When he speaks again, his low
voice has dropped to an ominous growl.

“To remind you that your every action has a consequence. You are far too powerful, too
influential for this feeble star, and so your actions must remain under observation.”

“And if I do something the Ascians don’t approve of?”

Fandaniel heaves a sigh, and the sinister nature of his aura dissipates. “Truthfully, I believe
that Elidibus’ current opinion is that there is nothing you can do to truly upset our plans, and
so it is easier just to wait for you to die of natural causes. Something about balance, I believe.
Bit boring.” He pivots away. “Emet-Selch awaits the end of your life, so that he might undo
whatever good you sully his work with. Might as well make it a proper show, hm? I do so
hate being bored.”

Then, with a flutter of darkness, the Ascian is gone.

The Warrior stares into the shadows of the room for several minutes before moving. Feeling a
touch lightheaded, she perches on one of the stools and leans against the old wooden table.

“Fucking Ascians.” She sighs and swallows down a pang of hopelessness. The knowledge
that the Ascians are still creeping around out of sight weighs heavily on her mind, and she is
uncertain what to do. Is there anything she can even do against the Ascians, aside from
continued vigilance? She doesn’t know, and neither does she know if she should tell Varis of
this encounter.

We promised not to keep bad secrets, she muses. Still, knowing that the Ascians are keeping
tabs on her will only stress her husband out more, and he has troubles enough as it is…

A small lurch inside her belly brings the Warrior out of her thoughts. She feels as though she
has been chided by the movement.



“You are right, little one,” she says with another sigh. “Fretting will accomplish nothing,
especially over something that I have no control over. I might as well worry about the
weather.” She smooths a hand over her blouse and feels another kick. “Miss Daddy, do you?
So do I. Perhaps it’s about time to go home.”

Still, it seems a waste to come all this way and not give the library a proper once over. What
walls that are not covered in bookcases are decorated with paintings depicting the local
landscapes, and she studies each of these before moving on to the books themselves. A great
deal of the easy to reach shelves are occupied by bound copies of plays, most by playwrights
she has never heard of before. Though the collection is not as vast as that in Garlemald, it still
houses enough variety to keep her browsing until her feet begin to tire.

The centurion is still waiting in the corridor when the Warrior exits the library. This comes as
something of a peculiar relief, even though she can’t imagine that they would have gone
against orders and wandered off. Still, she smiles at them as they offer a hasty salute.

“Thank you for waiting for me, Cas.”

“Of course, my Lady. Are you well?”

“I am, yes, but I believe I am ready to go home now.”

“So soon?”

She smiles meagerly at them. “Honestly, I didn’t expect to be so tired from traveling. I
suppose it’s because I can’t see where my feet are going.”

“That does require extra mindfulness,” they agree with a soft laugh. “Very well, my Lady. I
will send word ahead to the castrum so your transport can be prepared.”

“Thank you.”

They make their way slowly down the hall. 

“What did you think of the library, my Lady?”

The Warrior carefully keeps as neutral an expression as possible. The centurion does not need
to know that more than books awaited her in the library.

“It was alright,” she says. “A bit musty. Not quite as grand as the library at home, but that
might be asking too much from such a small province, right?” At their hesitant nod, she adds:
“The legatus wasn’t kidding about Alexandria being a big theater hub. The library had whole
shelves dedicated to printed anthologies of plays from all over the Empire.”

“That is interesting. There aren’t too many books of plays stored at the palace library.
Perhaps Emperor Solus kept them here instead.”

She tries not to grimace at the thought of the Ascian. “Indeed. One shouldn’t keep all their
treasures in one trove.”



The centurion is quiet for a moment. Then: “I have had the flight crew alerted. They should
be ready by the time we return to the castrum.”

“Good, good.” The Warrior smiles and pats their arm. “Come along, Cas. It’s time to head
home.”



Chapter 97

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

The skyline of Garlemald is dark and glistening with lights by the time the Warrior’s
transport arrives in the city. Despite the late hour, Varis is still standing out in the cold
awaiting her return. He covers her face in kisses and her shoulders in a cloak before they
make their way inside.

“The sun has returned to Garlemald, and all are glad,” he murmurs. 

“I missed you too,” she says.

The centurion is dismissed for the evening, and the pair continue on alone. Varis holds her
hand in his, and swings it gently between them as they walk. He hums softly, the series of
bright notes resonating in his throat. The Warrior glances up at him.

“You’re in good spirits tonight.”

“Of course I am,” he says, and smiles. She smiles in return.

“Oh, that’s right. You had some sort of sneaky mischief you were getting up to while I was
gone, weren’t you?” She squeezes his hand. “Did that go well?”

Varis chuckles. “It did indeed.”

“Will you tell me what it was about?”

“You will see when we return to our rooms.”

Her curiosity sufficiently piqued, the Warrior manages not to drag him back to their quarters
at an unseemly pace. Upon their arrival Varis keys open the door and pushes it open.

“After you, dearest.”

The Warrior activates the lights as she steps into the foyer. Her nose is immediately met with
a particular aroma, that of freshly hewn wood and wax. She is reminded of the smell of the
Carpenter’s Guild hall back in Gridania.

“New furniture?” she guesses. Varis chuckles.

“Not quite.” He gestures at the doorway to the sitting room. “Try in there.”

Stepping into the sitting room reveals that much of the familiar furniture has either moved or
is missing. A large open archway–nearly to the height of the ceiling–has been cut into the
wall opposite the entryway.



She laughs. “Varis darling, what have you done?” 

“I have…” He waves at the archway. “...conquered additional rooms, in your name.”

“Is that so?”

Varis nods. He looks rather pleased with himself, she thinks. “There was an unused suite of
rooms adjacent to our own. I believe that we will be in need of more living space soon, and
so I acquired some.”

“That’s… honestly not what I might have expected your surprise to be.”

“Are you disappointed?”

“Not at all. You’re right, of course. The baby will warrant additional space. As will those that
follow.”

He nods again, and his cheeks pink. “There will be room for a nursery, and for a proper little
dining room. I wanted it all to be a surprise, though. Hence approving your little jaunt to see
Zenos and visit Alexandria.”

“Well, I am plenty surprised.” She pushes up on her boot toes and kisses his cheek.
“Hopefully everything isn’t done up in black and crimson, or we’ll have some remodeling to
do.”

“Ah, the suite was…never used, so I believe nothing has been previously decorated. Unless
my grandsire took it upon himself to do so…”

“No worries. We have a few months to get everything set up as we like it.” She kisses him
again. “For now, I’m feeling a terribly pressing need to get reacquainted with our bed.”

 

In the morning the Warrior feels refreshed, if not still a bit sore. The fresh hickey on her
shoulder confirms that her husband was as glad for her return as she was. He does not hurry
off to business after breakfast, and instead trails behind the Warrior as she makes her way
through the new doorway. He briefly hurries off to fetch her slippers when they realize the
bare wooden floors are fairly cold.

“We will need more rugs,” he notes. “Blue, do you think?”

“Something soft,” she muses. “Is this suite a mirror of your own?”

“Not quite. The bathing room is not as large, and that which functions as the study on our
side is much larger. When I was given a choice of rooms, I selected the ones we occupy
because it had a much larger bathtub.”

She giggles. “That is quite important, yes.”



As Varis claimed, the adjoining suite does indeed look as though it has never been used. The
rooms are all completely empty, and there is no wear and tear on the floors or fixtures. A few
of the walls have been covered in whitewash, but lack any other sort of decoration.

“I like it,” she states after surveying each of the rooms. “A bit of a blank canvas, but that’s
fine. We can dress it up to our liking.”

“A little kingdom all our own,” he murmurs with a smile.

The weeks pass, and soon spring gives way to the onset of summer. With it comes Varis’
nameday–his 49th–and the accompanying national holiday. At the Warrior’s behest, Zenos
returns home for the celebration. He brings with him a box of Bozjan sweets as a present for
his father. Varis manages not to cry upon receiving the gift.

At lunch the Emperor is lured away from the palace by some of his fellow ‘old men’, and so
the Warrior is left to her own devices for a few hours. After eating lunch she decides that a
change of scenery is in need, so she grabs her latest find from the library and departs from the
royal chambers. The centurion has today off for the holiday, so she heads out alone. She
knows Varis will be troubled by her wandering about alone in her very pregnant state, but the
Warrior concludes there are enough guards stationed in the halls that it is safe to go alone.
Unable to manage putting on proper shoes in her condition, she settles for wearing her
bedroom slippers.

Initially, the Warrior feels a little silly walking through the palace in her slippers. The feeling
slowly fades as she walks through the hallways, accompanied only by a linkpearl in her
pocket and the book tucked into the crook of her arm. The guards she passes all cheerfully
greet her, occasionally inquiring if she is in need of assistance, and none of them dare to
mention the Empress’ extremely casual footwear. 

She decides that the glasshouse is a good spot for an afternoon read. If the book loses her
interest, then she can at least enjoy viewing the summer foliage within the warmth of the
sanctuary. She knows better than to sneak out into the courtyard to look at the flowerbeds, as
Varis has already voiced his dislike of the idea, as though pregnant women in Garlemald
haven’t been venturing out into the cold for centuries.

She absentmindedly presses a hand to her abdomen, habitually feeling for a little answering
flutter of movement. There is none at the moment, as the little one is likely enjoying a
morning nap. She chuckles and decides to enjoy the quiet while she can.

Soon enough, ‘Mother of Garlemald’ will likely be added to her ever growing list of
appellations. As though Warrior, Champion, Savior, Legatus, Lady and Empress were not
enough already… She wonders if she will ever lose her sense of self underneath the ever
growing pile of titles. It is rare these days that anyone calls her by her true name. More and
more, who she is to someone else matters more than who she is to herself.



Varis knows her, she thinks. Varis calls her by her real name, and he loves her underneath all
of those titles. This thought is a comfort, and brings a smile to her lips. 

The door to the glasshouse entryway is unlocked, as it always seems to be. The Warrior
quietly pushes it open and takes a few steps down the glass corridor. A realization hits her as
she walks, and she comes to a stop.

The glasshouse is not empty.

It is, in fact, very occupied down near the fish pond. Two figures are twisted together, the
taller bent over its companion. The shorter has their long arms coiled up over broad
shoulders, and their slender fingers cut sharp gray lines through golden hair. The pair’s
positioning obscures their faces, but the Warrior does not need to see their faces to know
what is going on.

To put it politely, Zenos and Caspian are making out in the glasshouse.

The Warrior knows that the proper, polite thing to do is to back out of the doorway and leave
the pair to their business. But her surprise and confusion are rapidly giving way to curiosity.
While she has been aware that Zenos and Caspian were exchanging letters–news about her,
supposedly, and that letter writing campaign had seemingly advanced to some sort of
friendship, she has had utterly no inkling that their friendship had progressed to this extent. 

They are plainly extremely absorbed in their activity, as neither pays any mind as the Warrior
takes several steps further into the glasshouse.

She clears her throat. “You know, I really have to stop coming in here without first
announcing my travel plans.”

Caspian pulls away from Zenos with a startled yelp. The prince turns, brows initially pinched
in irritation, before his eyes open wide at the sight of who has interrupted their embrace.

“Oh–my Lady!” Her guard meekly pushes a hand against the prince’s chest. “This isn’t what
it looks like!”

“I don’t know, Cas. To me it looks like you and Prince Zenos were checking each other for
cavities,” the Warrior says.

She has never really thought Zenos capable of embarrassment, but his cheeks are quickly
turning pink. He wipes at the corner of his mouth with his thumb and then smooths his hand
over his tousled hair.

“I believe it is exactly what it looks like,” he says.

“I’m sorry, my Lady. I, um…” Caspian clings to Zenos’ sleeve and shifts their weight to half
hide behind him.

“What are you apologizing for?” Zenos wonders. “Have we done something wrong?”



“I don’t know, Zenos.” The Warrior drums her nails on the cover of her book. “Is there
something that the two of you need to tell me?”

Caspian murmurs something in an apologetically woeful tone and hides their face in the
prince’s sleeve. All that is visible of their head is a very flushed gray ear peeking out from the
side. The Warrior watches as Zenos tips his head to look down at his cowering companion.
Zenos frowns, his brows drawing low, but the look is not directed at either of them.

“We have done nothing wrong,” he reiterates, but Caspian does not move. 

“I didn’t say that you did,” the Warrior replies in a careful tone. “I just… It’s a very
surprising thing to walk in on, and I had no idea that anything like this was going on between
you two. I knew that you two have been writing letters for nearly a year, but I thought that the
purpose behind that was to keep tabs on me, not…”

“It did start as just that, my Lady,” Caspian murmurs from their hiding spot. “But, we began
talking about other things, and–”

“We are courting,” Zenos interjects. This earns a surprised squeak from Caspian.

“We are?” they ask softly.

“Yes.”

“...okay.” They do not sound displeased by this revelation, but neither do they dare show their
face to the Warrior.

“Well…” She has a dozen questions she would like to ask, but knows it would be rude to pry,
especially when dealing with two exceptionally reticent people. “If either of you would like
to talk to me about anything, you know where I live.”

“You are not upset?” Zenos’ frown lingers in a lesser state.

“No, not at all. Surprised as hells, like I said. But I’ve no reason to be upset. As long as the
both of you are happy. I care about both of you, and so your happiness is my own.” The
Warrior looks at the book in her hand. “Here I was, planning on passing a few hours reading
about the history of the Thorne Dynasty, and I stumbled across something far more
interesting.”

“We didn’t intend to… I mean…” Caspian murmurs inconclusively.

“Cas, look at me.” It takes a long moment, but her guard eventually peeks their face out from
behind Zenos’ arm. “I am not upset with you or with Zenos. Neither of you are doing
something you don’t wish to, are you?”

“I would rather be doing what I was thirty seconds before you walked in,” Zenos says dryly.
He smirks when Caspian lightly swats his back. “What? I’ve no need to be dishonest.”

The Warrior gestures with her book. “I think I’m just going to go to my office and read. The
couches there are more comfortable than the benches here, anyways.” She starts to turn to



leave, but stops. “There is one other thing.” She looks at Zenos. “Your Father is going to have
to hear about this. Whether it’s from me or from you is up to you.”

Zenos’ eyes widen, and he looks away. “I would rather you tell him.”

“Very well.” The Warrior waves a hand and turns to the door. “Carry on. I hope I didn’t spoil
the mood too much.”

 

She does not get very far down the hall before the sound of light footsteps rush up to her.

“My Lady!”

The Warrior stops and looks at her guard. Caspian’s eyes are wide and fearful, and
dangerously close to tears.

“Yes, Cas?”

“I–I’m sor–” They squeeze their eyes shut and shake their head. “Please, my Lady. I
understand if I am to be punished for this, but please leave Zenos out of it. This isn’t his fault,
it’s mine–” They fall silent as she raises a hand. Their ears droop slightly.

“Tell me, Cas. Why do you think you’re going to get into trouble?”

“I am, aren’t I? I mean, I’ve definitely overstepped something…”

The Warrior lowers her hand and rests it on her hip. She thinks for a minute, and realizes she
doesn’t exactly know if Caspian has done anything wrong.

“Is there a rule or law against courting with a prince?” She looks in the direction of the
glasshouse entrance. “With Zenos? I’m afraid that I’m not fully versed in Garlean law
relating to such things.”

“W-well…” They wring their hands, looking at the floor. “I don’t think so? I mean, those
things are usually more socially arranged…” Caspian shakes their head. “But, there is a rule
against…romantic… fraternization in the ranks. It’s strictly prohibited.”

“Strictly?” She thinks of Varis and Regula. “Do you think that rule is strongly enforced for
members of the royal family?”

Caspian doesn’t respond.

“Are you on duty right now, Cas?”

“No, my Lady.”

“Then, I don’t see a problem with you kissing Zenos.”

“Yes, but–”



“Caspian, do you… want me to forbid you from having a relationship with Zenos? Are you
looking for an out?”

“No!” The Elezen looks up sharply, their silver eyes wide. “Please, anything but that, my
Lady! I–” They falter.

“You care about him.”

They nod.

“Well, as long as you aren’t necking while on duty, and as long as you don’t hurt each
other… You have my blessing. Not that you need it, mind. But, you clearly seem to feel a
need to be given permission to want something for yourself. So, you have it.”

“Thank you.” Their voice wavers. “Are you going to go tell His Radiance?”

“No, not right now. I told you: I’m going to go read.” She points at the book, and her guard
exhales a shaky sigh.

“I see…”

“Now, Cas, did you really leave Zenos all alone in the glasshouse, just to go chasing after
me? He’ll have dozed off or started trying to catch the fish out of boredom by now.”

The centurion gasps and claps their hands to their cheeks. “By the Twelve, you’re right!”
They quickly salute. “Apologies, my Lady, but I must go. I will see you later!”

The Warrior smiles as they turn and nearly sprint off to the entrance of the glasshouse. 

 

Slowly making her way to her parlor, the Warrior’s mind wanders in thought back to the
glasshouse. The realization that something had happened between Zenos and Caspian is a
distracting one. She wonders how she had remained completely oblivious to it happening–
how had they managed to keep a budding relationship secret in a building full of eyes?

Maybe others had noticed it, but kept quiet for fear of the prince’s wrath. She recalls how
defensive he was–to her–when they were found out. There was something endearing about
his protective bristling. She wants to tell him, to comfort him that it’s alright, she remembers
her first crush.

Zenos would likely self-destruct from embarrassment if she did that.

The Warrior smiles to herself as she comes to a stop in front of a door. Curiously, the door is
locked. As she looks up at the door, and then down the adjacent corridor, she realizes that she
is not in front of her parlor. She isn’t entirely certain as to where in the palace she has
wandered.

“Damn pregnancy brain,” she mutters to herself. It is nearly embarrassing to get lost in her
own home, as it has been more than a year since she has done so.



Still, she knows she couldn’t have gotten too off track. After all, in her state she is about as
fast as a penguin on land. She backtracks down the halls until locating a guard, and then
coyly admits to losing track of where she was going. The guard is more than happy to lead
the Empress back to the vicinity of the throne room.

The Warrior doesn’t bother looking at the pile of mail on her desk–it is a holiday, after all–
and settles down on one of the couches with her book. It is indeed a far more comfortable
place to lounge than the glasshouse, and she only makes it through a chapter before dozing
off on the plush blue cushions.

A gentle touch rouses her some time later, and she opens her eyes to find her husband staring
down at her. His brows are pinched in concern as he murmurs her name.

“Are you well?”

“I’m fine,” she says, floundering a bit on the cushions as she tries to sit up. “I was reading.
How was your lunch?”

“Good, good.” Varis cups her cheek in his hand. “Do not worry, I saved room for cake.”

“I could go for some cake, myself.”

He smiles and moves his hand to hook along her lower back and aid her movement. The
Warrior manages an upright position and immediately settles against his side. She closes her
eyes as he hums in contentment. Her thoughts immediately go back to the glasshouse. To his
son–their son–and her personal guard in the midst of rather intensely kissing.

“What is wrong?”

“Hm?” She opens her eyes and looks up at him.

“You are frowning,” Varis says.

“So are you,” she observes, but then shakes her head. “Sorry, that was rude.”

“‘Tis a fair commentary. If I frown now, it is only from concern for your own.”

She folds her hand over his. Her fingers idly trace the dark line of his wedding band. The
Warrior wonders at her own reluctance to tell Varis what she witnessed in the glasshouse. She
supposes that as she is not blind to the strain that remains in the relationship between Varis
and his son, she worries over his reaction.

Finally, she musters the nerve to say: ““I have something I need to talk to you about.
Something that happened while you were out.”

Varis’ lips pinch into another frown out of cautious habit. “Not another Ascian, I pray.”

“Oh, no, nothing like that!” She smiles at him–honestly, reporting another Ascian would be
far less nerve wracking than this. As it stands, she has seen no signs of Fandaniel since
leaving Alexandria weeks before. “It’s, um, about Zenos.”



“Of course.”

She glances up at him. Varis’ expression has relaxed somewhat, and his frown is less
pronounced–as though knowing the ‘problem’ is Zenos has reduced his overall concern. She
supposes that it is somewhat heartening that dealing with Zenos is no longer as daunting to
her husband as it once was. She licks her lips.

“Um, well… So, after lunch I decided to do some reading.” The Warrior gestures at the
neglected book. “I didn’t feel like staying in our quarters, so I went to the glasshouse.”

“A solid choice. ‘Tis a lovely, sunny day today.”

She awaits gentle chastising at wandering out alone, but when none is forthcoming she
continues with her story. “Indeed. I thought I could do some reading and admire the summer
growths in the glasshouse should the history of the Thorne Dynasty prove to be less than
engrossing.”

Varis makes a thoughtful noise. “Did you not make it to the glasshouse, my dear?”

“Oh, I did, it’s just…The glasshouse was already occupied. By Zenos.”

“I see,” he says, though his puzzled tone implies otherwise.

“Do you remember last year, around Zenos’ nameday, when I told you that I ran into Zenos
and Caspian sitting together in the glasshouse?”

“Yes. You were unusually distressed over the matter. Though, looking back I assume that
pregnancy hormones were affecting your emotional state.” He squints for a moment. “Why?
Were they sitting together again?”

“Not exactly. Zenos and Caspian were…kissing.”

He blinks. “Kissing?”

“Yes. But, not a delicate little peck on the cheek. More like the fervor of two teenagers who
have just discovered how amazing kissing can be.”

Varis chuckles. “Ah, yes. I remember when Regula and I first figured that out…”

Her husband’s mild response catches the Warrior by surprise. “You aren’t upset?”

“Why would I be angered that a wish of mine came true?” He takes her hand between his
own. “My darling, you know that I have been fearful that Zenos would always be alone. Even
if whatever is happening between them is naught more than a summer fling, I am glad for the
small reassurance that there is yet hope for him.”

“They aren’t doing anything wrong, are they? Like, by some Garlean law I am unaware of?
Cas was quite concerned about that.”

“You confronted them?”



“I was caught off guard!” she exclaims. “I couldn’t help myself!”

Varis bursts into loud, hearty laughter that fills the parlor. The Warrior blushes and presses a
hand to her belly at a flutter that seems to answer the laughter.

“Where the Warrior of Light goes, trouble is sure to follow,” Varis rumbles in amusement. He
presses a kiss to her brow.

“Very funny.” She smiles. “Zenos said that they were courting.”

“Did he now? He must have learned of that from a book.”

“He was surprisingly defensive. As though he…” She shakes her head. “As though he feared
I would take Caspian away from him.”

“Would you?”

“Of course not. I want them both to be happy, that’s all.”

‘Well, I have no qualms with them being happy together. They are not breaking any secret
rules or whatnot. Zenos might simply require a brief lecture on public displays of affection.”

The Warrior nods in agreement. Varis strokes a hand over her hair.

“How do you feel about this? Are you upset?”

“No, far from it. It was just a shock. I mean, it’s Zenos… And a year ago Cas was jumping at
shadows thinking Zenos might be hiding in them. I guess I’m just baffled as to how it
happened, especially with neither of us noticing….” She blushes anew at another chuckle
from her husband.

“Well. Flowers bloom even here in Garlemald,” Varis says softly. “Some just take longer than
others.”

Chapter End Notes

Wondering where that came from? Check out what's been going on behind the scenes
with Zenos and Caspian in "More Than Words". Y'know, if you want. :3

https://archiveofourown.org/works/46566211/chapters/117261982


Chapter 98

Over the weeks that follow, the Warrior spends many of her afternoons in her parlor after
waddling through the palace with the centurion in tow. Various construction and work is
being done in the addition to the royal quarters, and Varis does not want the noise to disturb
her. The Warrior doesn’t really mind either way, but has gone along with it. She sits on one of
the sofas–her burgeoning middle has gotten big enough to prevent her from reasonably sitting
at the desk.

“What do you think he wants?”

“I don’t know,” says the centurion from their perch on the edge of the desk, “I get the
impression that Prince Zenos secretly wants the child to be a male.”

“You think so?”

They nod. “To take the pressure off the whole heir issue.”

“A girl can’t be the heir?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Emperor Solus was very old-fashioned, so I believe it was expected for
the heir to be male. Sabinus, Varis, Zenos, and so forth.”

The Warrior considers this and smiles. “Well, we’ll just have to change the rules if it’s a girl.”

“That’s right.”

“Why would Zenos be concerned, though? He already stepped down from his position.” She
shifts her weight on the cushions and reaches for another letter from the pile at her side.
“Gracious, you’d think they would get the point that the Empress isn’t all that into scheduling
tea parties.”

The centurion clears their throat. “Officially, yes, he has. But he still lives, and will continue
to be viewed as heir apparent until Emperor Varis names another. It nags at his thoughts
sometimes.”

“Has he said so?” She still has a difficult time imagining Zenos being bothered by anything.

“In so many words,” they say. “If you listen to him talk, or read his letters closely, he has a
tendency to talk around subjects that have him ill at ease.”

“He does still tend to talk a path around the subject of his father whenever he comes up in
conversation,” the Warrior muses in agreement. The centurion nods.

“As I said, he is often subtle about it…”

“I won’t pry over what other things he doesn’t like to talk about.”



“Thank you, my Lady.” The centurion idly swings their long legs and taps their boot heels
against the side of the desk. “He does still talk about you a lot. In our letters, I mean.”

“What else would you mean? It’s been nearly two weeks since Zenos left for Bozja.”

They shrug.

The Warrior peers at her guard. Despite the fact that their helmet is angled in her direction,
she suspects that their eyes are averted.

“Cas.”

“My Lady?”

“We’re friends, aren’t we? You shouldn’t be afraid to tell me things, even if the subject is my
adopted son.”

Their faint, nervous laugh scarcely escapes the confines of their helmet. “Right.”

She decides to relent. “I won’t press, then. Would you help me up? It’s time for another trip
to the water closet.”

“Of course, my Lady.”

The centurion is quiet at the Warrior’s elbow as she makes her way down the hall to the
closest toilet. It is not until they have begun the return trip that the guard speaks up.

“You know how you and Emperor Varis have a linkpearl that you share? That you call him on
when you go on trips?” Their voice is faint through the helmet.

“I do, yes.”

“Well, Prince Zenos, he decreed that since we’re–we’re courting–” They stop with a nervous
sputter. “I mean… Well, he decided that we should have a way to talk more readily when we
are apart. I think he got the idea from observing you and His Radiance.”

She smiles. “Is that so?”

“Y-yes… We’ve…we’ve only used it a few times, though. Our schedules for end-of-day
don’t sync up all that often.”

“That’s very sweet, Cas. Do you enjoy talking to him?”

“Oh, yes. His voice is very soothing.”

“Is it?” The Warrior thinks of her dear ‘little’ prince and his voice that still reminds her of
distant thunder. Though his somewhat raspy tone is familiar to her now, she isn’t sure she
could call it soothing to listen to. The centurion nods.



“Well, yes, in a way. It’s… comforting to talk to him.” They tip their head to look at the
Warrior. “When you leave Garlemald to go on an adventure, don’t you find it a comfort to be
able to listen to Emperor Varis’ voice?”

“I–yes, of course I do.” She sighs. “I suppose I just find it puzzling for you to think the same
of Zenos.”

They laugh softly. “Believe me, my Lady, I felt much the same way when I realized it myself.
It was–” They press their hand to their chest. “I don’t know, it was a strange feeling. Kind of
like I’d gulped my tea down too quickly. I’d never felt like that before.” The Warrior can hear
a smile in their voice. She giggles.

“Ah, young love.”

“I’m older than you!” They laugh. “Though, I suppose Zenos and I are a pair of late
bloomers…” The centurion trails off as they approach the parlor doors. Medicus Shaw is
present, standing with his arms crossed and a vaguely sour look on his face. “Oh dear, do you
have another check-up already?”

“Hm? Oh, no, just another meeting to discuss birthing… things.” She smothers a giggle.
“Breathing techniques and the like.”

“I see.”

“Glad to see that your ladyship is in good spirits today, Your Benevolence,” the medicus says
at their approach.

“Is something wrong, Micah? You look as though someone pissed in your wine.”

“I have been waiting for your return,” he says. “You did not forget again, did you?”

“I was using the toilet,” the Warrior says pointedly. “The closest water closet is rather far
down the hall, and I am not all that fast on my feet right now. I apologize if I kept you
waiting a few minutes.”

He flinches and unfolds his arms. “No, no, it is I who should apologize. I allowed myself to
become impatient when I know your condition.”

“If you have something more important to be doing, I can reschedule.” She smiles thinly.
“I’m not busy.”

The Hyur’s eyes widen. “Oh, no no no, that is not necessary at all.” He clears his throat.
“Emperor Varis sent word that he will not be in attendance today.”

“I know. He mentioned it over breakfast this morning.” The Warrior indicates her guard.
“That’s fine, Caspian will be accompanying me for today’s meeting. They can take notes for
His Radiance.”

Medicus Shaw lets out a faint sigh. “Yes, I suppose that they can.”



 

After an hour of lecturing and training, the medicus departs to attend to another appointment.
The Warrior sits on the floor of her parlor, back against the side of a couch and her legs
stretched out in front of her. She gazes up at the far wall and idly admires the weaponry that
hangs in careful arrangement around the portrait of her husband. Seated at the desk, the
centurion heaves a sigh as they set down their ink pen.

“Honestly, if I’d known that the medicus was going to go into excruciating detail about the
stages of labor I would not have agreed to take notes for you.”

The Warrior laughs and pats her belly. “I hope you got all the gory details, Cas. I’m going to
read it all to Varis over dinner.”

“Don’t you dare!”

They both laugh.

“I know he isn’t the squeamish sort,” she says, “but Varis does seem to be getting a bit
anxious as the days pass. He is worried about my safety.” She closes her eyes. “Zenos is
worried too, I know. He has told me as much.”

“Aren’t you nervous?”

“No more than I am before any other battle.” This is the truth at some level. She has read
enough about childbirth to be wary of the pain and potential damages that go along with it.
Like any battle, there is the chance for death, which she knows distresses both Varis and
Zenos. She is trying not to worry about it–someone has to remain level headed in this
situation. “Besides, the medicus has told me that there are various painkillers and sedatives
that I can be given to ease things along.”

“That’s true.”

“And, as I have also been told, women have been having babies for thousands of years. As a
woman, supposedly one of the strongest around, I should be well qualified for the task.”

The centurion chuckles. “That is also true, my Lady.”

“Leave the worrying to the men.”

Another laugh. “Of course.” They get up from the desk. “I didn’t want to mention it when the
medicus was around, but I have made some progress on learning conjury.”

Surprised, the Warrior shifts her weight to look up at them. “What, really?”

“Yes, my Lady.” The centurion crouches next to her and holds out their gloved hands. After a
moment, a soft, warm glow of aether surrounds their hands and tingles along her arm. While
she doesn’t feel any particular restorative effect, there is no doubt to the Warrior that her
friend has managed to get past their initial hesitations about using magic.



“That’s marvelous, Cas! You got that far all on your own?”

“N-not quite, my Lady.” The glow fades, and they rest their hands on their knees. “I had a
tutor of sorts.”

“Is that so? Who–one of the healers from the medical hall?”

They shake their head. “No. I had help from Zenos.”

The Warrior blinks slowly while considering the logistics of this. “But, he can’t use magic.”

“No, but he is especially gifted when it comes to using his willpower to make up for that
deficit.” They perch on the edge of the couch. “He helped me ‘uncork the bottle’, so to speak.
I still don’t quite know what I’m doing with it, but I can feel it now.”

“It’s certainly a start, Cas. I will have to thank Zenos for his assistance.” She smiles. “Your
aether feels… warm. Like an aggressive hug.”

“I–y-yes, Prince Zenos said something similar.” They duck their head bashfully. “He helped
me for you, of course. He wanted me to be able to be a better guard for you.”

“You’re already the best guard in Garlemald, Cas. To me, at least. I’m sure Zenos was just
happy to help you.”

“I’m not that important,” is the flat reply. The Warrior wonders at the dismissal as the
centurion shakes their head and gets to their feet. “Do you need help getting up from the
floor?”

“Perhaps.” The Warrior considers her bulk. “I might just stay here until Varis comes looking
for me, though.”

“Would you like me to get a blanket and a book, then?”

“That would be most appreciated, thank you.”

 

The Warrior has, as is her wont these days, dozed off by the time that her husband enters the
parlor. She is roused first by the gentle vibrations of his footsteps through the floorboards,
and then further by a light touch to her shoulder.

“Sitting on the floor like that cannot be comfortable,” he chides softly. The Warrior lets out a
low groan as she stretches her arms over her head.

“Sweetheart, I haven’t been comfortable in weeks, regardless of where I’m sleeping.”

Varis frowns, looking contrite. “I am sorry, love. It will be over in a few weeks.” He takes her
hand in his own and stoops to kiss her fingertips. “How was your meeting with Medicus
Shaw?”



“Kind of gross. I had Cas take notes.”

He does not let go of her hand as he rights himself. With a chuckle, he says: “Well, yes.
Childbirth is notoriously messy. And painful, and potentially dangerous… Definitely
something that I am not cut out for.”

“You’ll be there, at least?”

“I would not miss it for the world.” Varis squeezes her hand. “And Zenos has promised to
visit from Bozja after word is given of his sibling’s arrival.”

“That’s good to hear.”

“Would you like help up?”

“Yes, please.”

Varis crouches next to the sofa. He tucks one arm behind her back, and holds out the other in
front of the Warrior. She grips his extended arm, fingers clenching tightly in the carbonweave
of his sleeve as he slowly guides her to her feet. It takes a moment to find her footing, and
she leans against his chest.

“Are you well?”

“I’m fine. Just feel a little wobbly, that’s all.” She smiles. “Imagine you had a really big
melon attached to your navel. It makes navigation a challenge.”

“Now you are just trying to make me hungry.”

“Maybe. I could go for some melon slices…” The Warrior laughs. “You could have some too,
of course.”

Varis hums softly and strokes a hand over her belly. “I will have to check with the trade office
to see if any melons are available in the city.”

“A reasonable use of resources.” She covers his wandering hand with her own. “The medicus
said he would like to see me in his office in the next few days for a checkup.”

“I am keeping him on call here in the palace until the child is born,” Varis says.

“Ah. That explains how grumpy he looked at the start of our meeting today.”

“Oh, do not permit that old dragon to try and fool you. His husband is staying on site as well;
Micah is perfectly fine. He just loathes being on call because he cannot drink.”

“I can understand that sentiment.” She winks up at her husband. “We’ll have to send him a
nice bottle of something after the baby is born.”

“A fine idea. I know exactly who his favorite vintners are, so we should be able to procure a
bottle to his liking.”



“Maybe two, just for his troubles.”

Varis chuckles. “You run the risk of spoiling him, my dear. He might become overly keen on
your future pregnancies if he believes he will benefit from them.”

“So… You’re saying that his loyalty is relatively cheap.”

Her husband bursts out into rough laughter. “Yes, yes I suppose that I am.” He rubs her belly
again. “You know as well as I that the loyalty of some men comes far cheaper than others.”

“Oof, yes. I could tell you a few stories about people selling secrets and supplies to
Garlemald just because the local guard didn’t pay well. Some people are just more loyal to
coin than to any particular group.”

Varis rumbles in thought. After a moment he clears his throat. “Yes, well, perhaps I should
check the current wage numbers for the palace staff.” He looks at her. “Do you feel stable
enough to return to our quarters?”

“I think so, yes.”

“Good. I will send word to the kitchen.”

The Warrior considers the daylight coming through the parlor windows. “Is it time for dinner
already?”

“No, not yet. I was thinking about the melons.”

 

The next day she returns to her parlor with the intent of reading missives and reports from the
city. Instead she spends most of her morning sitting sideways on her desk chair and staring
out the big windows. She watches a crew working outside and doing preventive maintenance
on the windows before the year’s first big snowfall. The Warrior feels a touch of envy at their
freedom to go outside and enjoy the cool summer air.

“I could go outside for a walk,” she murmurs, but doesn’t move. “Hells, I could fight an
Ascian right now if I had to.”

The Warrior rather hopes that this necessity does not present itself. The thought of Emet-
Selch or one of his wicked brethren showing up right now is downright terrifying–even more
than it normally is. She is glad that the twitchy little fellow Fandaniel has not shown himself
again since their previous meeting in Alexandria. She has seen no signs of disturbance in the
palace shadows, and isn’t entirely sure that the Ascian wasn’t bluffing just to mess with her.
Considering his capricious nature, she cannot entirely rule it out.

Wishing to change her train of thought, she again considers looking through the envelopes
that are piled up on her desk. This goes no further than thinking, as she finds that she doesn’t
really feel like getting up and being productive. She goes back to watching the maintenance
crew.



This is where Varis finds her some time later, when he comes to collect her for lunch. He
peers through one of the windows.

“Supervising the engineers? There’s a good woman.” He kisses her hair. “How are you
feeling?”

“Need to pee,” she says. “Haven’t felt like getting up.”

Varis chuckles. “Caspian looks bored out in the hallway. I am sure you could have called on
them to help you along.”

“They got a letter from Zenos with yesterday evening’s mail. I didn’t want to interrupt their
daydreaming.”

“Fair enough.” He smiles. “Toilet and then lunch?”

“Sounds like a good time to me.” 

The Warrior grimaces as she pushes up from her seat and is met by a strangely familiar
twinge of pain in her lower back. Varis is immediately over her, anxiously murmuring her
name and grasping her arm.

“I’m fine,” she insists through clenched teeth.

“You always say you are fine, my love. You must forgive my doubts.” He shakes his head,
lips pressing into a pout. “You and Zenos are pressed from the same mold when it comes to
injuries. You could lose an arm and dismiss my concern for it.”

“I am not injured, dear. It’s just cramps.” Even as she says this, his brows furrow.

“Oh, just cramps. You mean like the ones that leave you curled up in the bathtub, bleeding
and praying for death?” His sarcastic tone is nearly enough to give her pause. Instead she
swats his arm. 

“They’re not as bad as my menses, no.”

“But of a similar sort?”

She considers another spasm of pain. “Yes.”

“I believe it would be wise to consult Medicus Shaw.”

“I’m not some feeble–”

“No, but you are my extremely pregnant wife, who is experiencing some fresh sort of pain.
And I am your very concerned husband who would be gratified if you were to humor him
again.”

“I–” The Warrior sighs. “Fine, fine. I would be happy to humor you, my dear. At the least, it
will give Medicus Shaw something to do with his time.”



His shoulders sag with relief. “Thank you, love.”

 

After a quick visit to the water closet, the Warrior is scooped up into her husband’s strong
arms and toted down to the medical wing. She wants to protest, but chooses to go along with
it since she is admittedly still somewhat tired. Being carried is nice, she thinks, like floating
on a very muscular cloud. Looking up at Varis’ face shows his mouth set in a grim line.
Wanting to calm his fears, she reaches up, but cannot quite find his cheek to give it a pat. He
kisses her fingertips.

“I know,” he murmurs.

Medicus Shaw is already present in his office when they arrive. He looks a bit surly, which
the Warrior is beginning to believe is simply his default expression.

“Go ahead and set her on the examination table, Your Radiance. Gently, now.” The medicus
adjusts his glasses. “Maristella made it sound that you were in distress, my Lady, but that
does not seem to be the case.”

“Varis is in distress,” she quips as her husband carefully deposits her on the table. “I am just
very pregnant.”

“I see, I see.”

“I fail to see how you can be so flippant about this, dear,” Varis says. The medicus gives him
a crooked grin.

“Worry not, sire. Flippancy is quite common in first time mothers. ‘Tis a mask for the
underlying fear of what is to come.”

“Is that so?” Her husband looks pensive.

“I’m not afraid!”

“Alright, alright. No need to fuss, my Lady. Tell me what is troubling you, aside from your
nervous husband.” The medicus smiles thinly at a grunt from Varis.

“Just cramps. Sort of like what I get during my menses. And I’m a bit tired.”

“Fatigue is understandable. Cramping is quite common for a woman who is as close to her
due date as you are. Any other symptoms?”

“Nothing else new.”

“Very well. I will take a look down below, and then we can do a few basic tests just to make
sure the both of you are doing well.” He looks up at Varis. “Will that be satisfactory?”

“Just do your job, Micah,” Varis grumbles.



“Of course, Your Radiance.” The medicus gives a good natured sigh before getting to work.

It takes him only a few minutes of looking ‘below’ before he informs the Warrior that she can
set herself back to rights.

“Everything is still intact,” he reports. “No dilation, no… leakage. I believe that there is
nothing to be fretting over, Your Radiance, but I will still check her blood pressure and do
some abdominal listening and bloodwork.”

“Your thoroughness is appreciated, Micah.”

“I would be remiss to do less and miss something important.”

Another bevy of tests later, and Varis is restlessly fidgeting on a seat that is far too small for
his frame. The Warrior is admittedly tiring of tests, and getting hungry.

“Well, I believe we have the culprit for your aches, Lady Lux,” the medicus announces after a
few minutes of holding a stethoscope to her belly.

“What is it?” asks Varis tensely.

“I believe the baby has dropped,” says the medicus. “That is, they have moved closer to the
birthing position. At the moment they are sort of doing a handstand on your pelvis, my Lady.
Hence the discomfort. Their heartbeat is still quite clear, so I believe everything is as it
should be.”

“Does that mean I can go eat lunch now?”

He chuckles: “Yes, of course. Though I might make sure you take His Radiance along and
have them bring an extra pot of coffee. Perhaps some pie.” The medicus smirks as Varis
grumbles. He picks up a notepad. “Fear not, Your Radiance, your concern is both admirable
and understandable.”

“I do not need to be teased over this,” is the groused reply. Despite his pouting, Varis is quick
to help his wife into a seated position. “What of her pain?”

“She can continue taking the painkillers I provided for her, as well as using a heating pad.
You can give her a back rub if you are feeling generous.” He taps his pen thoughtfully on the
paper for a moment. “Lady Lux, if you do not go into labor in the next few days, I will likely
put you on bed rest until you do.”

“Is that really necessary?” The Warrior frowns.

“‘Tis customary here in Garlemald,” says the medicus. Varis nods in agreement.

“It just sounds dreadfully boring.” She thinks of the weeks Zenos spent recuperating after
their battle with Shinryu. He was practically one-handedly climbing the walls in boredom by
the end of his stay in the medical wing.



“I will find ways to keep you entertained,” says Varis. “You can give me your input on the
papers I will be reviewing.”

“Very funny.” She turns away to adjust her clothing.

“You know, Your Radiance…” The medicus’ voice trails off as he jots something down.
“Since I am going to be here in the palace constantly for the next few weeks, now would be a
most prudent time to do your physical.”

The Warrior can tell her husband is scowling in irritation even though her back is turned. She
can almost hear him grind his teeth.

“Is this really necessary right now, Micah?”

“I believe so, sir. You have not had a full physical done since before you took the throne.”

“I am in fine health.”

“Then, a physical should be naught more than a routine appointment for you, sir. Certainly no
more demanding than sitting through a Senate meeting.”

Varis grunts in disagreement. The Warrior finishes putting herself to rights and turns to face
the men. Her husband is indeed looking away from the medicus with a practiced scowl.

She asks: “How often did Emperor Solus have a physical?”

“Every six months, according to the previous chief medicus’ records,” says the medicus. “Up
until the year he passed away. He was always in decent health, even into his final years.”

The Warrior supposes that the Ascian likely would have kept his vessel going for as long as
he deemed it necessary, but says nothing. Across from her, Varis grunts again.

“Fine,” he says sourly. “We will do it now.”

Medicus Shaw looks up at him, clearly surprised. “What, just like that? After fighting with
you over it for years?”

“Yes,” is the curt reply. “I will prove to you that there is nothing wrong with me, Micah.”

“I am not one to look a gift chocobo in the beak, Your Radiance. Let me get the paperwork.”

Varis crosses his arms and glowers resolutely at the medicus. The Warrior looks up at him.

“What about lunch?”

“Lunch?” He blinks, expression immediately softening as he shifts his attention to her. “Ah,
yes. You will have to eat without me, dear. I shall not ask you to wait.”

Not feeling particularly keen on eating alone, she says: “I will take lunch in the dining hall
with Cas and the girls. You don’t need your guards with you for a physical, do you?”



“I will allow them to accompany you,” Varis says with a faintly amused chuckle. “I certainly
do not need them watching me while I subject myself to examination.”

 

Lunch is a pleasant enough affair, with the Warrior enjoying meandering gossip with the
guards. Julia and Annia are far more chatty than Caspian. The Warrior suspects that they are
trying to keep themself out of becoming the subject of lunchtime gossip. Fortunately the girls
are far more keen to talk about a play they saw on their day off than their coworker’s private
business. When lunch is done the three guards accompany the Warrior on a slow walk back to
the royal chambers.

She has only had time to get settled on her side in a nest of blankets and pillows by the time
her husband returns from his physical. She turns her attention to the big man as he shuffles
into their bedroom. Varis does not look any worse for wear, aside from a slight flush on his
cheeks. He flops next to her on the bed and rolls onto his side to face her.

“How did it go?” She closes the book and reaches to touch his cheek. Varis nuzzles her hand.

“Fine, of course,” he murmurs. “Hopefully that will be enough to satisfy Micah for a few
years.”

“What all does a physical entail, anyways?”

Varis sighs and closes his eyes. “Since it had been so long, he made me do a full physical,
including the required military assessments. So in addition to the usual weighing and
bloodwork and other assessments, he dragged me off to the training center for strength and
stamina testing.” He wrinkles his nose. “‘Twas embarrassing to have so many idle soldiers
watching me.”

“You could have run them off.”

“I had nothing to hide. I just dislike doing the tests in front of others. I always have.” He
reaches and twists a bit of the Warrior’s hair between his fingers. “It was just standard
protocols: how many push ups could I do in a minute, could I still run a malm in under five
minutes, could I still dead lift 600 ponz, and so forth.”

“Wow, that’s a lot of weight.”

“I could do more by far when I was younger, but Medicus Shaw did not want to risk me
injuring myself, with consideration to my age.” His nose wrinkles again, and she laughs.

“Well, you can certainly still pick me up as I am, so that counts for something. Or Zenos,
should he get himself injured again.”

“That is all I need,” Varis agrees softly.

“Do you think Zenos could pick you up?”



“Of course he could.” He smiles. “He is not quite as strong as I am, mind, but I know he
could manage that much.”

“Good to know. Have you eaten lunch yet?”

“Not yet. I wanted to see you before I called on the kitchens.”

She laughs. “You care for me more than lunch? I’m flattered.”

Varis gives a playful pout. “It is a close race after doing all that testing, but you still win in
my books.”

“How sweet.” The Warrior taps her finger against the tip of his nose. “You said you would
keep me entertained if the medicus orders me to stay in bed. How do you plan on doing
that?”

“Truthfully I was expecting just to spend a great deal of time napping. We certainly shall not
be getting enough sleep after the child is born.”

“So I have read. That seems a bit dull, though.”

Varis hums thoughtfully for a moment. “We could have sex, as long as the medicus does not
ban you from the sport with bedrest. I have heard that it can help induce labor.”

“What, really?” She snorts a laugh at his earnest nod. “You would still want to do that?”

“I would offer to fuck you right now, but I know you just ate lunch.”

The Warrior blushes and presses her face into a pillow. “Varis!” She peeks at him as he
chuckles heartily.

“We have been hands and mouths lately because I am concerned for your comfort, my dear. If
you want more, then I would gladly give it to you.”

“I–” She giggles. “I will keep your offer in mind.”

“Please do.”



Chapter 99

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

The Warrior of Light is beginning to hate the walls of the royal suite.

Though plain, they are fine enough to look at for short periods of time–when sleepily first
blinking her eyes open in the morning, for example, or while in certain positions during
lovemaking with her husband. Right now, though, the Warrior has seen little more than these
plain walls for the last two days, ever since Medicus Shaw ordered her on bed rest until her
child is born.

Varis has become a doting warden, making certain that all her needs are tended to and that
she strays no further from their bed than to the study for a brief change of scenery. Even then
he is close by, seated at his desk and paging through documents. No rest for the wicked, after
all. He does read some reports to her, and asks her thoughts on the contents–that is, when the
pleasant drone of his voice doesn’t lull her to sleep.

Once a day she is permitted to leave their quarters, though that is only to walk to the medical
wing so that she can be inspected by Medicus Shaw. She walks flanked by her husband, and
followed by a duckline of their personal guards. It is not quite the royal procession she had
imagined when becoming the Empress of Garlemald, but neither is it one that she feels
inclined to complain about. For the time being she is enjoying the attention, and is glad to
know that should something happen to her that she will not be alone.

After her brief daily appointment, wherein the medicus determines that nothing has changed,
the Warrior is herded back to the royal chambers and settled onto the bed. She takes a nap.
She doesn’t entirely mind naps–they are a good way to pass the time–but having little more
to do than nap and read has quickly grown tedious. The Warrior quietly hopes that the baby
doesn’t dally terribly long in its arrival.

 

Three days.

Varis leaves in the morning to go to a Senate meeting, though he is clearly reluctant to do so.
He wears their linkpearl in his right ear, just in case. Before he leaves, he pulls open the
bedroom curtains so that the Warrior can have something else to look at. The view from the
bed is mostly gray on black, but she still appreciates the sentiment. She idly wonders how
difficult it would be to convince Varis to add a bit of color to the palace exterior. Even just a
bit of red and gold would make it more interesting to look at. 

Content to feel the wan sunlight on her face, but not quite ready for another nap, the Warrior
closes her eyes and rests her hands on her abdomen. The flutters in her belly are a regular
thing now, and she spreads her fingers over the spot where little unknown feet are kicking at
her insides. She focuses on the tiny life within her, and wonders what they are up to. Are they



aware of their surroundings? Capable of being bored? She supposes they might be as bored
of having nothing to do as she is. This brings a smile to her lips.

“Don’t worry, little one. We’ll both be free to play soon enough.”

The Warrior stills herself as much as she can and focuses her senses. It takes some effort, but
she is able to find the shape of the child’s aether within. It is similar and yet increasingly
distinct from her own–the flutterings of a soul that is waiting to take its first breath.

After a few minutes of her own stillness, she notices that the fluttering slows to a stop. Nap
time, she thinks. This seems an agreeable enough course to her, and so she relaxes. She is
drifting somewhere on the edge of sleep when a subtle pain in her brow draws her back to her
senses. The pain is a familiar one–something is rousing her Echo–but indistinct. The Warrior
feels something flitter through her thoughts, like the sound of a radio turned down low in the
background of her mind. As though her Echo is murmuring, brief impressions of images
begin to filter sporadically through her thoughts. Inklings of places, mostly, some that she is
familiar with and some that are completely foreign to her.

The parched lands outside of Camp Drybone in the midst of a downpour, the sunbaked land
too hardened to let the moisture in, the rain rushing uselessly off into the nearby gullies…

…Rolling green hills, unfamiliar to her but for the hazy form of the citadel of Ishgard visible
in the far distance…

Sitting on the beach near Costa del Sol, the evening sun casting long shadows as it dips
behind the mountains, the lights of Castrum Occidens glimmering peacefully from up on the
cliffs… 

…Visiting the Silver Bazaar in the evening and watching the nearby lighthouse cast its glow
over the open water...

Another marketplace somewhere, its floors and walls covered in a dazzling mosaic of
brilliant colors and shapes and fluttering cloths that create an almost overwhelming visual
cacophony…

Sitting upon a shuddering boat as it struggles to stay afloat on a dark, endless sea, the sky
overhead so choked with black clouds that the sun is but a fantasy...

The Warrior does not open her eyes after the last of the fleeting images fades from her
thoughts. Neither does she fall asleep. She is curious now, and wide awake as she lies in
place and ponders the meaning of the images she was shown. They seemed a random
selection, and yet undeniably connected somehow.

She is still mulling over the vision when Varis returns from his meeting with the Senate. She
is aware of him long before the rattling of his armor reaches their bedroom door. His steps
slow, and he softly calls her name.

“I’m awake,” she says. She hears him move closer to her side of the bed.



“Did you mislike the curtains being open?”

“Oh, no, the change of scenery was appreciated. Even if it was a bit lacking.”

Varis looks over his shoulder. “I am afraid that the view from our suite is not of much higher
entertainment value than the wall.”

“Yes, I figured that out after a few minutes.” She smiles. “It’s okay, I’ll manage. It’s just for a
few more days, right? And now you’re here to keep me entertained.”

“That is right.” He kisses her nose. “Allow me to change out of my armor and I will join
you.”

He assists her in rolling over so that she can watch him undress, and then joins her on the bed
once he has shucked himself out of the bulk of his armor. His hand moves to her belly.

“I think they’re napping right now,” she says. “They were… I think they were dreaming.”

“Is that so? They do seem rather still.” Varis’ attention shifts to focus on her face. “What
makes you think they are dreaming?”

“Oh, well… I had an Echo vision. Sort of. Not the usual thing that happens. It was more like
little flashes in my mind. Pictures of places.”

“And, you have never had this occur before?”

“No.” She shakes her head. “It was strange beyond that. Some of the places I saw I knew
quite well, as though they had been taken from my own memories. But others were
completely foreign to me–or at least, they weren’t from my own memories.”

“That is quite curious. Perhaps they were from my memories?”

“Did you ever venture to Ishgard prior to the Calamity?”

“No, not at all.”

“Then, you likely were not the source.”

“Quite curious.” Varis scratches at the stubble on his chin, brows drawn together in thought.
After some consideration, he says: “Some souls are reborn from the Lifestream, yes? Perhaps
that is what has occurred in this case. Perhaps… the Echo is giving you a peek into their
dreams? Some distant memory of a life since passed?”

“I… I suppose so.” The Warrior considers what little she knows of souls. “I am no expert on
the matter, of course. I would have to consult with the Scions. Though, I was under the
impression that time spent in the Lifestream cleansed a soul of the memories made in its
previous life.”

“Hm. Mayhaps some memories are too important to be forgotten.”



“This could be the case. Like I said, I will have to consult with the Scions. Though, I don’t
think anyone has much knowledge when it comes to pregnant women with the Echo.”

“Your friends are quite the scholarly sort. If anyone could use their collective resources to
find an answer, it would be them.”

The Warrior smiles, glad that her husband has such faith in her friends. “I will have to give
them a call.”

“I am sure that they would enjoy hearing from you,” he says. “Though I believe such a call
can wait until after lunch.”

“I don’t really feel like getting up yet.”

“Neither do I.” Varis smiles. “I believe that we have time for a nap first.”

“Sounds good to me.”

 

Most of the afternoon is spent alternating between naps and listening to Varis read reports,
and so the Warrior does not get around to contacting the Scions until the next morning.
Thancred is the first to answer the call, and he happily greets her.

“I just got back into Mor Dhona a few days ago,” he says. “I was doing another
reconnaissance run in Gyr Abania. Everything seemed as peaceful as it ever does.”

“Did you check in on Lyse?”

“Of course. She is busy, naturally, but is doing well.”

“That’s good to hear. How is everyone else?”

“All is well on our end, I believe. Give me a moment to head back inside, and I will see who
else is around to get on the line.”

A few minutes pass before Alphinaud’s voice, worried and nigh breathless as always, comes
onto the line. 

“Is all well? Has the child come yet? Thancred said he did not hear mention of it while in Gyr
Abania, but wasn’t certain.”

The Warrior chuckles. “No, no, I haven’t given birth yet, Alphinaud.” She looks to where her
husband is pretending to read a report. “I will make sure that you all are informed whenever
something happens.”

“So, nothing has happened?” The boy does nothing to hide his disappointment.

“The medicus says that it will be soon. He put me on bed rest until the time comes.”



“Sounds dreadfully dull,” says Thancred.

“Well, I have Varis to keep me company.”

“Is His Radiance doing well?” Y’shtola’s voice comes over the line. “I should think he is
beside himself with worry.”

“Oh, he is,” she says with a smile. “But I think he is still handling it well enough.”

“If nothing has happened, then why call us?”

“Now, Alphinaud, can I not just call to say hello to my friends? I might be too busy to do so
for a while.”

“There is often something afoot when you contact us,” Thancred says with a chuckle.

“Fair enough.” Her smile widens as Varis lets the paper fall onto his face. “I did have a spot
of research I thought my scholarly friends could assist me with. Something that I don’t think I
would find any information about in the royal library.”

“You know we are always game for research,” Y’shtola says. “What is it that you require?”

“I’m not sure where you would search, really, but… I was wondering if there is anything
documented regarding the experiences of women with the Echo who have borne children.”

“That is a rather specific subject.”

“I know. But I… Well, you see…”

She spends a few minutes telling her friends of the strange flicker of images that passed
through her mind yesterday.

“Quite strange,” says Thancred. “I do not recall hearing of that sort of Echo vision before.”

“Neither have I.”

“Minfilia used to say that her visions were more like standing in a room watching something
happen. But, never anything so static.”

Y’shtola pipes in. “So, you believe that these images were shown to you by your unborn
child?”

“I think so. Some of the places I saw I was unfamiliar with. But, they seemed quite based in
reality. If I took the time to describe what details I can recall, I am certain you all would be
able to figure out the locations.”

“What a fascinating possibility.” She can hear the contemplation in Y’shtola’s voice. “Seeing
as you say this is the first occurrence of such activity, I should think it implies that their soul
is starting to wake up in preparation for birth.”



“That’s encouraging.”

“As for mothers with the Echo, I am uncertain if much literature exists regarding that subject.
The Echo is not all that common. However, I will be happy to write to some of my associates
back in Sharlayan to see if they can find anything in the archives.”

“Thank you, Y’shtola. I would greatly appreciate any information you might be able to find,
even if it will just be a matter of curiosity by the time the information reaches me.”

“Of course, my friend. I would be no proper scholar if I discouraged the seeking of
knowledge.”

“Are you excited?” Alphinaud asks.

“About the Echo?”

“About the baby.”

The Warrior laughs. “Of course I am, Alphinaud. I’m quite looking forward to meeting this
little stranger who has spent the last few months giving me heartburn.”

“Hopefully you won’t hold that against them,” Thancred says with a chuckle.

“Probably not. After all, right now they’ve moved on to crushing my bladder.” She shifts her
weight with a grimace. “Speaking of which, I’m afraid I need to cut our conversation a bit
short.”

“Take care of yourself,” says Thancred.

“We look forward to hearing good news from Garlemald!” Alphinaud adds.

“Thank you all. Stay safe.”

The Warrior removes her linkpearl once the line goes quiet. She hands it to her husband, who
leans over her to set it on her nightstand. Varis presses kisses to her ear and cheek as he
returns to the bedcovers.

“Do you need to go to the bathing room?” he asks.

“I believe it would be prudent, yes.” She laughs as Varis rolls off the bed. “I wasn’t just
trying to get out of a conversation with my friends.”

“It would be completely within your right to do so.” He gives an exaggerated grunt as he
picks her up from the covers. “In fact, if it were within my ability I would use it as an excuse
to interrupt Senate meetings at least once an hour. I would drink more water to ensure it.”

She giggles at his serious expression. “Perhaps the next time I am pregnant you can invite me
to Senate meetings and use me as an excuse to take breaks.”

Varis winks at her. “I will definitely put that into consideration.”



 

The next day the Warrior tires out by the time she reaches the study, and so she spends
several hours lounging on the sofa. Varis keeps her company as he sorts through the usual
endless pile of documents that lives on his desk. In the afternoon he departs for a Senate
meeting, and so the centurion joins the Warrior in the study. They remove their helmet and sit
on the floor next to the sofa, as the Warrior is too encumbered to relinquish any space on the
cushions.

“Did you want to do anything, my Lady? I could get a book for you, or turn on the radio…”

“No, I’m alright, Cas. I don’t really feel much like doing anything at all lately.”

“Well, I suppose it won’t hurt to conserve your strength.”

“Works for me.”

A few minutes pass in mutual silence, then the centurion clears their throat. “I spoke with
Prince Zenos over linkpearl last night.”

“Did you now?” The Warrior lazily reaches out and pokes at the tip of one of her guard’s
long ears. “And, what sort of things do you and Zenos talk about?”

“O-oh, nothing too outlandish. I tell him about what’s going on here at the palace–the
choicest gossip and all that–and how you are doing. Zenos mostly just tells me of what he’s
been doing in Bozja. Sometimes we talk about the books we’re reading. Things like that.”

“Nothing naughty?”

The skin of their ears flushes with scarlet. “It’s not like that, my Lady! Zenos, he–he isn’t like
that!”

The Warrior laughs. “There’s nothing wrong with a little naughty conversation over a
linkpearl.”

“Still.” They duck their head. “Isn’t that a silly thought–Zenos wanting to whisper something
lewd into my ear from malms away?”

“You’re blushing,” she points out. The centurion claps their hands over their ears.

“I know I am! You’re embarrassing me!”

“I’m afraid that I have nothing better to do right now with my time, Cas.”

“Y-you shouldn’t speak of Prince Zenos in such a fashion. He’s your son.”

“I believe it is a mother’s duty to embarrass their children. And seeing as Zenos is both likely
difficult to embarrass and not here right now, you will have to suffice as a standin for him.”

“So, you’re just getting practice in, is that it?”



“Until Varis gets back from his meeting, yes.” She grins. “But, if you prefer, I can just take a
nap. I’ve gotten quite good at them.”

“Oh, no. I didn’t mean to sound ungrateful for the conversation. I just–you know, you can
both be rather relentless teases when the urge strikes you.”

The Warrior recalls Zenos making a similar criticism of her and chuckles softly.

“We can still talk, my Lady.”

“You talk and I will listen. Tell me of the latest gossip from Bozja.”

“Oh, well, let me see… A few days ago Zenos got into something of a spat with one of the
men who referred to himself as a leader of the Bozjan rebels. He didn’t mention a name, just
called him a big hulking catman with an eyepatch. Zenos wasn’t quite that poetic with his
description of the man, unfortunately. But the rebel was quite determined and kept taunting
and insulting Zenos since he was just standing there, taking it without drawing his weapon.
When the rebel had enough of that he charged at him, but Zenos drew his sword and
disarmed the man. Then he stabbed him through the eyepatch. With all the fuss the rebel
made, Zenos said he supposes that the eyepatch was just for show…”

 

Six days? Seven?

The Warrior is uncertain what day it is anymore. She believes that it is a Levinsday, a few
days before the estimated due date that Varis has marked on his calendar in the study. She
didn’t think to look at the calendar when she spent a few hours on the study couch yesterday,
but wants to believe that her guess is accurate.

“Are you well?” Varis’ familiar question meets her ears as he returns from the bathing room.
“You look out of sorts.”

“I was just…” She shifts her weight a bit. “I was wondering what the date was.”

He hums in thought for a moment before rattling off the date.

“Is it a Levinsday?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“Good.” She sighs and presses her face back into her pillows. “At least my internal clock
isn’t completely messed up.”

Varis sits next to her and strokes his fingers over her head. “‘Tis nearly time for your daily
trip to the medical wing.”

“No.” She barely has to think about her response. “I don’t feel like it.”

“You don’t?” His hand stills.



“Everything aches, and I don’t feel like moving,” she says. “You will have to carry me.”

“Well, I could…” Varis shakes his head. “Though, if you do not object, I could simply call on
Micah to do a check up here instead.”

“The less I have to move, the better.”

“Very well. Would you like something to eat while you wait?”

“Not hungry.”

“But, you scarcely touched your breakfast…”

“I said I’m not hungry,” she snaps. The Warrior feels immediate regret at the way her tone
makes her husband flinch. “Sorry.”

“No, no, I should not press so much. You are in a delicate condition.”

“I’ll show you a delicate condition,” she grumps, but does not move. Varis smiles and kisses
her brow.

“Just relax, dearest. I will have the medicus here for you shortly.”

“I am completely relaxed,” she mumbles into her pillow.

 

This is something of a lie.

By the time her husband returns with Medicus Shaw, the Warrior is acutely aware of a thin
line of sweat that has formed on her brow. She isn’t sure why, as it is pleasantly cool in their
bedroom. However, there is definitely some sweat and it is rapidly becoming difficult for her
to focus on anything but the cramps in her lower back.

“Just toast and tea?” She hears the medicus chuckle as he follows Varis into the room.
“Gracious, I would be trying to get out, too, just to get a good meal.”

“I’m just not hungry,” the Warrior grumbles.

“That’s quite alright, your ladyship. Your husband was just sharing your latest set of woes
with me.”

“You make me sound like I’m doing nothing but complaining.”

“You are in a position that highly encourages complaining, my Lady, but I am quite certain
that you are handling this with far more grace than His Radiance would were he in your
shoes.”

“In fairness, she is quite calm about it,” Varis says. “Which I find both comforting and
concerning.”



The medicus sets his work satchel at the foot of the bed. “I am sure for our dear battle
hardened empress, this is just another battle for her to face.” He looks at the Warrior. “Isn’t
that so, Lady Lux?”

“Something like that,” she mumbles. “Usually I’m not tired and aching before the battle
begins.”

“Yes, well. Why don’t we have a look and see how far this campaign is along, then.”

By now the Warrior is used to spreading her legs for inspection. She does so and tries to
focus on the wall. It is a challenge for her not to grimace at the touch from the medicus’ cold
fingertips. There is a long moment of quiet before Varis clears his throat.

“Is aught amiss, Micah?”

“I do not believe so.”

The Warrior glances over, and is bewildered to see that her husband is standing behind the
medicus and peering over his shoulder.

“Varis, what are you looking at?”

Her husband blushes. “What? ‘Tis nothing I have not seen before. I was just… curious.” He
takes a step back as the medicus waves him away.

“Some small progress, my Lady. You are just beginning to show signs of dilation, but as your
water has not yet broken I believe we may still have a day or two of waiting to do.”

She draws her knees together, trying not to frown. “I’m getting tired of waiting.”

“As we all are, to be certain. The entire nation–if not the star at large–is watching and
waiting.” The medicus smiles gently. “I would advise you to continue to rest and relax. And
get something to eat, too. You will need the energy. Perhaps His Radiance would be willing
to share a bowl of mashed popotoes with you?”

“Anything she wants,” Varis grunts.

“Contact me if the pain changes, or if her water breaks,” the medicus instructs. “I will come
and check on her, and shall determine when it is time to move to the birthing room.”

“What are you going to do in the interim?” Her husband asks. The Hyur squints up at him for
a moment before smirking.

“I’m going to go get a blowjob from my husband. I believe it will help take the edge off.”

“What edge?!” Varis snaps.

“The one from the fear of dying sometime in the next few days should something go awry,”
is the medicus’ mild reply. “If her ladyship feels up to it, perhaps she would be able to assist
you with similar treatment, Varis.”



“I will not ask her–”

“Thank you, Micah,” the Warrior speaks over him. “I am certain that Varis will contact you
as soon as anything happens.”

“You are most welcome, my Lady.” The medicus gives a quick half bow before collecting his
bag and hurrying out of their quarters. Varis stands at the foot of the bed, a sheepish
expression on his face as he watches the Warrior rearrange the skirt of her nightgown.

“You do not–” He stops and shakes his head. “You do not have to do anything like Micah
suggested.”

She cannot help but laugh at his bashfulness. “You’re going to get shy with me now? Dearest,
I’m about to push out your child. It’s a bit late to act demure.”

His blush darkens. The Warrior grins and pats the bedcovers at her side.

“Come here, big boy. I’m going to relax you so well, you’re going to need a break to
rehydrate.”

Chapter End Notes

Happy third birthday, AGoG!

And thank you all for continuing to read for so long!



Chapter 100

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

On Darksday morning, the Warrior is drawn from her sleep by a brief tightness in her belly. It
passes by the time she is awake enough to be aware of it, but comes again a few minutes
later. She lies in the near dark and stares at her husband’s sleeping profile as she counts the
passing seconds. She is on her tenth round of counting when Varis’ nose briefly scrunches.
He murmurs her name.

He whispers: “What are you doing?”

“Wh-are you awake? I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you.”

“I have been for some time.” He rolls onto his side to face her. “Your breathing changed, as
though you were whispering to yourself.”

“Oh.” She blushes. “I didn’t realize you were paying attention.”

“‘Tis of no moment. You were not disturbing me. As I said: I was already awake.” He
reaches and brushes the pad of his thumb over her forehead. “So?”

“I was counting. I think I was having a contraction.”

“What, truly?” Varis’ gaze goes from her face to her belly and back again. “We should
contact the medicus.”

“No, it’s alright. They’re just little things right now. No sense in waking him up early just to
wait.”

He makes an uncertain noise. “Does it hurt?”

“Just a little. I’ve definitely had worse cramps.” At his uncertain frown, she adds: “I will tell
you when it gets worse.”

“Promise?”

“I promise.” She grits her teeth as another contraction begins. “Here, feel.” The Warrior takes
his hand and presses it lightly to her belly. Varis’ brows dip in concentration. He says nothing
until the wave passes.

“How peculiar,” he murmurs. The Warrior laughs softly.

“Trust me, it feels even stranger on my end.”

“Are you certain that you do not want to contact the medicus?”



She closes her eyes and settles back into her pillow. “Medicus Shaw gave me implicit
instructions that I was not to have him contacted until my water broke.”

“Water broke!” Varis echoes in a baffled tone. She laughs again.

“We covered all this, dear.”

“I know, it just sounds so… brutal.”

“Well, it’s a good thing that I’m well versed in ‘brutal’.”

Varis sighs.

 

A few hours later, the Warrior is slightly regretting her flippant response to Varis’ concerns.
The contractions have continued, slowly but steadily growing in strength and duration. She
lies in bed, nearly immobilized by the process. Not because of the pain–she is no stranger to
pain–but because of the absolute distraction that being in labor is causing her. It is all she can
think about.

Varis offers her breakfast when it arrives, but she refuses. So he eats by himself and duty
returns to her side afterwards. He makes a few short trips to his study, returning after half a
bell to check on her resolute quiet.

“Are you sure you are not hungry?” he asks when lunch is delivered. Meekly, he adds: “You
can have my mashed popotoes.”

“I don’t feel like eating,” she says.

“But, are you hungry?”

“Of course I am. I just–” She winces and squeezes her eyes shut as another contraction
begins. She is aware of the light pressure of Varis’ hand on her hair that lingers until her body
relaxes.

Varis disappears from the room when lunch is delivered, but returns a few minutes later. He
has a determinedly petulant pout on his lips, and a tray in his hands.

“Eat something,” he says. “...please. Micah will scold me for neglecting you if he finds out
you haven’t eaten in almost a day.”

“Sometimes I think you forget that you are the emperor, and not just some servant.”

He shrugs and sets the tray on his nightstand. “I still do not particularly care for being
scolded.”

“Fair enough.”



The Warrior watches as Varis sits next to her on the bed. He retrieves a bowl and fork from
the tray, and she knows what he is up to even as he rests the bowl on his thigh. He shovels a
heaping forkful of mashed popotoes into his mouth, all while maintaining eye contact with
her. She laughs despite her mild irritation.

“I think I can manage a few bites for you. Just don’t get cross with me if they don’t stay
down.”

“I do not want it to seem that I am forcing you,” he says, looking away. “I just…”

“You’re worried. I know. I will appreciate it more when this is over. Hells, I’ll eat all the
mashed popotoes you want when I’m capable of sitting up again.”

Varis arranges a small amount of popotoes on the fork. He leans in and holds it carefully
before her mouth. The Warrior tries not to laugh as she pulls the small portion from the fork
with her lips.

“Do you think our child will like mashed popotoes?”

She licks her lips. “Of course they will. We do, and so does Zenos.”

Her husband rumbles in thought as he eats another forkful. “What if they are not like Zenos?”

“They won’t be exactly the same as him,” she says, mindful of the implications of his words.
“No two people are completely alike, not even twins. But, I’m fairly certain they will still
like popotoes.”

“I hope so.” He holds the fork out to her again. She accepts the offering, but has barely
finished swallowing before another contraction hits.

In the end, Varis eats most of the mashed popotoes. Still, he appears pleased by what few
mouthfuls the Warrior is able to consume between contractions, and does not pressure her
any further. He puts the dishes away and returns to snuggle next to her on the bed. His hand
rests carefully on her belly, and her fingernails periodically dig half moons into his arm.

The hours drag by. Varis tries to help pass the time by telling her little stories–humorous
anecdotes and tales of battles from long ago–but eventually falters off into anxious silence.

After several bells, the Warrior feels a bit of wetness between her legs.

“I think I need to pee,” she states. Varis blinks out of his drowsy vigil.

“Do you require assistance?”

“If you could.”

By the time Varis has aided her to her feet, the wet feeling has become a definite trickle down
her thigh.

The Warrior mutters: “Did I piss myself?” 



They stand in the bathing room and consider her thighs.

“I think perhaps your water has broken,” Varis says. There is a faint tremor in his voice.

“Do you think so?” She feels a strange sense of calm at this suggestion.

“I–I do not know. I will call the medicus.”

The Warrior still uses the toilet while waiting on the men. She isn’t sure the next time she
might have the opportunity to do so.

Varis pokes his head back through the doorway. He has a finger pressed to his ear. “No, not
blood. No. Every seven or eight minutes…” He nods. “Alright, we will see you shortly.”

“Is it time?” she asks. Varis removes his linkpearl.

“Micah said it would be best for you to head down to the birthing room that he has prepared,
just to be on the safe side. He believes that it does sound like your water has broken.”

The Warrior feels a bit dazed as she looks at her belly. “I think I’m still leaking.”

He chuckles softly. “That’s alright, dear. We will get you wrapped up. Do you think you can
walk?”

“I hope so. Can’t have you carrying me like some helpless damsel everywhere.”

“I will be at your side, just in case.”

She grimaces at the start of another contraction. “That’s probably a good idea.”

 

The walk to the infirmary wing feels interminably long to the Warrior. Even with Varis at her
side and their guards trailing behind, she cannot shake a quiet fear that she will fall and hurt
herself. As it is, she loses her footing at the start of the next contraction. Varis scoops her up
and carries her the rest of the way. She feels a touch embarrassed, but is grateful for the
assistance.

She is aware of the curious looks from the guards that they pass, but fortunately they all mind
their manners and remain silent.

Medicus Shaw and the Roegadyn nurse–she can’t remember the woman’s name in her state–
are waiting when Varis arrives in the medical wing with his precious cargo in tow. The latest
wave of pain has passed, but the Warrior remains in her husband’s arms with her face pressed
to his chest.

“She cannot walk?” asks the medicus.

“She made it most of the way here,” Varis says.



“She is still capable of speaking for herself,” says the Warrior into the knit of Varis’ sweater.

“Ah, yes, of course, your ladyship.” The medicus clears his throat. “Anything you wished to
add?”

“When do I get the painkillers?”

He chuckles. “Soon enough.”

Varis follows the medicus down a hallway. Eventually they stop, and he indicates an open
door.

“Here’s’ where the magic happens, Your Radiance.”

“I’m pretty sure the magic happened in La Noscea,” mutters the Warrior. She lifts her face
from her husband’s chest as he slowly makes his way into the room.

The Warrior recognizes it as the same as one of the recovery rooms she woke in after her
battle with Shinryu. The heavy woolen curtains are drawn back from the small windows,
letting in the cool glow of the afternoon sun. The small bed is covered in a surplus of pillows.
There is a metal table waiting at the foot of the bed. It is covered in a collection of medical
devices, and the Warrior quickly decides she would rather not be aware of them or their
purpose.

Varis settles her on the bed just as another contraction starts. She hisses in pain, and her
fingers grip tightly at his arm.

“Shh, it’s alright. It’s okay,” he murmurs. Varis kisses her forehead, and does not move until
the contraction has passed and the Warrior has released her grip. She whispers her thanks and
wearily looks around the room. In the still open doorway she spots their guards standing and
trying not to be obvious as they peek inside.

“Are you three just going to stand there all day?” she wonders.

“Of course, my Lady,” says Julia. “We’ll die before we let anyone disturb you.”

The Warrior snorts. “You don’t have to be that dramatic about it.”

“I see no harm in permitting them to do their jobs,” says Varis. “I am sure that they are as
concerned for the outcome as I am.”

“Cumulatively, at least,” adds Annia.

The medicus makes a shooing motion at the guards. “You may stay outside, but do not
interfere with the process.”

The grumbling of the guards is cut off as he closes the door.

“Now then, let’s take a look,” he says cheerfully.



The Warrior is already in enough pain and discomfort to not really mind the man yet again
shoving his fingers where they don't really belong. If anything, they feel less intrusive than
they have previously.

“You were just going to stay in bed and push this baby out on your own, weren’t you?”
Medicus Shaw chides in a teasing tone. “You’re two ilms dilated already.”

“Is that a lot?” wonders Varis.

“Four ilms is when the pushing starts.”

“I didn’t feel like getting up,” grumps the Warrior.

“She did not want to eat, either,” says Varis.

“Well, that’s normal enough.” The medicus removes his gloves and picks up a tablet. “As it
stands, for now all we can do is wait for nature to take its course. I’ll come back every half
bell to check on her, unless you call for me.”

Varis frowns down at the medicus. “She is in pain.”

“Of course she is in pain, Your Radiance. Her body is preparing to push a person through a
hole smaller than the span of your hand. You know that.”

He looks at his palm, the frown lingering. “Of course.”

“Lady Lux, when you are past three ilms of dilation we will be able to begin offering a bit in
the way of specialized painkillers. Will you be able to last that long?”

“I think so. I mean, I’ve made it this far, right?” She forces a smile. She doesn’t want to admit
to the men that the pain is already close to being more than she can handle. After all, just
because the pain is normal and natural doesn’t mean she has to enjoy it.

“You are of a very admirable constitution, your ladyship.” The medicus gives a reassuring
smile. “I will not be far. Just have me called if anything drastically changes before my next
check in.”

“Thank you, Medicus Shaw.”

“Yes, thank you, Micah,” Varis grunts out, his attention focused on the Warrior. The medicus
gives a quick half bow before hurrying out of the room. The Warrior sighs.

“Very well.” She fidgets around on the small bed in an attempt to get comfortable. “I suppose
now all we can do is wait.”

“Is there aught I can do for you?” Varis asks.

“A backrub would be nice.”

He chuckles. “I can manage that much.”



 

Two hours pass. The light coming through the windows dims as heavy clouds fill the sky and
a light, transient snowfall begins. That’s probably a good omen, the Warrior thinks, even if
snow in the middle of summer is still something that strikes her as odd. This is Garlemald,
though, and she has learned enough of their meteorological history to know that there is
always a chance of snow.

“You’re going to miss dinner,” she says to her husband after the medicus finishes another
status check. Varis is slouched over the side of the little bed with his chin resting on his
crossed forearms.

“I will eat later,” he says.

“I’m going to miss dinner.”

“Not if they hurry up.” Varis chuckles as the Warrior bats lightly at his forehead. “Worry not.
Micah will be back soon with the painkillers.”

“Good.” She wipes at the wetness that persists in the corners of her eyes. “By the Twelve, but
this is painful.”

“Worse than your worst injury?”

“Different than my worst injuries,” she says.

“Tell me about them,” he says gently. The Warrior knows that he is trying to take her mind
off the present pain she is in, but is finding it increasingly difficult to focus on her memories.

“Um…I mean, you’ve seen my scars…” She shakes her head. “Um! I was kicked by a
chocobo when I was around fourteen? The wound got infected and hurt like hells. After I
survived that I decided to learn a bit of conjury… I’ve broken a few bones…”

“You have a lot of scars,” Varis notes. “Nearly as many as I do.”

“Injuries from combat aren’t as bad, you know? At least until the adrenaline wears off…”
The Warrior trails off as the door opens with the medicus’ return. Varis sits up.

“Fear not, your ladyship, I have returned with the ‘good stuff’, as Miss Julia put it.” The
medicus is holding a wooden box about the size of a loaf of bread. “Or at least the strongest
sort of the good stuff that I can give you while you’re in labor. We don’t want to risk any
damage to the child.”

“What about damage to the mother?” She nearly growls out the question. He chuckles.

“You are doing just fine.”

“I don’t feel fine.”



“And that is normal.” The medicus sets the box on the metal table and opens the lid. He
retrieves a bottle from within. “If you felt fine I would be concerned that there was something
wrong.”

“That is a strange way of viewing it.”

“Childbirth is a strange happening, my Lady.” He smiles and pours a dram of the pale purple
liquid within into a small cup. “Down the hatch. Apologies for the taste.”

The Warrior downs the medicine and manages not to gag at the bitter taste. “Thank you.”

“We’ll wait for that to take effect, and then I will check on your progress again.”

 

When Medicus Shaw returns half a bell later, the Warrior is still in pain, though the medicine
has at least taken the edge off. This has left her feeling more cranky than relieved, but she
manages to not complain excessively about the difference. She settles for glaring at him
between her knees as he checks on her yet again.

After a minute of quiet contemplation, he says: “Well, I believe it is nearly time to start
pushing, my Lady. You’re almost fully dilated, and the baby’s head is in position.”

“See? You are a natural at this,” Varis murmurs in a soothing tone.

“That leaves just one thing before we begin.” The medicus removes his gloves and returns to
the wooden box. From within he collects a phial crafted of dark blue glass. A bit of liquid
sloshes about inside as he holds it aloft. “As we discussed previously, this is crepusculum
potus, or just ‘twilight draught’ in common terms. It generally deadens your senses so that
you do not feel much of the pain of childbirth, while leaving you aware enough to push out
your child.”

“Is it safe?” she wonders.

“Completely. In fact, we used it on you while you were recuperating from your battle with
Shrinyu, to no ill effects.”

“Oh. Okay, then.” The Warrior nods, trying not to grit her teeth. “Give it to me.”

She is aware of Varis hawkishly watching the medicus as he draws the contents of the phial
into a syringe. “If it is safe, why not use it earlier? She has been suffering all day.”

“It is safe for the mother, but using it too early can lead to it having potentially negative
effects on the child. So, we withhold the draught until the child is ready to come out and has
less time to absorb it from their mother’s bloodstream.”

“Why are you putting it in a needle?”

“Well, it can be consumed orally, but then it takes longer to take effect. This is much more
efficient.” He taps the side of the syringe. “Unless her ladyship objects?”



“I already told you to do it,” she says, trying not to snap at the man. The medicus just
chuckles.

“Very well.” He prepares a spot on the back of her hip. “I want you to just continue focusing
on your breathing.”

She barely notices the additional moment of pain as a fresh contraction takes hold. At her
side, Varis wraps a strong arm around her.

“It’s alright, my love. I am here. You are safe, my love. I won’t leave you.”

She manages a smile for him, but cannot find words to go with it. The twilight draught is fast,
and rapidly begins to cloud her thoughts. The world seems to dim and darken, even though
she still is aware of the medicus’ hands adjusting her legs and her husband’s arm keeping her
safe and secure.

With each passing beat of her heart, the world fades to nothing around her.

 

When the haze lifts from the Warrior’s mind, she is still surrounded by darkness. It takes her
a few minutes of focusing to realize that something is off, something isn’t right. She is in a
dark room, standing next to an empty bed. The Warrior feels calm, and the only pain she is
aware of is a faint tingling in her brow–

The Echo, she realizes. She is having an Echo vision. But, why now? Is it perhaps a side
effect of the twilight draught? She is supposed to be giving birth, not peering into the
thoughts of–

Light spills into the dark room as a door creaks open. It illuminates the furniture of the room,
the light falling in a spotlight upon a bassinet and empty rocking chair near the center of the
room. The Warrior looks curiously at the bassinet, but cannot discern its contents. She shifts
her gaze to the door.

A man in a Garlean officer’s uniform stands in the open doorway. The fabric of his armor is
still dusty with travel, and he has his helmet tucked underneath his left arm. 

At first she thinks the man in the door is Zenos, albeit a few years younger. He has the same
towering height and golden hair. But the body crammed into an officer’s uniform is more
heavily built. As the Warrior moves closer to where he stands motionless in the door, she
realizes why.

It is Varis.

He is younger, so much so as to be nearly unrecognizable to her. His brow is already creased
with a familiar furrow, but his face lacks most of the lines that time will etch into it. There is
as yet no striking scar over his left eye. Though he is younger, his face lacks the youthful
softness that Zenos’ still retains. The lines of his face are already sharper, giving him a regal–
if not weary–appearance.



There is a soft cry from the bassinet.

Varis exhales wearily and steps into the darkened room. He abandons his helmet and makes
his way to the crib. The baby inside cries again, and Varis’ reserved expression begins to
collapse.

“Zenos,” he whispers. Varis stoops and lifts up the baby, dark red blanket and all. The young
prince is tiny in his father’s heavy hands, perhaps only three or four months of age. He holds
the infant carefully, tucking him close to his chest as he moves to sit. The rocking chair is too
small for his frame, but Varis sits all the same.

The Warrior moves closer, trying to peek at the baby’s face. Little Zenos is staring up at his
father, bright blue eyes slightly unfocused. There is a faint bruise on his forehead where his
third eye will later grow in. His scalp is covered in short golden curls. He looks adorable, she
thinks, if not a bit irritated by the disturbance.

“Are you hungry?” Varis whispers at his son. “A wet nurse will be along soon. Mummy
isn’t… she isn’t…” He trails off. Zenos fusses and squirms within the confines of his
blanket. 

“I am sorry, Zenos.”

The infant just stares up at his father. It is strange, the Warrior thinks, but there is already
something familiarly aloof to his expression.

A soft sob chokes its way from Varis’ lips, and he bows his head.

“What am I to do?” His voice is barely a whisper, and the Warrior has to lean in close to hear
him. “If Grandsire has his way I will lose you, too.”

The infant, of course, has no answers to give. 

“Varis!” a voice barks out in the hall. “Varis, leave the child be. You have more important
matters that require your attention.”

Emperor Solus, she thinks.

Varis flinches at the words, and his grip on the infant tightens slightly. He does not move until
there is another impatient bark of his name from beyond the doorway.

“I must go,” he murmurs in an apologetic tone. Varis rises stiffly from the chair, and the
Warrior sees the glass of tears shining in his eyes. He presses a kiss to Zenos’ forehead before
returning him to the bassinet. The baby fusses again. “Shh, shh, it’s alright. I won’t let anyone
hurt you, my son. I promise.”

The light from the hallway is half blocked by a shadowed figure.

“Varis! I will not call you again, boy.” The Warrior is nearly surprised by the venom in the
older man’s voice. Nearly, but not quite. She has heard the contempt in Emet-Selch’s voice
before.



Varis turns away from the bassinet, his shoulder slumped in defeat. Wordlessly, he exits the
room. The door is pulled shut, and the Warrior is again plunged into darkness.

As the vision fades, she thinks she hears a baby cry.

 

The darkness of the vision fades and lightens incrementally. It takes the Warrior a long
moment to realize that she is awake–a fact confirmed by the pain in her abdomen and thighs.

“Ah, there you are. Very good.”

She opens her eyes. The medicus is leaning over her. The Warrior moves to sit up, but the
pain below her waist keeps her from moving. “I–what?”

“Congratulations, Lady Lux, the delivery was a success.” Medicus Shaw smiles and steps
away. “Lord Varis?”

Varis approaches her holding a squirming bundle on his arm, and for a moment the Warrior is
disconcerted, torn between her vision and reality. But no, this bundle is wrapped in a snowy
white blanket, not red. Varis smiles shyly and murmurs her name.

“My love, I would like to introduce you to our son.” He stoops next to her and places the
infant in her waiting arms. The Warrior gazes wonderingly down at the baby.

“A boy?”

“That’s right.” Varis is beaming now, his pale eyes bright with excitement. She thinks of the
names they have discussed.

“Mateus, then?”

“If you still approve, yes.”

She smiles down at her son. “I do. Hello Mateus.” Staring down at him, she feels a cloudy
recollection of holding the infant briefly after he emerged into the world, but it feels as
disconnected as an Echo vision. Still, the vague detachment causes her no distress. “I feel like
I slept through it all.”

“That is the charm of the twilight draught,” Medicus Shaw says from the door. “Mother
comes to her senses once the afterbirth has passed.”

She considers the baby’s scrunched up, ruddy face. “Is he… is he alright?”

“So far so good. Weighed in seven ponz even. He is breathing well. I believe right now he
would benefit most from some direct contact with you, and his first meal.”

The Warrior laughs softly. “Oh, yes. Of course. Mustn’t let my little prince go hungry.”

 



Despite gentle warnings to the contrary from the medicus, the newest prince of Garlemald
has no problem figuring out how he is supposed to get his meal. Varis sits next to the bed,
watching them with dewy eyes.

After a few minutes she asks him: “Are you alright, dear?”

“I am relieved,” he murmurs. “Exhausted, somehow.”

“It’s been a very long day,” she agrees. Varis nods and wipes at his eyes.

“I shall need to rehydrate if I continue weeping,” he murmurs.

“Why not call for supper? I know it’s late, but I’m still feeling rather peckish.”

“That is a grand idea.” Varis looks over at the medicus. “Micah, could you contact my guards
and tell them to put in a request for us with the kitchens? Nothing too heavy.”

“Of course, Your Radiance.”

Once they are alone, the Warrior sighs and settles back into her pile of pillows. For a few
minutes she is quiet, enjoying the peculiar sensation of the baby’s soft skin against hers. Varis
leans against the mattress, gaze never leaving them, as though he is afraid they will disappear
if he looks away.

“When do we tell Zenos?”

Varis reaches out to stroke a big finger along the pale fluff that crowns the baby’s head. “I
suspect that Caspian will inform him of the matter before he is given any official word of the
birth.”

“I could tell them not to.”

“I do not mind. ‘Tis good news to share. Let them bond over it.” Varis smiles. “As for
everyone else, it is tradition in Garlemald to wait until a week after a child’s birth to make an
official announcement. For…various reasons.”

“The rumors will escape the palace before dawn,” she notes.

“There is little harm to be had in such joyous conjecture.” He leans back as the medicus
returns to the room.

“The kitchens have been notified,” says the medicus. “Your guards were all quite excited, but
I told them they would have to wait to visit until… at least until after everyone has finished
eating.”

“Thank you, Micah.” Varis’ gaze returns to his wife and child.

After some feeding and burping instructions from the medicus, the Warrior finally takes a
moment to process everything that has occurred. She thinks back to what she can remember
of her Echo vision.



“Something… strange happened earlier, after I was given the twilight draught.”

“Oh?” This catches the medicus’ attention more than that of Varis. “Do tell, your ladyship.”

“I.. I had a vision. Once I went under, so to speak, something triggered my Echo.”

“What manner of vision?”

“I…” She hesitates, looking at her husband. “I think I might have been seeing something
from your memories, dear.”

“Me?” He blinks. “Why me?”

“The Echo lets me look through the walls of the soul, however uncontrolled on my part. And
sometimes that means I look into someone’s memories, especially if it’s something that
they’re thinking about–both intentionally and subconsciously.”

Softly, he asks: “What did you see?”

“You. And Zenos. But, it was a long time ago. You were quite young, and Zenos was still a
little baby. I think–” She hesitates, not wanting to stir up some old unpleasant memory.

“Go on.”

“I think… that you were recalling when your first wife died. In the vision you held Zenos as
a baby and you wept and said you were sorry…” She frowns and looks down at the infant
who is still peaceful at her breast. “And then Emperor Solus called you away.”

Varis says nothing. The Warrior does not sense any particular tension from the man, which is
a relief, though she wonders at his thoughts. She looks at his face, but is set in a blank mask
that immediately reminds her of Zenos.

“Looking past the contents of the vision, having one at all is a most unusual reaction,” says
the medicus, carefully cutting into the conversation. “I suppose the surfeit of aether you were
carrying and the stress of the situation might have been enough to cause you to become more
vulnerable to experiencing a vision.” He offers a consoling smile. “If it is any comfort, I did
not realize that anything was amiss until you swooned while holding the little prince.
Otherwise you were responsive in the way I would have expected from a woman in labor
who had been given a dose of potus.”

“That’s good, I suppose. Perhaps something to be more aware of potentially happening again
in the future.”

Medicus Shaw nods. “Indeed. I will be certain to note it in your medical records.” He glances
between them. “I believe you are in good enough condition to return to your quarters tonight,
Lady Lux, though I will need to give you a few self care instructions before you make your
way there.”

“After we eat,” Varis says.



“Yes, of course. I am going to my office to fill out a few things for the birth records. Call me
if you need me.”

“Thank you, Micah.”

The medicus salutes and quickly departs from the room. The Warrior finishes feeding her
baby, and lets him snuggle against her after being burped. Varis watches them, smiling, but
she cannot help but notice something wistful in his eyes.

“I am sorry you had to see that,” he murmurs after a few minutes.

“What, the vision?”

Varis nods. “From what you described, it sounds as though you bore witness to my return to
the palace after I learned that my wife had… mysteriously passed.”

“You rushed back to see Zenos.”

“I did. Even then I was aware that my grandsire was displeased with Zenos. Hells if I could
ever tell you why. I was fearful that if I did not come back to make claim of the boy that the
Emperor would have him tossed into an orphanage, or worse. I know that I still ended up
failing him as a father, but in that moment he was my son–” Varis’ voice catches in his throat,
and he swallows hard. “He was just a baby.”

“He was a cute baby,” she notes. “I hope Mateus is at least as cute as his big brother.”

Her husband’s expression relaxes at the slight change of subject. “Indeed. The nursemaids
used to squabble over him, because he was just so perfectly adorable. That lasted until he cut
his teeth. Little Zenos was a biter.”

The Warrior giggles. “Well, hopefully his brother won’t copy that tendency.” She smiles
down at the sleeping child. “And in the interest of fairness, I must say I didn’t entirely mind
the vision. I’m rather certain now that I stumbled into it because you were fretting so greatly
about the past and the future at the same time.”

“‘Tis likely true.”

“On top of that, I also finally was able to satisfy my curiosity regarding what you looked like
a few decades ago.”

“Oh? And what did you think?”

She considers the man she saw. “It was you...but not the you I know. Handsome, certainly,
but...you also looked a bit like an overwhelmed child.”

The big man blushes. “Yes, I…I suppose that is not far off from the truth. The overwhelmed
child part, at the least. I was only twenty years old when Zenos was born. What did I know of
anything? I knew how to fight, and how to obey the Emperor, and that I could always depend
on Regula to have my back. That was all.”



“You did what you could with what you had, Varis,” she says gently. “Do not continue to fret
over the past. Look to the future.”

“With you?”

The Warrior leans and presses a kiss to his third eye. “With us.”
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Chapter 101

A pinch in her belly is enough to draw the Warrior from her morning nap. Just hunger, she
quickly surmises, and nothing more serious. After a moment of consideration, she departs
from the warm embrace of the bed and goes in search of her husband and child.

She does not have to search for long. Varis is readily located, seated at his desk in the study.
Little Mateus rests peacefully on his father’s chest, swaddled in dark green wool and half
tucked into the weave of his father’s sweater. Varis is quietly paging through a pile of
documents that have accumulated during the past few days.

“Don’t you think he’s a bit young to be started on politics?” she teases. Varis’ jerk of surprise
is almost imperceptible. He tips his head to look at her and smiles.

“Never too early to learn,” he rumbles. “Though, in truth, Matty has spent most of this
meeting fast asleep. Would that I could do the same during meetings with the Senate.”

She laughs softly and reaches to stroke her fingers over the fine blond fluff of the infant’s
hair. “Has he fussed at all?”

“Not a great deal. I changed his diaper while you were asleep, but since then he has been
quiet.” Varis adjusts his glasses. “Are you hungry? Looking through all these meeting notes
has left me feeling rather peckish.”

“I believe that’s what woke me from my nap, yes.”

“Good. I will put in the order.”

She rests a hand on his shoulder as he moves to stand. “No, no, don’t get up. I will let the
guards know we’re ready for lunch.”

Varis grunts and settles back into his seat. “As you wish.”

The Warrior makes sure that she is halfway presentable before opening the door to their
quarters. The guards are all standing in their usual spots–Julia and Annia by the door,
Caspian across the hall facing the door–and they all startle to attention at the door’s opening.

“Good morning, my Lady!”

“You look radiant this morning, my Lady!”

“Is something wrong? Do we need to summon the medicus?”

“Good morning, everyone,” she says with a smile. “And no, the medicus is not needed. The
Emperor and I would appreciate it if you called the kitchens to let them know we are ready
for lunch.”

Annia salutes. “Of course, at once!”



“How is the prince today?” inquires Julia. “Is he sleeping well? Are you sleeping well, my
Lady?”

“He is doing well, and is currently enjoying a nap on his father.”

“That sounds comfortable enough, as long as he isn’t in his armor,” the guard says with a
laugh.

On the other side of the hall, the centurion clears their throat. “My Lady?”

“Yes, Cas?”

They move a few steps closer. “Speaking of princes, we received word from Bozja that
Prince Zenos is scheduled to arrive here at the palace tomorrow afternoon. Weather
permitting, of course.”

“Thank you, that’s good to know. I’ll inform Varis.”

They salute before returning to their post.

The Warrior heads back inside once Annia confirms that lunch will soon be on its way. Varis
is standing now, turning slowly in place while humming softly. He stops as she reenters the
room.

“Oh. Um. Lunch?”

“In a few minutes.”

“Good.”

She grins. “Were you dancing with the baby?”

“Perhaps. Matty does not seem entirely enthused about it, but I told him he needs to learn all
of the courtly business.” He looks down as the infant waves a tiny fist. “I suppose that dance
lessons can wait–until after lunch, at the least. He’s drooling a bit, so I believe he is hungry.”

“Like you don’t drool at the prospect of seeing my breasts.” She laughs as Varis blushes and
carefully holds out the baby.

“Different motivations.”

The Warrior settles on the sofa and sets about letting her son nurse while they wait for lunch
to be delivered. Varis returns to his desk. The idle flipping of pages that follows is enough to
tell the Warrior that he is not particularly interested in whatever documents lie before him.

“Cas said that Zenos will be back tomorrow,” she says. The rustling of papers ceases, and the
desk creaks slightly as Varis leans an elbow on its surface.

“Is that so?”



“In the afternoon.”

“I see. After the radio announcement, then.”

“Is that a problem?” She looks over her shoulder at Varis, and finds that he is staring at her,
his lips set in a line.

“No, Zenos’ logic is understandable in this case. He likely views it as being potentially
unseemly to arrive home before the official announcement of Matty’s birth takes place.”

The Warrior puzzles a bit over this logic, but nods in agreement. “Will they be able to hear it?
On the airship, I mean.”

“As long as they are within a few malms of one of the radio relay stations.” He scratches at
his chin. “You and I both know that he is far more eager to see you than his brother.”

“Oh, don’t be like that.”

Varis grunts, but his lips pull into a wry smile. “If Zenos finds normal, educated, adult people
to be bothersome bores, what good could he possibly have to say about a week-old babe?”

“Perhaps nothing. Perhaps he’s just secretly using this visit as a means of seeing Cas.”

Varis grunts again.

“I’ve never really seen the two of them interact before,” she muses. “I mean, outside of when
I caught them–” She stops and burps Mateus before switching his position. “Well, you
know.”

“Indeed.”

“We could, um… invite them to join us for dinner? Though I’m not sure they would accept.”
She frowns. “Maybe not. I don’t want Cas to feel pressured into something.”

“You could invite Zenos, and tell him he is welcome to bring Caspian along if he wishes.”

“Oh, yes. That’s a much better idea.”

 

It is not something she is yet willing to voice to her husband, but the Warrior is not
particularly a fan of the state of her body after giving birth. She is rather certain that Varis
does not see her body the way she does. She knows he still thinks her beautiful, but the
Warrior herself feels sore and uncomfortable in her own skin.

This is not something of which Medicus Shaw’s lectures had forewarned her.

The Warrior frowns as she studies her reflection after her morning bath. She sighs as she
pokes the sagging shape of her belly.



“Is aught amiss?” Varis’ voice calls from the doorway. She turns to look at him. Her husband
stands there, watching her with a subtly concerned expression. He is holding Mateus, though
with the difference in their respective sizes the baby more resembles an oversized popoto
than an infant.

“Oh, just… just feeling out of sorts. I’m sure it will pass.”

“You just had a baby, darling,” he says in the gentlest of tones. “‘Tis only natural for you to
feel peculiar. If there is anything I can do for you, just say the word. And if it is something
that perhaps you feel needs a woman’s assistance, you know how to find our guards. They
will be glad to help.”

“They always have been,” she says. The Warrior smiles at him. “I’m sorry, Varis. I’m just
still sore and…” She pokes again at her stomach.

“Ah. You are worried about your physique.”

“You aren’t?”

“You could still beat Zenos in a fight.”

“That’s not–” The Warrior laughs. “You know that’s not what I meant. I guess I feel a little
unattractive.”

“You are beautiful. Radiant. Also, Matty and I are both quite appreciative of your breasts.”
Varis gives their sleeping son a slight bounce. “However, if you still feel the same once your
body is healed, I am certain that Medicus Shaw will be able to suggest an exercise routine
that will aid in restoring your abdominal muscles to a condition that satisfies you.”

“Thank you, Varis.” She holds her hands out, but Varis just stares back at her with a placid
smile. “Varis?”

“Yes, love?”

“The baby?”

He shakes his head. “I’m holding him.”

“Are you going to nurse him, too?”

“Ah, well. I cannot do that.” He makes no move to relinquish the baby. “He is asleep right
now, though. There is no harm in my holding him.”

“No, there isn’t.” She sighs but smiles. “You can change his diaper, then.”

“I am quite capable of that. He has yet to urinate on me.” He adjusts the baby on his arm and
reaches to take one of her hands. “Why don’t you get dressed and join me for lunch?”

“It was delivered already?”



Varis nods. “I asked for it a bit earlier than normal, so that the staff could listen to the news at
midday.”

“The staff already know about Mateus.”

“Yes, well…” He squeezes her hand before releasing it. “‘Tis a historic sort of
announcement. They should be permitted to hear it as well.”

“Of course.” The Warrior runs her fingers through her hair. “Alright, dear. Go get
comfortable with Mateus, and I will join you in a few minutes.”

Varis kisses her brow and hurries off out of the bathing room. The Warrior looks at her
reflection again.

“I could still beat Zenos in a fight…”

 

When she arrives in the dining room, Varis has already arranged their son in a bassinet next
to his chair. He looks up at her arrival with a smile and pauses in buttering a slice of bread.
He gestures to a portable radio on the table.

“I thought we could listen as well, if you do not mind.”

“You’re quite excited about this.” The Warrior settles herself in her usual chair. Her husband
chuckles.

“Yes, well, I…” He frowns for a moment, but the look quickly fades and he shakes his head.
“No such announcement was made when Zenos was born. Grandsire did not believe it to be
sufficiently newsworthy.”

“That’s a pity. One would think he would want to brag about having a great-grandchild.”

Varis huffs a faint sigh, and the Warrior decides it is better to change the subject.

“Do you think the people will celebrate?”

“The bookies and bettors shall, if none else.” He winks at her laughter. “Yes, yes, I am sure
the people shall use it as a cause for merriment and celebration. Both for the birth of our child
and the health of his mother.”

The Warrior pours herself a cup of tea, thinking about the country at large. “I wonder what
Emperor Solus’ old bootlickers in the Senate will have to say.”

“They will keep any misgivings they might have to themselves, if they know what is best for
them,” Varis grunts. “At the very least, they should be gladdened that I will name a successor,
and not leave things to chaos and chance as my grandsire did.”

“Fair enough.”



“And, yes, I have told them all as much.” He harrumphs softly and stuffs the bread into his
mouth. The Warrior smiles and pats his arm.

“I’m sure they will listen to you, dear. They would be foolish not to.”

Varis nods in agreement, still busy chewing the dark bread. He leans over the table and turns
on the radio. A cheerful tune begins to play–piano accompanied by the voice of a lilting
soprano. She listens to the words for a moment and smiles. To the Warrior, there is something
amusing to the soaring voice singing in nasal Garlean about something as seemingly
mundane as going ice skating in a summer blizzard.

They eat lunch in comfortable silence. Varis occasionally hums along with whatever is
playing on the radio. Mateus is quiet in his bassinet, busy dreaming about whatever it is of
which week old babes dream.

Their lunch plates are empty by the time the midday bells toll and the music fades into quiet.
The radio crackles and a rendition of the Garlean anthem plays. There is a pause after the
anthem, and then a man begins to speak.

“Good afternoon, citizens of Garlemald. I am Filius Lapis dus Arvina with your daily news
report. First off, let us begin with news directly from the palace in Garlemald. His Radiance,
Emperor Varis zos Galvus, and Her Benevolence, Empress Lux yae Galvus are pleased to
announce the birth of their second child, a son named Mateus Galvus. Prince Mateus was
born this past Darksday eve, weighing seven ponz even. Both mother and child are in good
health. In lieu of sending gifts to the palace, Empress Lux requests that the people of
Garlemald ‘extend their happiness and goodwill to those around them. To your neighbors,
your friends, your family–even to those that perhaps you have fallen out of touch with.’ Such
kind words from our empress, ones that we should all take to heart. On behalf of the crew
here at the news office, I would like to congratulate the Emperor and Empress…”

“The Empress is ever a beacon of kindness,” murmurs Varis. He takes her hand, a thoughtful
cast to his face. “I can only continue to pray that all of Garlemald can learn to see by its
light.”

“I would be careful, dear,” she muses idly, “those are the sort of words by which eikons are
born.”

“Hm. Indeed. I had not considered that. Would my faith in you alone be enough to summon
an eikon?” He sounds anxious at this possibility.

“I don’t think so. You’re a Garlean, after all, and it takes a great deal of aether for that kind of
thing. Usually a lot of crystals and the like.”

“Good. I would not want to do that to you.”

“I know.” She squeezes his hand. “You should be fine continuing your personal devotions.”

“That is a relief to hear.” He gently returns the squeeze. “I do look forward to when I can
continue my…private worship with you, my dear.”



The Warrior giggles. “Not in front of the baby!”

“Matty is asleep,” Varis says coyly. The Warrior tugs his hand closer and presses a kiss to his
knuckles.

“Yes, well… Perhaps tonight I can…” She pauses, struggling to think of a sufficient
euphemism. “I can’t think of a polite way of saying I want to suck your dick.”

He lets out a bark of laughter. “Darling, I believe we are beyond floridness for such things.”

“We’ll have to come up with a code word for that sort of thing. For in front of the children.”

“A code word…” Varis scratches at the stubble on his chin with his free hand. 

“A secret sexy code word.”

“I see. I will put some thought into the matter.”

She nods. They drift back into silence, fingers still loosely linked between them. The Warrior
sips on another cup of tea while watching Mateus sleep. Varis sits with his eyes closed and
his head tipped slightly toward the radio. She cannot tell if he is really listening to the midday
news or just dozing off. Regardless of the truth, she decides it is best just to enjoy the
peaceful interlude. 

After a time the world intrudes again, as is its wont. There is a knock on their door, rousing
them both from their thoughts. The Warrior is the first to her feet, and she presses a kiss to
her husband’s brow before going to answer the door. The centurion waits outside, standing
between Annia and Julia and fidgeting with their arms crossed behind their back.

“Oh, hello Cas. Is aught amiss?”

“No, my Lady. I just wanted to report that Prince Zenos’ vessel has but recently docked here
at the palace.”

“That is a timely arrival.” She considers Varis and the baby, relaxing in the dinging room.
“Caspian, will you escort the prince to our quarters? Once he has completed his usual arrival
procedures, of course.”

“I-I’m sure that His Highness knows the way here on his own…”

The Warrior isn’t entirely sure that is true. Neither is she certain that Varis knows exactly
where his son’s room is located. “For me, Cas?”

“As you command, my Lady.” The centurion salutes and heads off down the corridor. Their
finger goes to their ear as they walk out of sight.

“Are you certain that is wise, my Lady?” murmurs Julia. “Prince Zenos is still a danger.”

The Warrior is fully aware that if she has somehow misjudged Zenos, then she is indeed
putting Mateus in danger. However, she has faith that this is not the case. She looks sternly at



Julia. “I understand your concern, but… If I was uncertain, I would not have asked for him to
be brought here.”

The guard just nods.

“What if he’s jealous of how cute Prince Mateus is?” Annia whispers with a giggle. The
Warrior smiles.

“I can only pray that Zenos is above such trivialities.” She claps a hand lightly on the
doorframe. “Besides, I have it on good word that Zenos was just as adorable an infant as his
brother is now.”

“They must have gotten that from you,” Annia says coyly.

“Very funny.”

 

A quarter bell passes before they are interrupted again. In the meantime they get dressed–at
least, they change into something more fit to be seen in than just their dressing gowns–and
generally make themselves more presentable. The Warrior has scarcely finished working her
hair into a passably neat braid before there is another knock on their door.

“Perhaps we could have a bell installed,” she muses. “One of those little chimes like on the
lifts? People are going to wear a hole in the door at this rate.”

Varis just grunts from where he stands in the former sitting room. He is again holding
Mateus, but the baby is still dozing and oblivious to the change in scenery around him.

Zenos is indeed waiting for her out in the corridor. Fresh in from his travels, he is still garbed
in his traveling coat and clothes. His eyes immediately sweep down over her form, the look
nearly identical to the appraising one that precedes a bout of combat. Zenos smiles faintly.

“Hello, Mother.”

The Warrior beams at him. “Hello, Zenos. Welcome home.” She scarcely has her hands
extended before he stoops for a hug.

“Caspian informed me at the docks that you wished for me to come here first, and so I have.”
Zenos half turns to look to where the centurion has returned to fidgeting at their post.

“Just as I asked. Thank you, Cas.”

The centurion salutes, but remains silent.

“Well, come inside, Zenos. Your father is eager to see you.” She ignores the doubtful look on
his face as she steps back through the doorway. “At the least, he is eager for you to meet your
little brother.”

“A more likely narrative,” he murmurs.



They head inside. Zenos hangs his coat by the door, and pauses to take in his surroundings.

Under his breath, he says: “I expected more black and red.”

“Green is your father’s favorite color,” she says. “So he decorated his quarters accordingly.”

“Oh.” Zenos follows her out of the foyer. “My favorite color is violet.”

“Spilling my closely guarded secrets, are we?” Varis teases from where he still stands in the
sitting room.

“I will not divulge such critical, need-to-know information to our enemies,” Zenos replies in
a dry tone. He hangs back near the door. The Warrior does not miss the habitual uneasiness in
his posture.

“It’s so nice to see you two playing nice,” she says. Varis clears his throat.

“How was the trip in from Bozja, then? Good weather, no mechanical troubles?”

“It went well enough.”

“Good. Good.”

“We heard the announcement of my brother’s birth made during our flight,” Zenos says, stiff
despite his faint smile. “Some of the crew… congratulated me.” He looks away and croaks
out: “It was awkward.”

“Well, it’s not everyday that one’s commanding officer becomes a big brother.” The Warrior
pats his arm. The prince grunts softly and returns his gaze to her.

“I am glad that you are well. I… was concerned.”

“Thank you, Zenos.”

He tips his head inquisitively. “You are well, yes? And the babe…?”

“We’re both doing very well. Medicus Shaw has been doing nearly daily checkups on the
both of us.”

“Good.” Zenos looks to the wool clad bundle that is quietly tucked into the crook of his
father’s arm. “Is that him, then?”

“It is. Would you like to meet him?”

The prince hesitates before giving a curt nod. “That is one of the primary reasons for my
venturing here today.”

“I had hoped as much.” She carefully retrieves Mateus from his father. Zenos leans over to
get a good look at his baby brother. The Warrior watches as his brows draw together in



thought. She wonders what is going through his mind. Is he happy? Perturbed? Disappointed
that his sibling didn’t burst forth from the womb ready for combat? 

Finally, Zenos says: “His nose is very small, isn’t it?”

She laughs. “Of course it is, Zenos. He’s still just a baby. His nose will grow with the rest of
him.”

“Your nose was just as small, once upon a time,” says Varis. Zenos frowns and touches his
nose.

“You said his name is Mateus?”

“That’s right. Perhaps ‘Mateus zos Galvus’ one day, should he be agreeable to the idea.” The
Warrior watches as Zenos reaches and delicately pokes the tiny button of his brother’s nose.
The infant huffs softly in his sleep.

“Should that be his choosing, I wish him all the best.” Zenos flashes a brief smile. “When do
you think you will be able to fight again, Mother?”

“Zenos!” Varis hisses out his name.

“Now, now, Varis, Zenos is being very patient.” The elder prince nods in agreement.
“However, I’m not really up to full strength just yet. I’m still recovering from giving birth.”

“Of course. I will not rush you. After all, I want you to be at your best when you face me.”

“Thank you, Zenos.”

Varis clears his throat. “Should you like, you are welcome to join us for dinner tonight in the
main dining hall. You may even… invite your friend, if you so choose.”

Zenos stares at his father for a long moment. The Warrior isn’t quite sure what to make of the
look–there is a slight pinch to his eyes, something born of distrust or disbelief perhaps.

“Thank you for the invitation, Father. I shall… give it some consideration.”

“Good.”

“Would you like to hold him? Mateus, I mean.”

Zenos’ gaze darts between the faces of the sleeping baby and his father. He swallows. “It is
likely better that I do not. Mateus is… very small, and I am not so gentle a giant as Father.”

“Alright. When he’s bigger, then?”

He nods. “When he is big enough, I shall teach him how to properly hold a sword.”

Varis chuckles softly. “I would trust no one else to the task.”



Zenos’ brows lift slightly. “Truly? I would expect you to entrust Mateus’ education to a bevy
of tutors.”

“I shall make certain that he is properly educated, yes. However…” Varis’ lips pinch into a
frown. He brushes his fingers over the sleeping infant’s brow. “Nevermind. I will not force
you to do anything to which you object.”

“I did not–” Zenos scowls and turns away. The Warrior gently touches his elbow.

“There is no need for the two of you to squabble right now. You’ll wake the baby.”

“Of course. My apologies, Mother.” He bows his head. “I need to get freshened up after my
trip.”

“And dinner?”

For a moment Zenos does not move. Then he lifts his chin and looks at the Warrior over his
shoulder.

“I shall be there.”

 

The afternoon is spent engaging in the pleasant pastimes of napping and listening to the
radio. Pleasant, yes, but the Warrior will definitely be glad when she can get back to the
business of being the Empress–whatever that entails. She has still yet to have a tea party or
other meeting with any of the many local women’s groups who regularly send her
correspondence. That will have to wait until she feels steadier on her feet.

For now, the Warrior is glad for an excuse to get ‘out of the house’, even if it is just to the
dining hall. She has scarcely left the suite she shares with her husband since returning there
after giving birth to Mateus.

She feeds the baby before the couple dresses and heads down the shaded halls. Mateus is fast
asleep, drooling peacefully against her bodice as they make their way. The guards they pass
all salute and lean a bit as though to get a peek at the young prince, but are all careful not to
make any noise that might rouse him. The Warrior wonders what her tiny son would think of
the guards if he were awake to see them. Would they seem nothing more than faceless toy
soldiers to him, and not real people? She doesn’t like this prospect, and makes a mental note
to bring it up later to Varis.

Despite the care she feels for her older son, the Warrior cannot help but worry that she will
make a misstep with Mateus and leave him damaged like his brother. She knows this is
something that Varis also frets over.

Now is not the time for such talk, she thinks, and keeps her peace.

The dining hall comes into view. Standing next to the door is the elder prince, looking prim
and proper. Next to them, fidgeting and appearing as though they are ready to bolt, is the



centurion. The Warrior smiles at the unusual pair. Zenos echoes the motion, but his
companion grimaces at some unknown discomfort.

“Hello Zenos. And hello, Cas. Will you be joining us for dinner tonight?”

“I–Yes, my Lady, if that is alright? I don’t–I don’t mean to intrude. If it’s a problem I can–”
They squeak into silence as Varis raises his hand.

“It is quite alright, Caspian. We told Zenos that he was welcome to invite his friend to share
dinner with us.”

The centurion stares up at Varis. The tip of their ears darken with crimson.

“I–Thank you, Your Radiance.” They hastily salute. Varis smiles and lowers his hand.

“There is no need for such formalities right now,” he says. “You are my guest.”

“They are my guest, Father,” says Zenos. The Warrior chuckles.

“Come now, boys, this isn’t a competition.” She smiles consolingly at the centurion. “You
can sit next to me, Cas.”

“Thank you, my Lady.” They look at her hands. “Might I… might I hold the baby? Just for a
moment.”

She glances at Varis’ calm expression before nodding. “Of course. No time like the present
for getting used to that.”

After a bit of instruction and repositioning, the centurion carefully cradles Mateus in their
arms. They stare down at him with wide eyes.

“He’s heavier than he looks.”

“He’s full of milk, that’s probably why,” the Warrior says with a laugh.

Their expression calms, and after a moment of thought they smile. “He looks just like
Zenos.”

“I thought so, too.”

“Especially the nose.”

Zenos makes a show of heaving a sigh and rolling his eyes. “Yes, yes, Mateus is wonderful.
Perhaps we should move on to dinner.”

The centurion laughs as they return the baby to his mother’s arms. “Don’t be jealous, Zenos.”
They take his left hand in their own. “You’re too big to carry like that.”

“For most, yes,” says Varis.



Zenos’ cheeks pink. Wordlessly, he gives his companion’s hand a small tug and starts for the
door. The Warrior watches them with a smile, and then looks at her husband.

“I don’t know, dear, I think they’re cute together. What do you think, Varis?”

She waits for him to frown and disagree. Instead, the corners of his lips twitch in amusement,
and he gently presses his palm to the small of her back.

“I think, my dearest, that we should not keep them waiting.”



Chapter 102

Before the Warrior is even aware of the time passing, it has been a month since she gave birth
to Mateus. Where has the time gone? The last few weeks are a blur to her–a peaceful,
seemingly unending flow of days spent lazing around with her husband. Every few days
Varis has disappeared for an hour or two to attend a meeting with the Senate, but the rest of
the time he is present in their suite. They take turns holding their son during the day while the
other naps and gets work done.

Thus far, Mateus has proven to be what Medicus Shaw likes to call an ‘unremarkable’ infant.
He has yet to have any health issues, and is more than content to spend his days sleeping and
eating. He only fusses a bit when he is hungry, swatting a tiny hand against whatever surface
is closest, and lets out an irritated wail when he needs his diaper looked after. The medicus
warns the news parents not to get too used to the baby being such a peaceful darling.

“They always grow out of it,” he observes while doing a check-up on the young prince. The
infant squints cross-eyed at him, but remains silent.

“I thought infants were supposed to cry all the time,” Varis says. “I did, according to Emperor
Solus.”

“Well,” the medicus says in a hesitant tone, “they do cry more if their needs are not being
met.”

Varis gives a dissatisfied grunt.

“I-I just mean that you and her ladyship are doing an exemplary job with your son, Your
Radiance.” The medicus offers a smile. “And I must say, you are also doing an excellent job
allowing your wife to recover.”

“Of course I am,” Varis says faintly. “What man wouldn’t?”

The medicus says nothing as he returns the infant to the Warrior. Mateus immediately flops
against her chest and contently snuggles into her blouse. She glances at Varis, and finds that
his irritated expression has given way to a fond smile as he observes them.

“Come now, dear,” he says gently. “Let us return to our quarters. We needn’t miss lunch.”

 

After another week or two, Varis reluctantly admits that he must return to being the Emperor.
He broods over the growing pile of paperwork in the study.

“I do not wish to leave you alone,” he says.

“We’ll be just fine,” she assures him. “And, if we’re not, it will give you an excuse to walk
out of a Senate meeting or whatever.”



Varis looks down at the baby, still tiny in his thick arms, and lets out an uncertain hum.

“I still would rather not leave you at all.”

The Warrior laughs. “I’m not sitting in on your boring Senate meetings, darling. And neither
can you avoid them forever.”

“Yes, yes, I am well aware.” He glances again at his desk. “There are things that have been
put off for a few months that certainly need tending. As much as I might like to indulge, I
cannot further neglect my duties.”

“Neither can I loiter in luxury forever. I continue to receive invitations from the ladies of the
city, and I would be remiss to continue postponing meeting with them. Not that I entirely
know what to do with them all, aside from politely gossip over tea.”

“I would imagine that is all many of them want,” he says. “To be able to brag among their
noble friends that they had tea with the Empress.”

“Not so far removed from the nobles in Ishgard, then.” The Warrior smiles. “So much
political jostling for attention.”

“Yes, Garlemald is much the same.” Varis chuckles softly and turns away from the looming
missives. “The noble houses of our fair city have little better to do than compete with each
other for positions of power–the Senate, mostly, as none could dream of making an attempt
for the throne.”

“Is it really so bad?”

He gazes again at Mateus. “Not entirely. A great deal of prestige comes from helping one’s
fellow man, be it in war or in a more civil setting. As being a military officer helps one’s
standing, so might a wealthier family make itself look better to its peers by donating to
various charities and civic support work.”

The Warrior thinks. “You mean like the Maristellas? Didn’t they sponsor Caspian’s
citizenship?”

“Just so.”

“It’s a pity their generosity does not extend outside of the capital city…”

Varis shrugs. “We take care of our own, first.”

“The conquered are your own now, too, Varis.”

“Yes, yes.” He sighs faintly. “I understand your logic, my love, I truly do, but it remains
difficult to convince others…”

“Then, their prestige accounts for little in my eyes.”



Varis lifts his free hand and scratches at the stubble on his chin. He hums in thought. “Indeed.
Perhaps that is where you can best put your influence as Empress to work.”

“How’s that?”

“With tea parties,” he says, a mischievous gleam in his eyes. “None can deny that the women
of the nobility hold just as much sway as the men. If you were to win them over to your most
dignified of causes, and convince them that helping the smallfolk of the territories is
comparable to doing the same here in the capital…”

“That’s rather manipulative, isn't it?”

“Such is politics, my dear.” Varis smiles. “I am certain that if anyone can win over the noble
ladies of Garlemald, it is you. I have yet to meet the person you cannot win over with your
charm.”

“Flatterer,” she says, but smiles in return. “I’ll think about it. Either it will be effective, or
they will be so put off by my suggestions that everyone stops trying to have me over for tea.”

“Either option sounds like a victory to me.”

The Warrior laughs. “I hope so.”

 

In due time the Emperor returns to his duties. On the first day of such, he puts on his armor
and kisses his wife and child goodbye before striding off down the corridor with his guards in
tow. The Warrior feeds Mateus and settles him down for a nap, and then sits with a list of
local nobility that Varis scrawled for her the night before. She considers the names and their
noted importances and ponders how to best approach winning them over.

This lasts for about ten minutes.

A quarter-bell after Varis has left for the day, the little prince begins to cry.

And cry.

And cry.

A bell passes, and the baby will not stop crying. The Warrior is almost at her wits’ end over
it, and nearly ready to call for the medicus. She has checked quite thoroughly–little Mateus is
not hungry, nor is his diaper dirty. He let out a tremendous little belch after nursing, so she
doubts that gas is the issue. She has checked him over and found no sign of injury, and even
relented to trying healing magic on him. Nothing works; the baby continues to cry. His face is
red and his nose snotty with the exertion, and the Warrior has begun to worry that he will
make himself sick if he doesn’t stop. 

She stands over the bassinet and watches her son in helpless frustration. The centurion stands
watch in the doorway.



They ask: “Do you want me to call for Medicus Shaw?” The Warrior frowns as she dabs the
baby’s cheeks with a cool washcloth.

“No, not yet. There must be something obvious that I’m missing…” She sighs as the baby
pauses in wailing to collect his breath before continuing. “Maybe Varis will know what’s
wrong with him.”

“His Radiance doesn’t know anything about babies,” they say, not hiding the doubt in their
voice. “He has said so himself. Multiple times.”

“Well, neither do I, and yet here we are.”

With the determination and resolve usually saved for facing primals, the Warrior bundles her
wailing child in his blanket and departs from the royal suite. She ignores the dreadful way the
sound reverberates in the dark halls.

“His Radiance is in the throne room,” reports the centurion.

“Thank you, Cas.”

“He has an audience,” they add. The Warrior huffs in exasperation.

“The audience will have to wait then, won’t they?”

None of the guards make any attempt to waylay the Warrior as she approaches the enormous
double doors of the throne room. They wouldn’t dare stand in their empress’ way, even with
the Emperor in the middle of a meeting. As it stands, one of the guards hurries ahead to push
a door open for her.

The Emperor is indeed holding an audience. A dozen or so men and women have gathered
near the foot of the throne, and they turn in near unison at the sudden introduction of the
crying baby. They watch her hurried approach, expressions a mixture of irritation and
confusion. Up on the dais, Varis rises to his feet, brow furrowing in concern. He murmurs her
name as she mounts the steps.

“What is wrong?”

“I don’t know,” she replies, and holds out the bundled infant. “You tell me. He’s been wailing
for nearly a bell, and I cannot determine what ails him.”

Varis gingerly takes his son and tucks him into the crook of his arm. “Have you called the
medicus?”

“Not yet. I don’t think Mateus is ill, he just–” The Warrior blinks at a sudden silence. Both
parents look down.

The baby has stopped crying.

“Oh, how sweet, he missed his papa,” says one of the women in the audience.



“That’s ridiculous,” whispers the Warrior. Varis tips his head and lets out a mystified noise.
But for a soft, pleased coo, the baby is now completely silent. He gazes up at his father with
bleary baby blue eyes.

Varis smiles, and murmurs: “Well, aren’t you a delightful little monster? Just like your big
brother.”

There are muted chuckles from the gathered audience. The Warrior can barely muffle an
exasperated sigh that escapes her at her son’s sudden silence. She forces a smile and hopes
that they cannot see her irritation.

She whispers: “All that crying, just because he wanted you?”

“I suppose he has become accustomed to my presence during the day,” Varis muses. “He
usually naps while I step out for a short meeting, yes?”

“Yes...” She sighs through her nose. “What do we do if he keeps doing this?”

“We will concern ourselves with that possibility later. For now you and he may remain
present here.”

The Warrior nods. Her feeling of irritation at the universe is already giving way to relief that
nothing greater ails her son than simple separation anxiety. She knows how the little babe
feels–she too misses Varis a great deal when he is working. Poor little Mateus cannot be
faulted for not knowing any better manners. After all, his world is still predominantly
composed of food and snuggles.

Varis half turns away from his audience and coos down at his son. “Will you be good for
mummy if she sits here with you? Hm?” He smiles widely at some unknown cue from the
infant. “That’s a good lad.” Varis presses a soft kiss to a flushed cheek before gently returning
Mateus to his mother’s arms. “There you go, Matty. Safe and sound.”

The baby yawns.

The Emperor gestures at the throne. “Please, dear, have a seat.”

“I don’t want to intrude–I mean, more than I already have.”

“You are not intruding,” he assures her with a smile. “In fact, I would daresay that my guests
would be quite glad to have you listening in.”

The Warrior glances down at her son, who looks to be at peace with the star, and then out to
the gathering below. The men and women are looking at her with obvious curiosity, and the
Warrior wishes she didn’t look like she had spent the last hour fretting over her child. She sits
on the edge of the throne.  “And, who do I have the honor of greeting today, Your Radiance?”

“These fine men and women are a delegation sent on behalf of the province of Gyr Abania,”
says Varis. He gestures between them. “And, in the interest of proper introductions, this is my
dear wife, Empress Lux. Or, as you might better know her: the Warrior of Light.”



“Pleased to meet you all,” she says. The delegates from Ala Mhigo gaze up at her with
renewed interest. Looking between each guest, the Warrior realizes there are no faces present
that she recognizes and is touched by a bit of disappointment that Lyse is not present.

One of the men speaks up for the rest: “We will not object to the Warrior of Light sitting in
on our assembly, Emperor Varis.”

“Thank you. I would hate to upset the young prince.” Varis smiles smoothly and takes a few
steps down from the dais. He makes a show of scratching his chin and looking off to the left
where Julia stands guard. “Now then, where were we?”

 

Wearily, the Warrior eventually makes her way back to her quarters. Even had she known
what she was walking into, she could not have imagined that a meeting with representatives
of Ala Mhigo could be so… dull. From what the Warrior observed, those meeting with the
Emperor had been invited because they were already on good terms with the Empire. Aside
from one or two who were clearly pretending just for the sake of getting information, they
were all men and women who would likely be labeled as ‘traitors’ back home–those who
continued to side with their oppressors.

Despite the interruption of a wailing baby, the delegates had remained calm and pleasant. By
meeting’s end, the Warrior was sincerely wishing that Lyse had come along with the group, if
only to liven things up a bit.

While she feeds Mateus, the Warrior muses over what she observed. As best she can tell,
things are going well in Ala Mhigo. The farms are anticipating a bountiful harvest, the temple
of Rhalgr is bustling full of visitors, and there are even curious reports of refugees returning
to the province to visit family for the first time in decades. A council of village leaders
established at Rhalgr’s Reach has begun relaying the people’s needs to Lady van Pruina, and
at present the Resistance can do little more than sit and wait for the Imperials to slip up.

The Warrior tries not to worry.

The sky beyond their bedroom windows has begun to darken when Varis finally returns from
his day’s business. Fortunately for both he and the Warrior, Mateus has seemingly been
placated by the earlier hour spent in his father’s presence, and quietly slept away much of the
rest of the day.

“I’m sorry about earlier,” the Warrior says after kissing him hello.

“You’ve no need to apologize. The Ala Mhigans were positively giddy to get to see the hero
of Eorzea in person.” Varis smiles and presses his lips to her brow. “I daresay they were far
more interested in talking about you than politics after you and Matty departed the scene.”

“And, what have you done with your honored guests?”

“I would presume they are dining in the guest hall,” he says. Varis begins to remove his
armor. “Weather permitting, they will be returning to Gyr Abania on the morrow.”



“I see. What are your plans for tomorrow?”

The big man sits heavily on the edge of their bed. “I believe I shall…” He frowns, but the
look quickly fades. “I shall spend some time penning my words for the memorial day
ceremonies. They are only a few days away now.”

“It’s that time already…” She softly sighs. “I don’t think I will be able to accompany you this
year. Mateus is still far too young to go out into the crowds, and he clearly isn’t ready to be
left alone.”

“Indeed. I will have to take comfort in knowing you will be listening to everything as it is
broadcast on the radio.”

“Of course I will. Mateus too.” She looks to the bassinet. “Imagine how surprised he will be
to hear his father’s voice coming from the little magic box!”

Varis chuckles. “I am certain he is too young to understand the concept, but perhaps it will
keep him from wailing.”

“Oh dear.” Another sigh escapes her. “I’m not sure what I will do if he repeats his
performance from this morning. I truly thought there was something wrong with him. I
cannot fault him for missing you, but…”

He takes her hand and gently pulls her into his lap. “We are both still new to this. We can do
naught more than take this one day at a time. If Matty cries tomorrow, then he cries. As long
as he is in good physical health, I will take his tears as a sign of affection and not affliction.”

“Why do I get the impression that you just want me to be a daily interruption to your
meetings?”

“Because you know me very well, my dear.”

The Warrior rests her cheek against his chest. Her husband’s big hand moves to encompass
the curve of her hip.

“I wonder if Zenos ever wept for your absence,” she murmurs.

“I find myself wondering the same.” The breath of his sigh tickles at her ear. “I made a
promise to him, and it is a promise that I fully intend to keep.”

“I know you do.”

“And if that entails interrupting diplomatic councils or Senate meetings, then so be it.”

She smiles and traces a nail along the line of his carbonweave top. “I believe the Ala
Mhigans were quite charmed by you holding Mateus. Goodness knows I was.”

He snorts a laugh and squeezes her hip. “Charming now, am I?”



“Of course you are. Who would be able to see such a big pillar of a man cradling his teeny
tiny son and not be won over? Had your detractors been present they might have thought
poor Mateus’ screaming fit to be scripted.”

“More’s the pity they chose not to attend, then.” His chin comes to rest in her hair, and the
Warrior gets the impression that he no longer wishes to discuss his Ala Mhigan guests.

“You know what I think?”

“Hm?”

“Mateus is down for a nap. I think we have time to take a bath.”

He rumbles inquiringly.

“You’ve had a busy day, and I would be happy to help you with a bit of a massage…”

The hand on her hip squeezes again. “I would be most happy to receive such assistance.”

Quite mindful of their sleeping son, they tiptoe into the bathing room. The door is left open,
in case the infant cries out some alarm. Fortunately, little Mateus is a sound sleeper and
remains undisturbed as they fill the tub and undress between laughing kisses.

“Look at your poor breasts,” Varis murmurs once the Warrior has seated herself next to him
in the warm water. “Is he biting you?”

“Of course not. He doesn’t have any teeth yet.” She smiles as he kisses the curve of her
shoulder. “He’s just a very demanding diner.”

Varis’ reply is a soft rolling chuckle and the trailing of his hand over her belly. She shivers
against him.

“Still sore?” he wonders.

“I’m sorry.”

“You’ve no cause for apologies, my love.” Another kiss is planted on her shoulder. “You will
be ready when you are ready. And, in the meanwhile I am more than happy to enjoy the
company of the rest of you.”

“Fair enough.” She shifts her weight and places a palm on the closer of his thick thighs. Her
fingers walk through the water to their goal. They find the weight of his cock lying heavily
against his thigh, and are quick to claim it. 

Varis lets out a groan, but quickly silences it with his hand. His eyes widen as the faint sound
of rustling comes from the bassinet. They both wait in tense silence.

The rustling stops.

The Warrior giggles as her husband exhales. His hand covers hers.



“How are we to do this quietly?” Varis whispers.

“I don’t know, we just do!”

He purses his lips as she continues to move her hand. He is doing quite admirably, she thinks,
to keep his pleasure to himself as she slowly glides her palm along his length. Still, she is not
blind to the increasingly dark flush on his pale cheeks. Nor is she unaware of how hard he is
getting from the attentions. His cock is already becoming more than a handful. 

Varis’ right hand moves. Perhaps intending some sort of amorous retort to her own actions,
his fingers brush against her knee before moving higher. The big hand eases its way between
her thighs, and soon she feels the teasing of a rough fingertip against her folds. She shivers,
his touch electric as it brushes against her clit.

“May I, love?”

She nods, for a moment struggling to focus on his cock as a finger teases its way inside her.
She manages to return to the heavy task at hand. Soon Varis matches the movements of his
hand to her own, curling the thick finger inside her with each stroke. He hesitates when
adding a second finger to the first, but continues his attentions when she offers no protest.

Through an increasingly lustful haze, a lone thought fills the Warrior’s mind.

“I want you inside me,” she whispers.

“Are you certain?” He whispers in return, though he hardly waits for an answer as he
withdraws his fingers.

“Please.”

Varis requires no further prompting. He guides her onto his lap, murmuring encouragingly as
she parts her thighs and guides him into place. He grips her thighs and slowly, carefully
maneuvers her down onto his cock. The Warrior presses her face to his shoulder, muffling a
groan. It hurts a bit, but not enough to want to stop him. She has not had Varis inside her in
weeks, and it is something of a relief to be full of him once more.

“Gods,” she mumbles into his skin, “I’d nearly forgotten how big you were.”

An amused chuckle escapes him. He does not move his hips, ever mindful of her still tender
condition. She relaxes as best she can, ignoring the slight discomfort.

“I missed this,” she says. “I missed you.”

“And I you.”

They rest as one for a few minutes. Once the Warrior feels ready for Varis to begin moving,
she gives a go-ahead pat on his shoulder. 

He moves in slow, careful thrusts, but even at this mild pace he does not last long. She bites
her lip as his hips jerk with increasing urgency, until with a final thrust she feels a welcome



rush of warmth inside of her. Varis groans out her name, for a moment lost in his bliss.

When he returns to his senses, her husband covers her face in kisses.

“Did I hurt you?”

“No, I’m fine,” she says. With a coy smile, she adds: “I’m relieved to know we still fit
together.”

“Of course we do,” he scoffs with a grin. “We were made for each other.”

 

On the morning of Garlemald’s memorial day observations, Varis sits perched on the edge of
their bead. His brows are drawn together, lips moving silently as he studies the contents of a
sheaf of paper in his right hand. Placidly oblivious to his father’s disquiet, Mateus reclines on
Varis’ left arm. The Warrior kneels behind them on the bed, comb in hand.

“Look at it this way,” she says, running her fingers over his silky soft hair, “there weren’t as
many troop losses this year.”

“I know,” he says. He does not look up from the paper. “Still, any loss of life is something to
be marked. All have died in service to the Empire.”

The Warrior thinks of the friends she has lost over the past few years. “There will always be
death. Even in times of peace, lives come to an end. Such is our world.”

“Indeed.” He lapses into silence, and she chooses to let him keep it. The Warrior continues to
run the comb through his hair. Even though he is reading over his comments for today’s
ceremonies, she knows that those newly dead are not what is foremost in his thoughts. He
thinks of his lost love, gone two years now. That is, after all, why this holiday had been
established on an otherwise random selection of one of the summer season’s dwindling days.

After a few minutes, she asks: “Are you going to visit Regula?”

“I may.”

“I think you should. You have a lot of news to share with him.”

“Perhaps.”

She decides not to press the issue any further. He will do what his heart tells him to do, of this
she is certain.

“You should listen for a bit before my speech starts,” Varis says. “There is going to be music
played by the First Legion’s band. Lord Cinna is quite excited.”

“Oh, certainly. That sounds lovely.”



The Warrior neatly braids her husband’s hair and helps him dress in somber layers of black
and dark gray. Varis removes his reading glasses and stoops to make it easier for her to tuck
his circlet into his hair. She kisses his cheek.

“You look very handsome.”

“Should I? Is that appropriate, given the venue?”

“I think so. It will lend your words a certain gravitas.”

Varis snorts softly. “That sounds like something Grandsire would have said.”

“Well, I mean it more nicely than he would.” She picks up a deep crimson shawl and drapes
it carefully over his broad shoulders. “There. Perfectly respectful.”

“Thank you.” He closes his eyes and exhales. “I will be strong.”

“I love you,” she murmurs. “And, I’ll be there with you in spirit, alright? At your side, even
apart.”

Varis swallows. “Yes. Yes, just so.” He sighs and presses his brow to hers. “Thank you, my
love.”

“I’ll have my linkpearl with me in case you need me.” She smiles at his flustered laugh.

“I am not a child.”

“I know, but you are my husband, which is a close second.”

“Fair enough.” He kisses her, soft and sweet. “I should be off. It would be unseemly for me to
be late.”

“I will await your safe return.”

 

The Warrior waits half a bell before turning on the radio. The sounds of the First Legion’s
military band play loud and clear over the radio, and the lively bright notes of the brass
impress upon the Warrior with the patriotic zeal of those playing. Mateus chooses now to fuss
for a snack, and so she settles with him on the study sofa.

“Perhaps next year we can accompany your father to the ceremonies, hm?”

Mateus says nothing, of course. He has his eyes squeezed shut and is oblivious to everything
in the world beyond her breast. That is well enough, she supposes, as it means that he isn’t
upset at Varis’ absence.

After the bold brass, the music slows to a more somber tune. The Warrior recognizes the
melody, though its name is unknown to her. She has heard it many times on the radio, usually



a recording of a lonely voice singing over a piano or small ensemble. It is a song of longing,
of wishing to return to a home that has been lost. 

When the song fades into silence, the Warrior can hear the barking of the lead guard at the
Hall of the Honored Dead. Quiet again, followed by thunderous applause from the unseen
audience. She looks to the radio in anticipation.

There is a moment of quiet, punctuated by a faint ripple of murmuring from the audience.

Then, deep and clear over the line: “My good people of Garlemald, I thank you for joining
me today.”

Mateus lets out a surprised squeak. His pale eyes widen and dart about in search of his father.
The Warrior chuckles and kisses his forehead.

“Do you hear Daddy, my little darling?”

The infant coos wonderingly, but fortunately does not begin to cry when he cannot find the
source of the voice.

Over the radio, the Emperor continues. “..And though we have welcomed many new lives
this year–my second son, Prince Mateus, being in their number–so too have we said our
goodbyes to brave men and women who have made the final sacrifice in the name of
Garlemald.”

The Warrior closes her eyes and listens to his speech. She thinks back to the year previous,
when she had attended the inaugural memorial ceremonies. How long ago it seems now! She
and Varis had not yet wed, and the babe in her arms had yet to be conceived. Her world was a
vastly different place when she had stood mostly unnoticed in front of the Hall of the
Honored Dead and watched the weeping crowd. And the year before that–

Unbidden, a memory flashes into her mind. One that, even two years later, still has the power
to wrench a gasp from her. She opens her eyes.

Everything is fine now, she tells herself. She is safe, her family and friends are safe. The dead
are at rest, and all she can do for them now is to honor their memory and legacy.

Still, the Warrior finds herself haunted by the violent memories.

“I wish I could have brought you into a better world,” she murmurs to her child. “But, we
will have to make do with the one we have.” The baby pays little heed to her words, as he is
still focused on the sound of his father’s voice coming from the radio.

There may be some wisdom to be had in his guileless actions.

The Warrior closes her eyes again. She focuses on Varis’ voice, on the soothing notes of his
speech. She does not so much listen to the words–she has already read through the somber
speech. However, there is indeed something calming in his cadence, though she is uncertain
if he is trying to ease the hearts of those listening to the speech or his own. Perhaps both.



 

Waiting for her love to return is a wearisome business, and so once the memorial broadcast
has ended the Warrior settles Mateus in his crib and then lies herself down for a nap. Sleep is
not peaceful–she dreams of running an endless dark corridor strewn with the fallen forms of
allies and the leering sneers of masked figures. It is a relief when Varis returns and wakes her.

“You were crying,” he whispers.

“It happens,” she says as she rubs the sleep from her eyes. “I’m fine.”

Varis gives her a doubtful look, but doesn’t protest. Instead he moves to the bassinet and
picks up the baby. Mateus gives a drowsy grunt at the interruption of his nap.

She asks: “How was the rest of the ceremonies? I listened on the radio until it ended.”

“They went well,” he murmurs. “I spoke to those who asked for my words, and listened to
those who needed my silence. Quite a number asked for you.”

“Hopefully I can accompany you next year.”

Varis nods. The Warrior watches her husband as he slowly turns in a silent circle. His eyes
are directed at Mateus’ sleep-scrunched face, but he doesn’t seem to actually be looking at
the baby. His eyes are unfocused. She wonders where his thoughts are taking him.

After a few minutes Varis blinks, and the ghost of a sigh escapes him.

“I visited Regula,” he admits. “I–I told him about our wedding. That his parents and sister
were in attendance. I–” For a moment his voice catches, and he swallows. “I told him about
your pregnancy, and about Matty…”

“I’m sure that he was delighted at all the news,” she says gently. “Don’t you think?”

“Y-yes…”

In his father’s arms, Mateus lets out a small squeak of protest at being embraced too tightly.
Varis gasps.

“Oh, Matty, I’m sorry, I’m sorry!”

The Warrior sees the tears wetting the side of his nose. “Here, let’s put him back in bed.”

Varis makes no protest as she carefully scoops up the infant and returns him to the bedside
bassinet. Mateus takes only a brief bit of soothing to quiet down. She returns her attention to
her husband. Varis has begun to shed the layers of his clothing, leaving it in a dark heap on
the floor.

“Sit with me for a bit?”



He mutely nods. The Warrior climbs onto the bed, and he follows. He collapses next to her
on the bedcovers, and then scoots closer so that he might deposit his head in her lap.

“I did not cry in the columbarium,” he declares, voice thick. “I couldn’t–it was open to the
public, and there were citizens roaming about. ‘Twould have been unseemly for the Emperor
to be seen weeping like the smallfolk.”

“I doubt they would have judged you for it,” she says. She runs her hand slowly over his
brow.

“I know. But such tears should be kept private. They are between Regula and I. And you.”

“You could have shut the others out.”

“It is a national holiday, and they deserved access just as much as I.”

“That’s very kind of you, Varis.”

He just grunts and sniffles softly. She pets his hair in long, slow strokes.

“I miss him,” Varis croaks out.

“You will always miss him, my dear.”

Varis squeezes his eyes shut, and he inhales sharply. “Why does it still ache so? Why does it
still hurt?”

The Warrior thinks of those she has lost, of the friends and dear companions who are now
gone to the shade. None of the individual losses she has experienced weigh upon her as
heavily as this single loss does to her husband, but their combined weight is almost more than
she can bear. It is certainly more than she can dare to focus on for very long.

“Your pain is a reflection of how great your love for him is,” she whispers. “He has lived in
your heart for more than thirty years, yes? A bond so great would not be easily extinguished
by death. But it still burns, and so it still hurts.”

With an assuaging emphasis, he says: “I love you.”

“Of that I have no doubt.” She smiles. “But love isn’t a competition, darling. It just is.” She
twines a long lock of silvery hair around her fingers. “It’s a pity that your grandsire could not
appreciate that–of just how beautiful and loving your heart is despite his efforts to craft it in a
contrary image.” The sad, sneering façade of the former emperor briefly comes to mind. “Or
perhaps he did see it, and that is why he so resented you.”

“He never understood the bond between Regula and I.'' Varis sniffs again. “I do not think he
was capable of being so close with another person. He was always miserable and alone.
Always.”

“Shh. There’s no need to think about him right now.”



“If I think of Regula, I will weep.”

The Warrior smiles gently at her beloved. “And I will be here to dry your tears when they are
done.”



Chapter 103

In Garlemald autumn means snow, and this year is no different. By the start of the second
week of the season, a steady snowfall has ensured that the landscape is thoroughly coated in a
fresh blanket of biting white. The last withering blooms of summer have disappeared, and
now when she wishes to see flowers the Warrior must journey to one of the glasshouses. On
these little ventures she is accompanied by her guard and Mateus. The centurion will stand
near the fish pond in reverent silence. The Warrior doesn’t pry, but she suspects they are
thinking about Zenos during these quiet moments. Mateus likes to watch the snow. At least,
the Warrior thinks that he does. She isn’t entirely sure, but he does seem to enjoy staring out
the windows at the falling snow. The little prince has yet to be taken out into the cold, and so
he has yet to come into contact with Garlemald’s most abundant natural resource.

Mateus is scarcely two months old, and does not quite have what she would think of as a
personality just yet. He is still only beginning to catalog his likes and dislikes. He likes being
held–any arms will do, but cuddles from his father are definitely his favorite. He does not like
having his feet covered, and his chubby little legs will kick furiously until freed of offending
socks or footie pajamas. He stares wonderingly at the flowers in the glasshouse, but will
scrunch his entire face in aversion when they are offered up to be smelled.

This morning, the prince is enthroned in Varis’ arms as he watches the Warrior get prepared
for her first public meeting as Empress. She hasn’t quite reached the point of getting dressed
yet, and is standing with her hands on her hips in front of the wardrobe full of dresses.

“I don’t know what to wear,” she finally admits. “I don’t want the noble ladies of Garlemald
to think that I’m just some frumpy savage. Well, more than they already probably do.” She
cannot help but remember the doubtful glances of the noblefolk in Ishgard. 

“You will look lovely regardless of what you are wearing,” Varis says. “However, I suspect
that is not the answer that you wish to hear.”

“It’s not.” She sighs. “You have it so much easier, Varis. You just put on your armor and
you’re good to go. As long as the metal’s polished and the cloak is pressed you look
presentable.”

“You could wear your armor,” he suggests.

“The breastplate doesn’t fit properly right now. Not that I would wear my armor to have tea
with the fancy ladies of the city.”

“They might be expecting it of you. Warrior of Light and all.”

She huffs softly: “Just help me pick out a dress.”

Her husband chuckles and slowly makes his way over to her side. Mateus coos faintly, half a
tiny fist shoved into his mouth. Varis hums in thought as he surveys the collection of gowns.



Though his gaze lingers on varying lengths of green fabric, eventually he gestures with his
free hand to a simple gown of dark gray silk.

“I believe that one is a solid choice. You always look refined in that dress.” He nods. “I will
have to order some proper royal finery with our tailor for future events.”

“Thank you, love.” The Warrior retrieves the dress in question. “Will you help me prepare?”

“Of course.”

 

The Warrior feeds her son and settles him in his crib. Satisfied that his cooperation is all but
guaranteed for the next few hours, she prepares for her meeting. Varis assists her, helping her
to lace up her girdle in an effort to tame her wayward belly enough to fit into a dress that was
sized long before her pregnancy. The result is a somewhat snug fit, but nothing beyond her
capacity to handle.

“Are you sure?” he asks.

“I can sit and I can stand. That’s all I really need out of a dress.” The Warrior looks at her
reflection in a mirror and adjusts her breasts. “It wouldn’t hurt to set up an appointment with
Cataegis, though.”

Varis’ gaze lingers on her hands. “I can help you with that, too…”

She laughs and winks up at him. “Maybe after I’ve had tea.”

He pouts playfully at her, but protests no further. Instead, he follows her into the bathing
room. Varis brushes her hair and neatly works it into an artful braid. Her crown is added to
this, and the ensemble is finished off with a red sash draped over her chest. He smiles.

“There. You look like a proper empress now.”

“Who’s to say that an empress can’t look proper being frumpy in her housecoat?” The
Warrior considers her reflection. “Surely they all have spent a fair amount of time in nothing
but their robes.”

“Surely indeed,” he says in a soothing tone. “I suppose you can think of it as a costume for
the role.”

“I can do that.” She smiles and traces her fingers down the line of the sash. “I cannot help but
be nervous. I’ve no idea what I’m doing, really.”

“That is the trick, dear. No one really knows what they are doing. We are all just making it up
as we go along.”

“Speaking from experience?”



“Mayhaps.” Varis extends his hand and gently touches the amethyst hanging from her crown.
“Believe you me, the women you are meeting with have no idea what to expect from you.
They have heard stories and rumors, but do not know you. They do not know what sort of
woman you are, or what to anticipate from you as an empress. That is all up for you to
establish for yourself.”

“So, short of making a complete ass of myself, I can do no wrong?”

“More or less.”

The Warrior exhales softly. “Just be myself. Why does that sound like a terribly intimidating
prospect?”

“Because it is.”

“Right.” She hears a bell tolling the hour outside and knows that she should be on her way.
“Wish me luck?”

“Best of luck, my love.” Varis bends and presses a kiss to her lips. “I believe in you.”

“Thank you.” The Warrior looks to where their son is resting. “What will you and Mateus do
while I’m in my meeting?”

“Ah, yes. I have a video conference scheduled upstairs. That shall take up the bulk of the
time, I believe. I will bring Matty along. If the meeting becomes a bother I can excuse myself
to freshen up his diaper, or something of the like.” He winks at her laughter.

“Getting him involved in political machinations so soon?”

Varis chuckles. “Never too young to start learning.”

 

With words of encouragement still warming her heart, the Warrior collects herself and exits
the royal chambers. The guards are all standing at their expected posts, with the centurion
opposite the door. They begin to quietly fidget as the Warrior closes the door behind her.

“Good morning, my Lady!” chirps Annia pleasantly.

“You’re very dressed up today,” says Julia. “Something special going on?”

“I’m having tea with some noble ladies from the city. I have to look the part of Empress.”
She gestures at her crown. “What do you think? Will I be able to fool them?”

“They won’t suspect a thing, my Lady.”

“Good.” She looks at her guard. “Alright, Cas. That kind of fidgeting means you have
something to tell me.”

“Am I so obvious?”



“When you aren’t trying to hide it.”

They make a visible effort to regain their decorum. “Apologies, my Lady.”

The pair start down the hall.

“I fear that I have grown too comfortable in this position,” the centurion says once they are
out of earshot of Julia and Annia. “I am supposed to maintain propriety at all times.”

“I’m not upset about it, Cas.”

“Well, perhaps I am,” they murmur.

The Warrior isn’t sure how to respond. She is more than happy with Caspian’s performance
of their duties, but doesn’t think that this is what they want to hear at the moment.

Instead, she asks: “So, what news were you waiting to deliver?”

“Oh, um… Lady Maristella and her associates arrived at the palace not long ago. They’re
waiting for you in the library until you are ready to receive them.”

“Thank you, Cas.” She smooths her fingers over the sash once more. “I’m afraid that they
won’t like me.”

“Of course they’ll like you, my Lady! Everyone likes you.”

Not everyone, the Warrior thinks.

“They’ll be judging me,” she says. “I hate being judged by people who think they’re better
than me, just because of their station.”

“That’s just how people are. If you’re feeling uncomfortable, just squint at them like you’re
pondering how to ruin their life. That will make them back off.”

She tries not to laugh at the suggestion. “You think so?”

“That’s what Lady Maristella told me to do,” says the centurion. “I’ve never had cause to use
it, but you could probably give it a try.”

“I’ll try to keep that in mind, Cas. Thank you.”

The Empress’ parlor has been thoroughly cleaned–the floors swept, windows washed, and
even the weapons on the walls dusted–in anticipation of today’s social hour. The Warrior
gives everything a once-over, making certain that everything is pristine and proper and, well,
honestly a touch more sanitized than she would prefer her spaces to be kept. 

It will have to do.

She gives the centurion the go-ahead to have her guests brought to the parlor. While she
waits, the Warrior stands in front of the Emperor’s portrait. She looks up at her husband’s



noble visage, and thinks of him holding court with a tiny baby reclining on his arm. The
thought of them grants her a feeling of peace in her heart.

“Lady Lux, your guests have arrived.”

She manages not to startle as the centurion’s voice cuts into her thoughts.

“Yes, thank you, Caspian. Please see them in.”

The Warrior watches as five women follow her guard into the parlor. The leader of the quintet
is an older Garlean woman whose third eye gleams like a pearl amidst her coppery skin and
graying black hair. She is accompanied by three other Garlean women who look to be in the
same age group as Varis, along with an Elezen woman who does not look particularly old
despite her snowy white hair.

All eyes on her, the Warrior steels herself and smiles. “Good day, everyone. I’m so glad you
accepted my invitation to tea.”

“Who would turn down the chance to be the first to have tea with the new empress?”
murmurs one of the ladies to another. The Warrior manages not to lose her smile.

“Indeed,” says the eldest woman, “I am certain it will be something for you to go bragging to
your sister about, Elsie.” The woman rolls her eyes before flashing a smile at the Warrior. “It
is a pleasure to meet you in person, Empress Lux. Caspian has spoken very highly of you.”

A familiar, embarrassed squeak comes from the centurion, and the Warrior smiles. “You must
be Lady Maristella, then.”

“Guilty as charged!”

The Warrior is introduced to her other guests in short order. There are Lady Altieri and Lady
Cambria, both the wives of senators. Lady Levatino the engineer in charge of the city’s public
radio systems, and her husband is a retired senator. Last is Lady Bourdage, the fair haired
Elezen who formerly worked as a city magistrate. The women all stare at her. Curious.
Critical.

“For ease of conversation, you all may simply refer to me as ‘Lady Lux’. I don’t require
excessive titles while having my tea.”

Lady Cambria glances around the room. “Is the little prince not joining us? We were hoping
to get to see him.”

“I’m afraid that Prince Mateus is currently sitting in on a meeting with his father. He has a
great deal to learn if he is to be the emperor one day.”

“What a pity. Perhaps next time.”

The Warrior smiles as she takes a seat. “Truthfully, right now Mateus is only charming if
you’re his father. He hasn’t learned how to socialize just yet.” She laughs softly. “And most



of my decorum was learned in Ishgard, so you will have to forgive any shortcomings on my
part.”

They take their seats around a tea table that was brought in for the meeting, with the Warrior
seated facing the portrait of the Emperor. A servant arrives with the tea service, and the
women sit quietly while the tea is being poured. They all take quiet, assaying sips of the tea
before anyone speaks again.

“Tell us, Lady Lux,” begins Lady Levatino, “what do you think of Garlemald?”

The Warrior considers her answer to this simple yet loaded question. There are many answers
that she could give, and all would be honest.

She takes a sip of her tea, and then with exaggerated meekness says: “It’s rather cold here,
isn’t it?”

The women titter with laughter.

“It is indeed,” says Lady Maristella. “Especially if you came from a warmer climate.”

“I thought you were from Ishgard?” Lady Cambria tips her head inquisitively. “I’d heard that
locale has become rather frigid in the last few years.”

“I was working in Ishgard before I came to Garlemald, yes,” says the Warrior. “And, yes, it’s
snowy there all year now. But nowhere quite as bitingly cold as here in Garlemald.”

“You were from Thanalan originally, yes? I believe Caspian mentioned as much.”

The Warrior wonders just how much her guard has talked about her. Nothing embarrassing,
she hopes, though she doesn’t think that she’s done anything too shameful while living here
in Garlemald. She will have to discuss that matter with them later.

“That’s right.” She smiles at Lady Maristella. “It tends to be quite hot and dry there, except
during the rainy season. Then it’s hot with a chance of flash flooding.”

“That sounds like a difficult place to live.”

“It is, but no worse than Garlemald. Here you might freeze to death if the ceruleum runs out.
In Thanalan you might die from heat stroke, and unfortunately there’s only so naked that you
can get. Here you can add on another layer or two.”

More laughter from the ladies.

“Eorzea seems like such a strange, foreign land,” says Lady Levatino. “From what we have
heard, the people there seem to be entirely different from we Garleans.”

The Warrior slowly shakes her head. “I have observed and interacted with both sides. I have
lived with the smallfolk and rubbed shoulders with the rich and powerful of both Eorzea and
Garlemald. And, at the end of the day I would say that people are just people, regardless of



their origin. We have the same wants and needs, the same fears and loves and hopes and
dreams.”

Her words are met with a contemplative silence. The Warrior picks up a small sugar cookie
from a tray. Her gaze goes to Varis’ portrait while she eats. Her motions are clearly under
observation by her guests, as by the time she has finished eating one of the women is
gesturing at the collection of weapons that flank the portrait.

“Do you really know how to use these, your ladyship?”

“Each and every one,” says the Warrior. “They are from my personal collection.”

“Truly? That seems an impressive feat on its own.”

“She is not just the Empress, she is the Warrior of Light,” says Lady Bourdage. “A fighter of
renown on par with the greatest champions of Garlemald. Of course she would have weapons
of her own.”

“Even Prince Zenos has been unable to best her in combat,” adds Lady Maristella.

The Warrior redoubles on her mental note to talk to the centurion.

“There is more to life than combat,” she says slowly. “And yet I know with absolute certainty
that my life would not be the same without it. Indeed, the lives of many would have been
greatly changed had I never picked up a sword. I daresay that it was the blade that brought
me here to Garlemald.”

“Fitting, in a fashion.”

“I suppose so.” The Warrior considers the broadsword on the wall. It is the same weapon she
had wielded the day she first met Varis, and on the day that Regula had met his unfortunate
fate. “A warrior’s life was my calling. I lifted a blade so that others did not have to.”

“And now?”

“Now I have a gunblade, given to me by His Radiance while we were courting.” This smile is
easier. “And I will gladly wield it again when needed.”

“He gave you a gunblade? That is so romantic,” sighs Lady Cambria dreamily. The other
women nod in agreement. The Warrior does her best not to laugh at the sincerity of their
reaction.

“He also gifted me with a custom suit of armor.” This earns further giggles from the women.

“I would have never imagined His Radiance to be such a romantic! He doesn’t look the sort.”

She smiles. “I believe he surprised himself. It was a blessing, either way.”

“A blessing from one of your gods, you mean?”



“From somewhere.” The Warrior shrugs. “Who am I to say where it came from?”

“‘Tis a blessing all the same.” Lady Bourdage gives a decisive nod. “We can only hope that
such fortunes will follow for the rest of Garlemald.”

“Without gods, the people of Garlemald will have to forge their own fortunes,” muses the
Warrior. “As His Radiance tells me, that has always been the case.”

This draws a subtle frown from Lady Levatino. “Why do the sav–the people of Eorzea rely so
heavily on their gods? Can they not take care of themselves?”

The Warrior thinks of her conversations with Varis, and decides to take a more flattering
route.

“The people of Eorzea and other lands turn to their gods for strength,” she says. “They have
not been blessed with the hardened will of the people of Garlemald, and so they must rely on
a greater power.”

“Is that why they summon eikons?” asks Lady Bourdage. “Emperor Solus made it quite clear
that such practices were barbaric and to be avoided and eradicated at all costs.”

“I am familiar with Emperor Solus’ campaigns against the eikons, yes.” She hesitates. “The
world is a terrifying place. So much is out of our control, and so many villains lurk in the
shadows. That fear and uncertainty is what feeds the desperation that causes men to summon
eikons. And then it causes more strife in turn.” The Warrior frowns into her tea. “Emperor
Solus was not wrong in his claim that the eikons are a danger to the star. But he was wrong in
his approach to dealing with them. Exterminating those that might summon eikons is not the
answer. Our frightened brothers and sisters deserve to live just as much as we.”

“Then, what is the answer?”

In truth, the Warrior is uncertain that there is a good answer to the question. She can only tell
them what she believes to be true. “Understanding. There must be a foundation of
understanding between all the races before we can ever hope for true peace on our star.”

The noble ladies are quiet at this, but for Lady Cambria.

“Is that why His Radiance reinstated the right to worship savage gods in the provinces? My
husband said that there was a great deal of resistance to this declaration in the Senate.”

“Emperor Varis faces pushback from the Senate for everything he does,” the Warrior replies
wryly. “However, his choice to revive religious freedom in the provinces came from a
position of benevolence. For the smallfolk, the Emperor is as distant and unknowable as a
foreign god. The people of the provinces will never feel whole, never feel truly complete and
safe without free access to their gods. No matter how well they might be treated by
Garlemald, it will never be enough.”

“So, it was meant as a means of quelling the discontent that brews in the provinces?”



“To some degree. But, he believed it was also necessary for the wellbeing of his subjects. If
gods are being paid worship peacefully, and no eikons are being summoned, then what harm
is there in permitting their devotions? What harm is there in people being happy?”

Lady Levatino looks doubtful. “Shouldn’t such reverence be reserved for the Emperor?”

“I know that he is very tall, but Emperor Varis is no god.” She smiles kindly at their doubtful
expressions. “He is deserving of his own reverence, yes, and also of his own special place in
the hearts of his subjects.”

Her guests do not look convinced. She cannot entirely blame them–these women have spent
their entire lives following a particular school of thought. There is no place for gods in
Garlemald.

Just the Emperor.

She tries again: “The gods are just… nice . They are nice to have access to. When you are
alone, they are someone who will listen to you. To your hopes and dreams and worries. To
your prayers. No, you can’t see them, but how many of the smallfolk can say they have seen
Emperor Varis in person?”

“What help do the gods provide, then, if they are not tangible?”

“Sometimes just the belief that they are present is enough to give a person strength to get
through their day,” says the Warrior. She closes her eyes. “Goodness knows I have felt that at
times.”

“Even you, Lady Lux? What need for a god could one so gifted as you have?”

“I haven’t always been the Warrior of Light, or the Emperor’s beloved. Once upon a time, I
was just a little starveling girl living with her mother in a shack in Thanalan. Sometimes it
was all we could do to pray to the Traders for the strength to get through another day.”

“The Traders?”

She opens her eyes. “Nald’thal. A god, one of the Twelve. He is the most popular god in that
region.”

Lady Levatino makes a puzzled noise. “So, the people of Eorzea do not worship all of the
gods?”

“Not exactly. While there is a general reverence to the whole of the pantheon, most areas are
dedicated to only a few individual deities. Nald’thal in Thanalan, for example, or Thaliak in
Sharlayan and Rhalgr in Ala Mhigo.”

“Interesting. So the gods become something of a reflection of a nation’s people.”

“In a fashion.”

The women mull over this while sipping their tea.



“Tell me, Lady Lux, with your knowledge of the savage gods and experiences in Garlemald,
which of your gods would best reflect the people of Garlemald?”

“That is an interesting question.” To stall while she considers an answer, the Warrior waves
for the servant to pour them more tea. She watches Lady Bourdage drop a singular sugar cube
into her refreshed teacup. The white block bobs like an ice cube for a moment before it
begins to dissolve. An answer comes to her. “I believe the god who would be most aligned
with the ideals of Garlemald is Halone. Of course, you would have to share her with the
Ishgardians…”

“Why Halone?”

The Warrior looks to the lance hanging on the wall and smiles. “Halone commands the
element of ice, and is known as the mover of glaciers by her followers. She’s often called ‘the
Fury’. And, well, among the pantheon of the gods she is the goddess of war.”

Lady Cambria chuckles. “Ah, a frozen queen of war, that does sound like she came from
Garlemald.” There are nods of agreement. The Warrior considers what she knows of
Garlemald. Hadn’t Zenos once told her about some local flowers that long ago were referred
to as ‘Halone’s Shrouds’? There is always a possibility of some old influence, however
distant.

“Tell me, your ladyship,” says Lady Altieri loudly, “which deity is in charge of romance? My
son needs all of the help that he can get.” The other women titter with laughter. The Warrior
grins across the table.

“Well then, your dear son would be needing the blessings of Menphina…”

 

Two hours later, the Warrior sits alone in her parlor. She stares at the empty tea cups and
trays. She feels a touch ill, but isn’t sure why–perhaps she ate too many sweets with her tea.
It is better to leave such consumption to her husband, she muses. He and Zenos are capable
of eating an entire table’s worth of sugary sweets without any sort of ill effect on their
digestion or their waistline. It is a peculiarity, and she wonders if it is one that Mateus will
inherit from his father.

The Warrior idly turns her empty teacup in its saucer. She mulls over the conversation she
had with the noble ladies, and wonders what sort of impression she made. Was it a good one?
Was it worthwhile? She can only hope. As Alphinaud would be quick to point out, she is not
one blessed with a diplomat’s tongue. She can weave a captivating true story, sure, but simply
isn’t clever enough for the sort of fictions and suppositions in which Alphinaud likes to
engage. Nothing wrong with that. She has her strengths, and believes that the ladies certainly
seemed to be engaged in her words over tea.

A soft, quick knock interrupts her thoughts, and she turns in time to see the centurion’s
gloved hand push open the parlor door as the Emperor strides through. A small, green
wrapped bundle is tucked cozily among the dark carbonweave of his sleeve. She smiles.



“Ah, there’s two of my favorite boys. How was your meeting?”

“Suitably distracted by the prince releasing some gas,” Varis says, smirking despite his dry
tone. The Warrior laughs. Varis gently jostles the infant into wakefulness. “Look who it is,
Matty! Didn’t you miss Mama?”

The infant yawns and gives a wave of his hand before pressing his face back against his
father’s chest. The Warrior snorts in amusement and rises from her seat.

“He’ll be thrilled to see me when he realizes he’s hungry again.”

“There are none so glad to see you as I.” Varis smiles and bends to give her a kiss. “How
went your meeting?”

“Oh, I don’t know. It… went.” She carefully extracts Mateus from his father’s hands and
tucks him against her chest. The infant fusses briefly at the disturbance. Varis tips his head to
the side, his pale brows pinching together in a familiarly pensive expression.

“You do not know? I heard no reports of conflict from the guards.”

“I–” She coughs out a startled laugh. “I didn’t start a fight! I just–I don’t know if I said the
right things to them.”

Varis hums in thought. “I suppose that I will be able to determine the impact of your words
during my next meeting with the Senate. A few senators’ wives were at your tea hour, yes?”

“That’s right.”

“Well, the senators are fond of their gossip. I am sure that I will hear something.”

The Warrior strokes her fingers over the fluff of Mateus’ hair. “I just worry, you know?”

“There is nothing wrong with being mindful.” Varis kisses her brow. “What did you all
discuss?”

“Me, mostly. I mean, they kept asking me questions about myself and my thoughts on things.
I tried to bring up other subjects, but they just kept asking about me…”

“That is not necessarily a bad thing…” Varis touches the small of her back to guide her to the
door. “It means that they were curious about you. Aside from the most basic of gossip, there
is not much known about you among the populace.”

“Do you think so?”

He nods and holds the door open. “I do. My history is practically an open book, but yours is
yet a mystery. I imagine that you will continue to face such inquiries in the future.”

“Oh. Well, nothing new there.” She adjusts her grip on the infant and steps out into the
hallway. The guards all salute, and silently begin to follow the couple down the halls. The



Warrior wonders at her husband’s almost blasé faith in her ability to act properly in front of
more ‘proper’ ladies.

“You aren’t worried that I screwed something up?”

“No. I have complete confidence in you.” Varis rests a hand on her hip. “I believe that you
should afford yourself the same kindness.”

The Warrior just sighs, unable to shake her uncertainty. “It would be a lot easier if I just had
to beat them in a duel to prove my worth.” She smiles at his amused chuckle. “One would
think that beating Zenos a few times should be sufficient for everyone else in the realm.”

“Women are more challenging to impress.”

“Hm. Then, next time I will invite Zenos to tea too.”

Varis nuzzles her hair as they continue down the hall. The Warrior gazes down at her son.
Mateus has his eyes open now and drowsily stares at her. Mateus’ eyes are still baby blue,
having yet to begin to darken. The Warrior wonders what color they will turn out to be. Gold
like his father, or blue like his brother? Or something else entirely? A few more months of
waiting will tell.

After a few moments of quiet, Varis clears his throat. “I was thinking…”

“Hm?”

“Our wedding anniversary will be here in only a few weeks,” he says. “Is that not a marvel?”

“It scarcely feels like that long,” she admits. “But certainly it has been.”

“Indeed.”

“Only a year, and we already have two sons,” she quips with a coy smile. Varis chuckles.

“It has been quite the productive year.” He hums a few notes. “I suppose next we shall have
to have two daughters.”

The Warrior laughs. “That will have to wait until next year.”

“Quite. I would not dare inflict such duress upon your person so soon.” He looks down at the
baby. “But, in the area of our anniversary, I was thinking that it would be nice to do a little
traveling.”

“Traveling?”

“Nothing too strenuous. Just to get out of the palace for a few days.”

“And away from the Senate.”

“That too.” His lips pull in an amused smirk. “What say you?”



“I don’t know… where would we go? Reports from the Fourteenth have told me that our
honeymoon location has gotten rather popular among tourists, so it’s probably not the best
spot for us to visit this year.”

“Hm. I was thinking perhaps of the island of Thavnair, home to the nation of Radz-at-Han.”

The Warrior tries to rack her brain for what she knows of the place, but all that comes to
mind is exotic wares sold in the markets of Thanalan. “Why there?”

“In the grand scheme of things, Radz-at-Han is a fairly neutral party in the arena of global
politics. They are more savvy in the realms of trade and alchemy.”

“And…what is Garlemald’s standing with Radz-at-Han?”

“Better than your doubtful tone might imply. Long have Garlemald and the people of Radz-
at-Han kept by a simple treaty. One of… noninterference. We keep on our side of the Narrow,
and they keep on theirs.” Varis scratches his chin. “Indeed, we have enjoyed relatively free
trade with the nation, and the creations of its alchemists have been a great boon to us.”

“So it would be safe for us to visit?”

“Indeed it would.”

She considers the prospect of visiting a new place. It could be quite fun, with Varis at her
side. Except–

“What about Mateus?”

“If the medicus deems him healthy to travel, then I see no reason he should not accompany us
on a brief voyage.”

“He’s still so small…”

“Given another month, I believe there should be no harm in him traveling.”

The Warrior looks at the infant, apprehension tempering her enthusiasm. “What if someone
tries to hurt him?”

“Then I will destroy them. Or you will. Whoever gets there first.” She glances up at him.
Despite the flippancy of Varis’ words, his expression is completely serious. “No one would
dare to harm a prince of Garlemald.”

“You sound quite certain of that.”

“I am.” Varis frowns. “If you do not wish to go on a trip, I understand.”

“No, I do! I’m just concerned as a mother. You know.”

He nods. “Yes, I know.”



She does not miss the hint of disappointment in his voice. The Warrior considers his request,
but isn’t ready to commit yet to a decision.

“Give me a few days to think about it?”

“Take all the time you need, dear. Your comfort and safety, and those of our children, are of
the highest importance to me.” Seeming to sense a retort from her, he adds: “And mine own
after that.”

“Zenos too?”

“Of course Zenos too,” he says with an affronted grunt. “I did say ‘children’, did I not? Zenos
may be a man grown, but he still needs as much care as Mateus.”

“I won’t tell him that you said that.”

Varis chuckles. “I am certain that your guard will tell him.”

From behind them, the centurion squeaks out: “Wouldn’t dream of it, Your Radiance!” The
draws muffled laughs from Julia and Annia.

“I have lived here long enough to know that the walls have ears,” says Varis, “Or at least the
guards do.”

They return to the relative privacy of their quarters. As Mateus does not yet seem ready for
his next meal, the Warrior settles him down in his crib and turns her attention to her husband.
Varis remains in his armor. He is perched on the edge of the mattress, right hand idly picking
at the hem of his tabard. His untroubled gaze is drifting slowly down the span of the
doorframe.

The Warrior thinks of his request. The issue of their son perhaps being too young to travel
aside, it would be nice to get out of the palace for a few days. Even better would be to visit a
place where they were not viewed with lingering distrust or animosity.

She wonders: “Have you ever been to Radz-at-Han?” Varis tips his head in thought before
nodding.

“Once, not long before I was appointed as High Legatus. It was something of a… diplomatic
mission.”

“Really? What was it like? The country, I mean.”

For a moment he closes his eyes in thought. “As completely opposite to Garlemald as a place
could be, without being on an entirely different star. Where Garlemald is cold and cast in
white, the land of Thavnair is warm and full of color. So very much color–as though the land
itself were carved from gemstones. So very vibrant and verdant and…” Varis scratches his
chin. “Though I am a Garlean, even I could feel the gaze of the gods in that land. It was an
unusual place.”



The Warrior cannot help but feel a prick of excitement at his words. “That does sound like it
could be worth a visit.” Her husband chuckles and reaches to ruffle her hair.

“Can’t take the adventurer out of the empress, eh?”

She laughs and grabs his hand. The pads of his fingers are rough against her lips as she
murmurs: “There is something to be said for a spot of adventure. Surely you sometimes have
wistful thoughts of when you were younger and more able to freely wander in the name of
Garlemald?”

“Conquest and adventure are not the same things, my dear.”

“You know what I mean.” She perches on his knee, and his hand immediately moves to hook
around her middle and tug her closer. 

“Indeed.” He grunts. “I am quite skilled at conquest, and you are superiorly gifted at
adventure.”

“Surely there must have been a touch of adventure to your work when you were younger?
Even if you were venturing forth to conquer for the glory of Garlemald and all that business.
Didn’t you ever stop to enjoy the scenery? Take in a bit of the local atmosphere before you
plowed it over with magitek and steel?”

Varis’ lips purse in thought. “Grandsire would have preferred that I did not. However… Yes,
I suppose I did stop to take it all in when I was first sent to a new territory. The world was so
great and vast and varied. I could easily see why Emperor Solus wished to claim it all. The
beauty of the world made it easier for me to believe that I was doing the right thing. For I
believed that we would–” He falters, and the increasingly distant look in his eyes softens to
regret. “Protect it. I believed we would save the world by controlling it, however ignorant a
prospect I now know that to be. The Ascian posing as our leader had no real desire to save
our star. I was a fool to–”

“No.” The Warrior presses her fingers to his lips, and Varis blinks.

“No? Was I not a fool?”

“You didn’t know any better. You had no way to know any better. Deep down, I do believe
that there was some goodness in your intentions, even if there was none in that of the Ascian.
You cared about the people, and they saw that. And that is why you are the emperor.”

He huffs out a weary sigh. “I am indeed.”

“The past exists for us to learn from it, okay?”

Varis nods. “It will be easier to do so with you at my side–” He stops as an irritated squall
erupts from the crib. “Oh dear, it seems someone is in need of a meal.”

“I believe we all are.” She smiles and kisses him, soft and reassuring. “Call for our meal, and
I’ll be ready to join you by the time it arrives. Then we can have a bit of time together before
your next meeting. How does that sound?”



His smile is warm enough to melt the permafrost. “It sounds wonderful, my love.”



Chapter 104

“If you cast your gazes off the port bow, the northern reaches are just coming into view.”

The Warrior blinks out of her daydreaming contemplation of the clouds and lowers her gaze
from the heavens. At her side, her husband chuckles and pats her hip.

“I can see but a slight haze,” he says. “What of you, my dear? Your eyes are better than
mine.”

She looks in the indicated direction. Just beyond the soft haze mentioned by Varis she can see
the beginnings of a shadow rising from the sea.

“I believe I see it.”

The sails of the small boat swell briefly with a gust of wind, and the hull creaks underneath
them. In the distance, the form of the island of Thavnair continues to solidify in their view.

After a brief stopover in Locus Amoenus, the Emperor and Empress of Garlemald were met
by a fairly unassuming vessel sent from the land beyond the strait. They set out on a course
south over the Bounty, accompanied solely by their guards.

Well, their guards and prince Mateus.

Their boat begins to skirt the western coast of Thavnair, and the Warrior and Varis remain out
on the deck to watch the scenery drift past. The centurion has hidden away in the hold, and is
doing their best to maintain their dignity–and the contents of their stomach. Little Mateus is
snugly swaddled and secured to her chest, and so the Warrior is able to relatively relax in the
knowledge that as long as she is safe, so is he. Though the babe seems a touch flummoxed by
the increasingly warm temperatures, he has otherwise been behaving himself. Small
blessings, she thinks.

As the boat continues south, a massive craggy violet hued formation of rock becomes visible,
seemingly jutting from the water itself.

“Khadga,” says the pilot, noticing their attention. “The stone known as giantsgall is mined
nearby. Perhaps you have heard of it?”

The Warrior considers, but shakes her head. “I don’t believe I have.” Varis rubs at his chin.

“It is a very aetherically conductive stone, is it not? Our magitek engineers are always trying
to get their hands on more for their research.”

“That is correct, sir. The stone is exceedingly valuable, and so it is one of our more controlled
exports.”

Varis chuckles. “As I said, they try.”



The pilot nods. “We will be landing at the Great Work, where some of Radz-at-Han’s finest
alchemists work their craft. They are very busy with their important endeavors, however, so it
is unlikely any will step out to welcome you.”

“That’s just fine, I don’t need a crowd.” The Warrior smiles and peeks down at her sleeping
son. Truthfully, she isn’t sure quite how the infant will handle being around more than a half
dozen people at once. At least if he makes a scene here she can just excuse it as him being
tired from the trip and not him being ill mannered.

The Warrior steps down into the hold to spare herself and her child a few minutes of the sun’s
unrelenting glare. There she finds the centurion wedged into a corner, their helmet off and
face pressed into their knees.

“You alright, Cas?”

A miserable groan is their answer. “I don’t see why they wouldn’t let us take an airship into
the city.”

The Warrior smiles consolingly at the back of their head. “Perhaps the storied alchemists of
Thavnair will have something to lessen your woes.”

They just grunt.

She soon returns to the deck. Varis has not moved from his post, still squinting against the
glare of the sun on the blue sea as he observes the countryside.

“Is your guard alright?”

“They’ll be fine once we’re on land again. Did I miss anything?”

“Only some vineyards and what our pilot described as being a poultry farm.” He presses his
palm to her back. “He said we should be arriving in roughly a quarter bell.”

“I see.” 

The Warrior stares out at the lush landscape, much as she is sure that Emet-Selch did decades
before. What did the Ascian see? Something here had stopped him, had stayed his destructive
hand and instead led him to offer an accord of neutrality. But what?

She scans the landscape again, but the placid scenery offers no hint at what once stopped the
Ascian’s invasion. She wonders if Varis knows anything about that incident long ago.

“Thavnair seems to be a thriving and bountiful land. I'm surprised that your grandsire never
tried to conquer it.”

“As was I, in my youth. Garlemald had finally reclaimed Locus Amoenus, our ancient
homeland. Thavnair was practically just a jump across the water. Why not continue on?”
Varis shakes his head. “Grandsire sneered at me and called me a foolish boy, as was his wont.
He said that a foul power slept hidden among the riches of Thavnair, and that only a fool



would dare to awaken it. So, I contented myself with our current successes and moved on to
the next of his plans.”

“I see. It's likely for the best.”

The Warrior wonders at her husband's report. Did the Ascian know of some great power
hidden away on the island? It was possible, but just as likely was that the old man was using
hyperbole to keep Varis in line.

“Is aught amiss?” Varis’ hand covers hers. The Warrior shakes her head.

“No, far from it. How could there be, when presented with such beautiful vistas?”

“You know as well as I that even the most beautiful of places hide secrets.” He sighs. “At
best, peace is almost always a veneer over chaos.”

“No need to be so pessimistic, dear. Perhaps Thavnair truly is that lovely of a place.”

“Your optimism is admirable.”

“I have seen many beautiful places in my travels. I try not to let any ugliness that might be
associated mar what there is to appreciate.”

“Like Garlemald, you mean.”

She shrugs. “Garlemald, Eorzea, Othard… People are the same, regardless of their location.”

“But Thavnair?”

“I am sure Thavnair has its own share of secrets. I would be disappointed if it did not.”

“Fair enough.”

“I promise not to be too nosy,” she says with a smile. “After all, we are visiting to relax, not
have an adventure. Or at least not a big one.”

Varis nods. They stand in silence. The Warrior peers over the side of the boat. The turquoise
waters are quite shallow here, and she can see the sunlight trace patterns on the sand below.
Rising out of the water the beaches are composed of a rust colored sand, and the gentle cliffs
that rise above are tinted the same warm color. Mixed among the orange are streaks of violet,
similar in gleaming hue to the massive formation that looms overhead.

The pilot guides the sailboat skillfully down the coast, carefully avoiding the smaller islets
that peek out their flat faces not far from the shore. To the south the Warrior spots a faint curl
of smoke that seems to rise from the stone, and as they draw closer the smell of burning
flowers meets her nose. The boat is pulled to a near stop. She holds her breath as their vessel
drifts toward a stone wall. At what feels like the last moment, the stone gives way to air, and
the boat glides underneath a massive natural archway. They enter a secluded cove. The smell
of incense is even stronger here, and the Warrior realizes that they have reached their first
destination.



“And here we are, safe and sound,” the pilot announces. “The Great Work, as promised.”

The boat pulls up to the docks. The wooden structure is diminutive, but she supposes that the
surrounding shallow waters prevent larger vessels from entering the cove. Larger docks
simply are not necessary.

The centurion disembarks first–under the guise of securing the area, but the Warrior knows
better. Julia and Annia follow, taking a moment to make sure their cohort is well before
turning to face the boat. The Warrior alights next. The boat creaks as Varis follows. She
lightly touches her son’s forehead to make sure he isn’t getting too warm before considering
her surroundings. Buildings of brown stone and yellow and orange brick rise overhead, and
give the impression that they have grown out of the cliffs themselves. The town is quiet, and
she sees only a few people milling about near one of the buildings.

To the Warrior’s slight surprise, the only person waiting to greet them at the docks is a small
Auri boy. He stands almost motionless as they disembark, and watches them with big red
eyes. There is something unsettling about the quiet intensity of his gaze, but she cannot
exactly place what. Is he even blinking? She does not want to gawk in order to find out. 

Despite his unsettling stare, the boy is sumptuously dressed. The Warrior wonders if perhaps
he is a prince or some other little lordling that was selected to come greet the royal arrivals
from Garlemald. The boy approaches them as the pilot hurries to unload their luggage from
the vessel.

“Greetings, Emperor Varis, Empress Lux. It is my great honor to welcome you to the humble
land of Thavnair.” He presses a hand to his breast and gives a quick half bow. “My name is
Varshahn, and I have been sent by His Excellency, the satrap, to escort you to the city
proper.”

“Ah, yes. Our contact mentioned that someone would be meeting us here.” Varis bends to
look at the lad, who barely stands hip high with the emperor. “It is a pleasure to meet you,
Varshahn.”

“I pray that your journey here from Corvos was a comfortable one,” says the boy.

“It was quite enjoyable, yes,” says the Warrior. Varshahn squints at her, and she feels judged
and chastised by the look, as though she has spoken out of turn.

“Good,” he finally says. Varshahn gestures toward a hill that leads out of the town. “Come.
We have arranged transportation for you to the city.”

They walk amidst the pleasant shadows cast by the stone arches overhead. Curious faces peek
out from workshop doors–mostly Hyur and Au ra, though she notices a few great towering
forms with aspects akin to those of marid.

“Are we not stopping here for a bit?” she wonders. Even now her adventurer’s spirit is
difficult to dampen–these are new people to meet, new stories to hear, new woes to
ameliorate. Unfortunately, Varshahn shakes his head.



“The alchemists are busy with their work and should not be interrupted.”

The Warrior gives a regretful wave to their audience. One of the alchemists–a towering marid
woman garbed in bright purple–waves back. The Warrior smiles and follows their guide out
of the town.

 

An open carriage waits for them near the grand gates of the Great Work. Much like the boat
they rode in on, it is painted in bold primary colors. It is pulled by two lively yellow
chocobos. Julia and Annia take their usual spots in the front, flanking the driver. The
centurion hops up onto the back.

“Are you sure you don’t want to sit in the front this time, Cas?”

The centurion shakes their head. “I don’t mind riding in the back, my Lady. I’m just glad to
be off the boat.”

“Fair enough.”

Varshahn sits facing the Warrior and her husband. Mateus fusses briefly as the carriage rattles
into motion, but quickly quiets again.

Their transportation rolls north along an unpaved path that winds its way through the lazily
sloping hills. Here and there spots of violet peek out from among the lush greenery that
carpets the landscape. The air is warm, bordering on stifling, but fortunately a light breeze
keeps it from becoming overwhelming. The land rises in elevation as they proceed north,
eventually terminating in a series of deliberate blocky steps cut into the hillside. Yellow and
red banners flutter idly in the breeze, and several awnings and tents have been set up at the
base of the steps. The Warrior can see workers milling about, and hears the sound of metal
striking stone.

“This is known as the Giantsgall Grounds,” says Varshahn. “It is where we harvest giantsgall.
It is a slow and laborious process, and we take pains not to excessively damage the
environment while gathering the stone.”

“Reminds me of the mines back in Thanalan,” she muses. “But, prettier.”

The road continues past the mines and slopes off to the east. The carriage crests a hill and
starts down the other side. In the distance, the Warrior notices the long stone lines of a bridge,
and strange architecture rising from the hillside even further still. The bridge is painted in red
and yellow and green hues that have faded with the passage of time. The water underneath
the footbridge is curiously murky and muddied yellow.

The outer walls of the city come into view. They are hewn from stone and painted in primary
colors. Flanking each side of the entryway into the city are two enormous stone marid heads,
ornately decorated. Water flows from their trunks and into the murk below. The unpainted
parts of the sculpture are coated lightly in green moss.



“Quite impressive,” Varis murmurs. “Almost enough to make me feel small.”

The carriage comes to a stop at the foot of a sprawling staircase. Everything here that is not
made of the natural stone is painted in a vivid showing of colors. The Warrior wonders at the
strange sculpture of a giant green eye that looms over the stairs, but says nothing as she
carefully steps down from the carriage. She can hear Varshahn rambling on about something,
but the heat is making it difficult to concentrate on his words. Her surroundings are simply
far too interesting to fully pay attention. She is rather certain that if he is saying something
important, either Varis or one of the guards will alert her to the matter.

If there is one stair, there are a hundred, she thinks. It is possibly even more exhausting than
exploring Ishgard.

At the summit of the stairs is a plaza that is occupied by a splashing fountain. Varshahn
invites his visitors to take a moment to refresh themselves from the heat. The Warrior is keen
to do so, scooping up a palmful of unexpectedly cool water and taking a sip. She splashes
some on Mateus, and the baby squeals and squirms in his bundle.

“Look at all the water lilies, Matty,” says Varis. “Are they not lovely? I have never seen them
in so many colors before.”

“I think he’s getting restless,” the Warrior says. “He’s been bundled up for hours.”

“You will be able to relax soon, your ladyship. Once we reach Meghaduta you will be able to
enjoy refreshments and tend to your little one.”

“Thank you, Varshahn.”

After meandering through what feels to the Warrior like an interminable maze of stairways,
they reach a broad open courtyard. The space is full of rows of small trees that are tended to
by several workers. As she has seen similarly during their progress, almost everyone in the
city is an Au Ra, Hyur, or one of those marid people– the Arkasodara, per Varshahn. To the
much traveled Warrior, the lack of other peoples is almost distracting. It reminds her of her
early days in Ishgard, when the city had not yet begun to welcome outsiders into their walls
and the streets were populated almost solely by Elezen and Hyurs. 

“We are nearly there,” Varshahn assures them as he points at a final lofty set of stairs.
“Meghaduta awaits.”

“There is something to be said for lifts,” murmurs Varis. The Warrior chuckles and lightly
swats his elbow.

“You passed your physical, dear. Several hundred steps should be no problem.” She smiles as
they follow the boy up the stairs. “Though, I would dread living here were I pregnant.”

He gives a playful smirk. “It is a pity that Garlean airships are not permitted here. We could
simply be airlifted to the top step of the palace.”

 



The main piazza of the palace at Meghaduta is busy with visitors and other supplicants when
the Warrior and Varis finally reach the summit. The crowd parts for Varshahn, and they enter
the building. It is blessed somewhat cooler and quieter inside, though no less colorful. The
couple is given a few minutes to catch their breath in a lavishly decorated parlor as they wait
for their host to make his entrance.

The satrap is an Auri man who stands with quiet, regal poise. He seems to be of an age
similar to Varis, with a somewhat timeworn face and fading pink and blond hair. He has kind
eyes and a gentle smile that both seem sincere to the Warrior. Glancing up at her husband, she
can see a brief pinch in his expression–he is intimidated by the man, she realizes. The
Warrior does her best to hide an amused smile.

The Au Ra gives a quick, polite bow. “Emperor Varis, Empress Lux. Please allow me to
welcome you to my city. I am the satrap, Ahewann bin Alzadaal, and I am most pleased that
you safely reached our distant land .”

Varis mimics the gesture. “Thank you for the warm welcome, Lord Ahewann. Thavnair is
proving to be just as warm and radiant as I recall from my previous visit.”

“This is the first time I have had the honor of welcoming an emperor into my home,” says the
satrap. “Indeed, our visits from Garlean dignitaries are few and far between.”

“You never met Emperor Solus?” she asks. Ahewann shakes his head, and his tail gives an
uneasy flick.

“No, I never had the pleasure, as that was before my time. Emperor Solus never really
deigned to make a return visit to Thavnair after our concord was reached.”

“Have you ever been to Garlemald?”

Ahewann smiles easily. “I have yet to receive an invitation. Though, from the tales I have
heard, I would likely freeze my scales off were I to visit.”

“We’ll have to make sure proper attire is sent ahead of time,” she says. The satrap chuckles.

“You are as delightful as the stories have told, Empress Lux.”

“Thank you.”

“Now then. I know you have had a long journey to reach us here, so I would be glad to offer
you refreshments. Or, if you prefer, I can have Varshahn show you to the rooms that have
been prepared for your stay, and we can reconvene after you have relaxed and freshened up.”

“I believe a brief adjournment is in order,” says Varis. “Our little prince is in need of airing
out.”

“Of course. I am pleased to see that you hold such care for your son.”

For a moment, her husband’s brow pinches again. Then he murmurs: “Naturally. He is the
future of Garlemald. Do you not have your heir selected as well, Your Highness?”



There is a moment of hesitation from the satrap before he replies.

“I have not yet chosen my successor,” says Ahewann, his fingers slowly stroking over the
white scales that cover his chin. “It is a difficult task, given the circumstances. I suppose that
I have simply kept delaying it. Denying my own age.” He smiles gently. Varis chuckles.

“Understandable.”

 

It is a relief to find their luggage waiting for them upon their arrival to their suite. The
Warrior is quick to unwind her son from his stifling swaddling and get him freshened up.
Once he is newly diapered, she lets him relax in the supplied bassinet for a bit.

Varis deposits himself in a rattan chair. He exhales a soft sigh, a noise echoed by a creak from
the chair as it struggles under his bulk. 

He asks: “What do you think?”

The Warrior blinks and tears her attention away from her son. “About the room? It’s lovely,
though I can’t vouch for the bed just yet.”

Varis lets out a soft snort in amusement. “About the satrap.”

“Oh. Ahewann? He seems like a nice enough fellow.” She goes over to their luggage and
opens a case in search of something lighter to wear. “You should be friends.”

“Friends?” Varis echoes in a doubtful tone.

“Well, you know. Maybe not ‘friends’, but… someone of a similar age and standing that you
can talk to about things.” She looks over her shoulder in time to see her husband grimace in
confusion.

Slowly, he says: “You mean an ally?”

“I suppose I do. Though, not necessarily for any insidious or political reason. Just someone to
split a bottle of wine with and talk about life.”

“I can do that with you.”

She laughs. “Yes, dear, you can. Just give it a thought, alright?”

Varis is quiet as he watches her remove her traveling clothes. Then: “Why do you suggest
it?”

“Because, he reminds me of you.” The Warrior pulls on a silken shift.

“Because we are both rulers of a nation?”

“No,” she says. “You both strike me as being very lonely men.”



“Ah.” He says nothing more.

The Warrior finishes redressing, and then goes into the washroom. She splashes a bit of cool
water onto her face and wets a cloth to use on Mateus. Varis has not moved when she returns
to the room, and has his head bowed toward the floor. He looks weary, she thinks, and so
takes the cloth to him instead. A soft gasp escapes him as she presses the cloth to his
forehead.

“What are you–” The protest falters on his lips and is replaced by a sigh. “Thank you, my
love.”

“It’s hotter here than you are accustomed to, Varis. You should take it easy.”

“As should you.”

She presses a kiss to his third eye. “You first.”

With a playful growl, Varis plucks the cloth from her hand and tosses it aside. He pulls her
onto his lap and immediately sets to pressing kisses to the line of her neck. He is just getting
a start on a mark that will definitely be visible in her current attire when their friskiness is
interrupted by a sharp knock on the door.

Varis sighs and mutters under his breath as the Warrior slides off his lap. She retrieves the
discarded cloth and wipes at her neck.

“I’ll get it, dear. You set yourself to rights.”

“I suppose that it is rude for guests to make their host wait,” he grumbles. She smiles and
kisses his cheek.

“We can reward your propriety later.”

 

The Warrior is only mildly surprised to find the diminutive form of Varshahn waiting on the
other side of the door. Their guards are standing nearby, postures indicating varying levels of
annoyance at the little interloper.

“Greetings, Your Benevolence,” Varshahn says. “I hope you have found your quarters to your
liking.”

“Yes, they’re lovely.”

“Good. His Highness will be pleased.” The boy blinks slowly, deliberately. “I have come to
announce that the satrap is ready to receive Emperor Varis for their deliberations, now.”

“And refreshments, I hope.”

“Naturally.” He tips his head in a thoughtful gesture. “Sensing that you were not of a mind
for political discourse, the satrap has arranged for me to take you on a short tour of the city.



Of course, that is only if you are amenable to it. You are more than welcome to lounge in
your suite until the evening meal.”

“Oh, no, I think that sounds like fun.” The Warrior looks over at her guard, who nods in
agreement. “Yes. Just let me get Mateus situated, and we can be on our way.”

Half a bell later, and the Warrior is following her tiny tour guide through the streets of Radz-
at-Han. Each avenue is more dazzling than the next, cast in a rich rainbow of colors.
Compared to the more serene blacks and grays of Garlemald, this city is nearly
overwhelming in its vibrancy.

“It’s very colorful,” the centurion observes as they descend a stairway clad in blue and green
and gold.

“Radz-at-Han is a land full of life,” says Varshahn. “Our architecture reflects that vibrancy.”

“It does indeed,” the Warrior says. “I am reminded of all the colorful banners we saw while
visiting Kugane. Wouldn’t you agree, Cas?”

“Yes, my Lady.”

“Radz-at-Han feels far more… unified, though.” The Warrior notices a small flick of
Varshahn’s tail at her words. “Kugane was more of a trade port, a melting pot of sorts. There
were a great deal of different tribes and cultures present in one place. Here it seems
everything is more of a singular philosophy.”

Varshahn pauses and looks up at the Warrior. “That is the pride of our people, your ladyship.
Many long years ago, opposing groups were able to overcome their differences in the face of
adversity. We are far stronger as a people for our unified nature.” He squints at her. “Would
you not say much the same of Garlemald?”

“Perhaps in its earlier days, before it became an empire,” she says, mindful of her words.
“For a long time, their identity was all they really had. That, and the cold.”

“And now?”

She knows what the boy is implying. “It is still cold.”

His lips press into a thin smile. “Indeed.” 

They continue on, up and down more of the endless staircases, through steaming vineyards
and the bustling avenues of the bazaar. Heading down a side route leads them to what the
little Au Ra declares as the ‘pride and joy of Radz-at-Han’--the High Crucible of Al-Kimiya.
The Warrior has grown up hearing of the distant, nearly magical wonders of alchemy that
Thavnair is famous for, and so it is quite exciting for her to see firsthand the sprawling
network of tubes and vats full of bubbling liquids.

“The alchemists here work in concert with those that you saw at the Great Work,” says their
guide. “They do a great deal of experimentation and refining of processes there, and then
their creations come here to the Crucible to be fully implemented.”



“It’s quite impressive,” she says. “I can see why your people are renowned for their
alchemical works around the star.”

“It looks like quite the labor of love,” murmurs the centurion.

“It is indeed!” chimes a pleasantly booming voice from behind them. The Warrior and her
guard both turn, and are greeted by the smiling face of an Arkasodara woman. Judging from
the familiar purple gown she wears, the Warrior believes it is the same woman she shared a
wave with several hours ago at the Great Work.

Varshahn speaks up. “Ah, Nidhana. It is a pleasure to see you this afternoon, though I thought
you were busy with your duties at the Great Work?”

“I am always busy, yes. However, I agreed to make a delivery of samples, and so here I am!”
She smiles down at the Warrior. “Though, I must admit that I was hoping to get to meet this
lovely young lady I saw you lead from the docks earlier. She seemed quite pleasant.”

“Certainly.” He gestures at the Warrior. “This is Lady Lux, Empress of Garlemald. She and
her husband are guests of the satrap for the next few days.”

“Empress!” Nidhana’s trunk jerks in surprise. “Oh dear me, where are my manners? I must
look quite foolish now.”

The Warrior laughs. “That’s alright. I have no need for great formalities.”

“That is a relief!” She leans in a bit, the tip of her trunk waving near the top of the bundle
strapped to the Warrior’s chest. “And, who is this little one?”

“This is my son, Mateus.”

“Your son? Ah, a prince. He is rather small though, isn’t he? I had heard the Emperor of
Garlemald was very tall for a Garlean.”

“Well, he’s only three months old. He still needs to time to catch up.”

“Of course, of course. He is adorable, all the same.”

“Thank you.” The Warrior smiles. “Is there anything I can do for you, Nidhana?”

“Oh, no no! It is I who should be asking you that question!” Her hands curl into adorable fists
as she shakes her head. “Now, tell me: Is there anything that the alchemists of Radz-at-Han
might be able to offer you?” Nidhana gazes down at her with charming fervor. The Warrior
hesitates, as she is unable to think of anything off the top of her head. Then she notices her
guard standing just at the corner of her vision. She smiles.

“Do you have anything for seasickness?”

 



Nearly half a bell passes with the centurion weathering a barrage of questions from the
alchemist. Eventually Varshahn cuts in.

“Now now, I believe we have delayed the Empress’ tour for quite long enough.” There is a
gentle, practiced chiding from the boy’s tone that strikes the Warrior as being unusually
mature for his age. Nidhana pauses in writing something down on an oversized notepad.

“Oh, my apologies. I suppose I got carried away again in my enthusiasm! I forgot that you
were here on other business.”

“It’s quite alright,” says the Warrior. “Do you think you will be able to aid Caspian?”

The alchemist hums thoughtfully. “I will have to look through our archives, but I will do my
best to give you the results before you return to Garlemald!”

“Thank you, Nidhana. We both appreciate the effort.”

They are led away from the Crucible with what strikes the Warrior as almost deliberate speed
and direction. Varshahn’s tail twitches as somewhere a bell tolls the hour. A frown flits across
his features before disappearing again. It is a brief thing- something slips in the boy's
carefully maintained composure- but the Warrior is still practiced enough to notice it.

“Is everything alright, Varshahn?”

There is another flick of his tail. “Yes, Lady Lux. I just hate to see your tour so delayed.”

“I didn’t mind. Cas might have, but they’re too polite to complain.”

“Just so, my Lady,” sighs the centurion.

“No, it is simply–” He pauses in guiding them through a side street. “I have an itinerary that I
am to follow. That is all.”

“Oh. Okay.” She shrugs. The boy’s posture slackens in some unknown relief. He clears his
throat.

“Now then, would you be interested in seeing one of the popular local eateries? I have heard
that you were once an adventurer, and I do believe adventurers are quite fond of such places.”

The Warrior considers the awkward phrasing of the boy’s words. “Yes, that would be nice.”
She follows him, and wonders: “Who told you that I was an adventurer?”

“The Warrior of Light is a figure known across the star. Your rise from adventurer to hero to
empress was easily enough to garner the interest of our satrap.”

“I see.” She looks down to where Mateus is still peacefully dozing in his bundle. “I hope I do
not disappoint.”

“I do not believe you will.”



Judged, everywhere I go, she thinks. Rare is the time I go to a new place and am greeted as a
friend. Always the Warrior, the Hero, the Empress, the–

“Our friend!” A voice cries out with ill disguised joy as the Warrior follows Varshahn
through the doors of the meyhane. Others follow in suit, and the Warrior is surprised to hear
voices crying out her name.

Not just voices, but the voices of her friends.

The Warrior stares in astonished surprise as three of her dearest friends rise from one of the
tables. Thancred, Urianger, and Y’shtola are all present, each dressed quite casually in the
local attire. She almost doesn’t recognize Urianger, as it has always been quite rare to find
him not hiding behind goggles and an excessive amount of fabric. She feels a brief pang of
homesickness; it has been too long since she has seen her friends in person. Especially
Urianger, as it has been more than a year since visiting with him–not since she visited Eorzea
during Varis’ meeting with the Alliance.

“What–” She stops and looks down as Mateus fusses at the disturbance. She gently presses a
hand to the back of his head. “Shh, darling, it’s okay. It’s your aunt and uncles.”

The little prince looks unconvinced, but still quiets down.

“What are you all doing here? How did you even know to be here?”

“Come now, Warrior, do you really think we are not listening when you speak during our
linkpearl calls?” Y’shtola’s tone is chiding, but she is smiling. “You told us that you and
Emperor Varis intended on visiting Thavnair for your wedding anniversary, and so we
decided to venture here and surprise you with a visit.”

“Well, you can definitely count me as surprised.” The Warrior laughs and shakes her head.
“Varshahn, is this the ‘itinerary’ that you were so anxious about keeping to?”

“It might have been, my Lady,” the boy says from the doorway.

“We might’ve started into a few cups while waiting for your arrival,” Thancred says with a
familiar wink.

Urianger speaks up: “This location has the additional benefit of neutrality, such that we
Scions might be able to make merry with the Empress of Garlemald without raising
suspicions back home.”

“A more pleasant surprise I could not imagine.” She smirks playfully at her friends. “But,
you do not fool me. I know you just came to see the baby.”

“Are we thusly transparent?” Urianger chuckles as Thancred elbows him in the side. “Nay,
my friend, that you have your child with you is but an added blessing for our journey.”

“So you say.” The Warrior glances between them. “Just you three, though? Not that I am
displeased, but I would have expected Alisaie or Alphinaud to tag along.”



“Unfortunately, they have briefly returned to Sharlayan at their mother’s behest, so they were
unable to accompany us on this journey.”

She cannot help but frown at this news. “Back to Sharlayan? Is everything alright?”

“Indeed, there is no cause for alarm. Lady Amelliance merely wished for the twins to be
home for their father’s nameday. They will be back in Eorzea within the fortnight.”

“Oh. That’s good to hear. I suppose it’s been some time since they have seen their parents.”
The Warrior looks down at Mateus. The baby is still awake, quietly smacking his lips and
glancing around at the sound of new and unfamiliar voices. He doesn’t seem to be under any
duress, so she looks at her friends and smiles.

“Would you like to meet Mateus?”

“Of course I would be the one to meet a crown prince whilst I’m nearly a sheet to the wind,”
quips Thancred. “Ah well, I suppose he is too young to know the difference.”

“Just don’t drop him.”

“I wouldn’t dare!”

The Warrior trusts her friends, but still feels a twinge of nervousness as she removes Mateus
from his carrier and carefully deposits him in Thancred’s waiting arms. The little prince
stares owlishly up at the stranger cradling him. After a moment he squints and begins to look
around for his mother. The Warrior laughs.

“It’s okay, Mateus. I’m right here.”

The baby purses his lips and gives Thancred a decidedly doubtful look. Urianger chuckles.

“I daresay the child is already aware of your reputation.”

“No, no, Uncle Thancred is a good uncle, I swear,” says Thancred. “Do not listen to whatever
gossip has been spread about me.”

“Is it really gossip if it’s true?” The Warrior grins at her friend.

“Yes, well–” He clears his throat and looks at the infant. “He is smaller than I expected.
Given the size of his father.”

“Well, he’s only three months old. Varis told me that even Zenos was a tiny thing when he
was first born.” She shakes her head. “Hard to imagine now, I know.”

“Even the mightiest oak sprouts from a humble acorn,” says Urianger.

“Yes, just so.” She looks to Y’shtola, who has been staring at Mateus with silent intensity for
several minutes. “See something interesting, Shtola?”



The Miqo’te blinks out of her contemplation and looks at the Warrior. For a moment she
remains silent, still in thought.

“His aether is very strong,” Y’shtola finally says. “Vibrant, even. One would fail to guess that
he was half-Garlean if they were just looking at his aether. He definitely gets that from you.”

“Do you think so?”

She nods. “I believe he has potential to be a great mage, given the proper education.”

“Something of a difficult task in Garlemald,” the Warrior says. “But, I won’t force anything
on him. Whatever he shows interest in, Varis and I will do our best to nurture it.”

“Within reason, I would hope,” says Thancred. “We do not need him following in the
footsteps of his great-grandsire.”

“Yes. Within reason.” The Warrior does her best not to frown at the thought of the Ascian. “I
can only pray that we can raise our children to be strong enough not to fall for Ascian
schemes. Their ilk would only be too glad to drag Garlemald back into the darkness after we
are gone.”

“An understandable concern.” Urianger leans in to look at the infant. “However, I have faith
that you are up to the task, my friend.”

She cannot help but sigh. “I hope you’re right.”

Little Mateus spends the next half bell being passed from Scion to Scion before eventually
returning to his mother’s arms. He takes the attention well enough, but is quick to coo
happily and snuggle against her breast once given the opportunity. The Warrior is pleased.
Her son is taking the excitement quite well, all things considered.

She accepts a glass of something called ‘amra lassi’ while her friends have their cups
refreshed. Food is brought to the table, and she allows herself a few curious nibbles. They
relax and chat about their experiences thus far in Thavnair. The group’s attentions have
shifted to watching a pair of dancers spin about in mock combat on a stage when a familiar
set of heavy footsteps catches the Warrior’s ear.

“Am I interrupting the festivities?”

The Scions collectively jolt as the voice of the Emperor of Garlemald booms over the din of
the meyhane. The Warrior just smiles and half turns in her seat to greet her husband. Varis
immediately stoops and presses a kiss to her brow. Then he casts his gaze to her companions.

“Now, this is a surprise. Leave it to you to find a familiar face here in Radz-at-Han, my dear.”

“I did indeed.”

Perhaps because they have met previously, Thancred is the first to collect his wits.



“Ah, Emperor Varis, so good of you to join us. I hope the heat isn’t bothering you too
greatly?”

“It is warmer than I am accustomed to, yes,” says Varis. “I would not object to a cold drink.”

He pulls another chair up to the table and sits with a grunt. The server hurries over to take
Varis’ order. The Warrior casts a sly look up at her husband, and can tell from the tension
lingering in his jaw that he has no desire to speak of his business with the satrap right now.
She is more than happy to give him an opportunity to relax and be just another fellow at a
bar.

“You’ll have an ale for me, won’t you?”

“Gladly.” Varis leans back in the chair and looks across the table. “Now then. What brings the
Scions to Thavnair? I find it unlikely that your appearance here is a mere coincidence of
timing.”

“No foul plotting on our part, Your Radiance. We simply wanted to visit with our friend, and
decided to make it a surprise.” Y’shtola glances at the Warrior. “I would say we were
successful.”

“Indeed.” Varis tips his head to look at the Warrior. “Would you rather I returned to our
rooms so that you might converse without my interference?”

“You already ordered a drink, Varis. It would be rude to leave now.”

He grunts softly. “Fair enough. I am afraid that you will have to carry the conversation; my
mind is weary from politics.”

 

The days of their visit to Thavnair slip by in a peaceful blur. The Warrior spends many a
morning visiting with the Scions, and her afternoons lazing away with her husband. They do
not leave Radz-at-Han, though she would be the first to admit a desire to explore the
surrounding towns and countryside.

One morning, after chatting with her friends for a bell while Varis attends further talks with
the satrap and his cohorts, the Warrior decides to do a bit of shopping in the markets.
Varshahn still acts as her guide, leading the way through the maze of streets and stairways.
She is, of course, accompanied by the centurion. Varis had insisted on keeping Mateus with
him this morning, and so as she proceeds through the streets the Warrior is left feeling a bit
empty in her arms.

The markets are bustling with people, and she cannot help but be swept up by a sense of
familiar excitement that often drew her along during her adventuring days. They stop at a
stall where a man is hawking fish so that Caspian might gawp in awe at the massive
barramundi that have been hauled in from the coast. They take in the other various food
stalls, and sample a variety of sweets before ordering a selection to be sent back to her rooms



at Meghaduta. She carries no coin in her purse, just a silver token from the satrap that permits
her to add her purchases to the royal account.

At Varshahn’s suggestion, they next head to a business called Ruveydah Fibers to make
custom there. Surely the Empress could use fabric for a pretty new gown? The Warrior has
little concern for expanding her wardrobe, but is still curious enough about the art to go along
with his suggestion. After all, everyone back home in Eorzea knows that the finest silks on
the star come from Thavnair. 

They are shown to the emporium, where the merchants are quick to give the Warrior their
undivided attention. There is a bit of a quiet fray between several of the merchants before one
is finally selected as the one who will have the ‘honor’ of selling their wares to the Empress.
The others linger behind in an expectant crowd as their leader guides the Warrior through
displays of fabric.

While looking through the impressive selections of silk–both in color and quantity–the
Warrior cannot help but feel as though she is being watched. Of course you are, she chides
herself. The fabric merchants are all eagerly watching the Empress of Garlemald as she
surveys their wares, a few city guards are also present, as well as a few scattered random
customers of the shop. Of course she is being watched.

Despite this knowledge, something is still pricking ever so faintly at the back of her neck. A
touch of alarm, not enough to fully trigger her Echo, but still enough to cause a ripple of
discontent in her psyche. Keeping a smile plastered over her uncertainty, the Warrior slowly
turns as though to view another rack of fabrics. Far at the end of the row she notices a figure.
A Miqo’te, garbed in traditional Thavnarian attire, but with a face that causes a brief spike of
panic.

Fandaniel.

She curses internally. What the hells is the Ascian doing here? What mischief is he up to?
The Warrior locks eyes with the man. She holds his gaze for so long that she starts to doubt
his identity, but then the man smirks at her. He lifts a finger to his lips in a shushing motion,
and then turns away. With a sauntering step, the Ascian disappears into the shadows. 

The Warrior lets out a shaky breath.

“Is anything amiss, your ladyship? If these fabrics are not to your liking, we can pull more
out of the warehouse…” The head merchant looks at her, not quite managing to mask his
anxiety at her drifting attention.

“No, this is all lovely, I just–” She shifts her weight as she fumbles for an excuse. “I’m afraid
I’m not as accustomed to the heat as I used to be. I could use a few minutes of fresh air.”

“Of course, of course! It can be quite stuffy in here when so many people are present.”

The Warrior gestures at the spools of cloth. “The blues are quite nice. I wouldn’t mind seeing
further selections.”



“It would be my pleasure. Please, let my assistant show you out to the veranda. I will have
some mint tea brought out for you while we acquire more selections of fabric.”

“Thank you, sir. That’s very kind.”

The centurion is close at her elbow as she follows the towering assistant outside.

“What did you see?” they wonder. The Warrior glances at them, simultaneously glad for and
irritated by their attentiveness. She offers what she hopes is a placating smile.

“Nothing, really. Just the shadows playing tricks on my eyes.”

They tip their head in thought. “Sometimes I think you might spend too much time searching
the shadows, my Lady.”

“You’re probably right, Cas,” the Warrior lies with a smile. “Just a habit, I guess.”

She sits at a small table in the shade. The centurion leans against the wall, arms crossed over
their chest.

“What do you think of the fabric?” She looks up at her guard.

“Oh, it’s all quite lovely. The colors are so rich and the patterns are…well, to be honest I have
no idea how they can make anything so intricate!”

“I would imagine they have been perfecting their craft for centuries.” She nods her thanks as
a small pitcher of tea is placed on the table. The attendant pours the contents into a glass. The
Warrior watches condensation gather on the exterior of the pitcher. “What about you, Cas?
What would you pick?”

“M-me? I don’t think anything in there is meant for me.”

“Don’t be silly. Anyone can wear silk.” She takes a sip of the cold contents of the glass.
“Don’t you think Zenos would like to see you wearing something pretty?”

The centurion stammers inconclusively for a moment before stopping and clearing their
throat. “I don’t think he would really care much about my attire.”

“Really?” She squints up at them. “He cares a great deal for his own. I wouldn’t be too
surprised if he derived some secret pleasure from seeing you look gussied up.”

They grimace with uncertainty. “I don’t really do ‘pretty’ all that well.”

“It was just a thought.”

The centurion is quiet for a moment before giggling. “Honestly, I think something pretty
would be better suited for Zenos to wear than me.”

“You think so? What color would you suggest?”



Without hesitation, they say: “Violet, of course. It’s his favorite color. Something darker, like
a plum or eggplant.”

The Warrior thinks of Zenos and his customized set of armor– violet hued armor. She smiles.
“I think we can manage to find something pretty for our dear little prince.”

 

The Warrior and her friends again meet for a mid-morning tea. Her husband is busy with
what he hopes will be the final day of his talks with the leadership of Thavnair. She is
uncertain what is taking so long, but is equally glad not to have to sit in on the meetings.
Varis has assured her that the natterings of the satrap and the representatives of the local
merchant interests would bore her to tears.

She is fairly certain that he is right.

Through the open windows she can see the looming gray forms of clouds on the horizon.
Rain, she thinks. Snow clouds are a different sort of gray. She takes a sip of her tea and looks
at her friends.

“Tomorrow, then?”

“Aye,” says Thancred, “as lovely as Thavnair is, we all still have duties to attend back in
Eorzea.”

Urianger adds: “The respite has been welcome, however brief.”

“We’ve had a good time, too,” she says. “But, it will be nice to get back to Garlemald. I half
expect to hear news of a coup upon our return.”

“Only half?”

“If it were any greater concern, we would have asked for Zenos to stay at the palace again.”
The Warrior chuckles. “But, I have faith that people can behave themselves for a week.”

Y’shtola smirks. “I suppose that ‘Behave or I will sic Zenos on you’ is a sufficient enough
deterrent.”

Another laugh. “It works surprisingly well, yes. Especially considering what a good man he
can be when he sets his mind to it.”

“Spoken like a doting mother.”

“I think I’ve taken well to the job.” She grins and looks over to where Mateus is napping
peacefully in his carrier. “Time will tell.”

“Speaking of time, we should try to meet up more regularly than once a year or so.” Y’shtola
pours herself more tea. “I would hate for the little prince to be walking by the next time we
see each other.”



“Easier said than arranged,” the Warrior says with a sigh. “However, the invitation to visit
Garlemald still stands. You are more than welcome to visit and get lost in the palace library
for a few days.”

“Ever the tempting offer,” says Urianger. Y’shtola nods in agreement.

“When will you visit Eorzea again, Warrior?”

“Oh, I don’t know…” She considers the ever increasing duties that will keep her busy in
Garlemald. “Someday, of course. I just don’t know when right now.” The Warrior again looks
at the carrier. “I would love to be able to show Mateus the wonders of Eorzea. Just… not
until he’s old enough to be able to appreciate it.”

“Fair enough. But, your friends do miss you.”

“I know. And I miss you all.” She tips her cup to the side and watches the last of the liquid
creep toward its lip. “That’s just how life is, isn’t it? We come together, we drift apart… but
we remain in each other’s hearts.”

"How about a toast, then?" suggests Y’shtola. She lifts her teacup. "To friends and to the
future. Whatever it might bring."

"Here, here."

The Warrior drains her cup. As she stares down into the empty ceramic, she finds herself
faced with a realization that is both certain and uncertain. She knows now that, whatever the
future should bring to her, less and less of it will directly involve her friends in the Scions. It
is not a pleasant realization, but neither does it strike the same dread in her breast that it
would have two years ago.

This is simply the course her life has taken.

She lifts her gaze from the cup to her friends and smiles.

Best to enjoy the time we have together, then, she thinks.

 

Rain reaches Radz-at-Han in the middle of the afternoon. It comes down in lazy, drifting
sheets over the city that are scarcely enough of a disturbance to draw the Warrior from her
nap. She is only half aware of the bed creaking at Varis’ departure, and the quiet squeak of
one of the doors to the portico.

After a few minutes, she hears: “So, what do you think?”

“Hm?” The Warrior drowsily opens her eyes. She glances over to the crib, but Mateus has
slept peacefully through his parents’ horseplay. She pushes herself into a seated position and
rubs idly at a freshly blooming hickey on her shoulder. Varis is standing in front of the open
door that leads onto the porch, garbed only in a silky green robe. “What do you mean?”



“Have you enjoyed our little holiday?” He tips his head to look over his shoulder. She smiles.

“Of course. It’s been lovely. Quite relaxing, for the most part. And, I think Mateus has
enjoyed himself as well.”

“Good.” Varis’ gaze returns to the shimmering colors of the city. “I have concluded my talks
with the satrap. Ahewann has been quite amenable to continuing peaceful relations between
Garlemald and Radz-at-Han.”

“I hadn’t realized that they were in question.”

“There is always a bit of tension,” he admits. “It is not helped by the trademongers in Kugane
continuously trying to shoulder their way in as unnecessary middlemen. There is even a trade
magnate from Ul’dah trying to get his fingers into the pie.” Varis huffs a faint sigh. “‘Tis
troublesome.”

“I believe you handle it quite well.”

“Do you?” There is a hint of a frown to his voice. “Sometimes, I cannot help but feel
intimidated by some of the other leaders I interact with. I feel as though they are at an
advantage—that they have received some kind of training to which I was denied. I was never
really trained to be a political leader, just a military one.”

“In Garlemald, that might be a better thing. The people want to follow you, Varis.” The
Warrior wiggles her way off the bedcovers. She finds a discarded frock and pulls it on over
her head as she pads to her husband’s side. “You’ve been the Emperor for several years now.
Who has tried to take the throne from you?”

“No one,” Varis grunts faintly in reply. “They will wait until I have grown older and more
feeble in their view, as they did with Emperor Solus.” His hand moves to hook around her
hip. “Though… perhaps not, with you at my side. You are a far more intimidating specter
than any counter-assassins that my grandsire might have employed.”

“I would rather you not feel the need to worry about usurpers and assassins.”

“As would I.” He sighs. 

“And I am sure that having a ready heir will serve as a further deterrent.”

“Indeed.” Varis turns and gazes at the crib. “Grandsire thought it more fun to leave that to
chance, though at least now I know why.” He slowly shakes his head. “Be it with Mateus or
another child, I will not leave our nation’s fortunes to the whims of chance. I will make
certain that our children are prepared. And, I trust that you will do the same, my dear.”

“But of course, darling.” She gives him a wry smile. “Who better to teach them about being
careful when dealing with the darkness than the Warrior of Light?”



Chapter 105

As the days grow shorter, and the sun stays a bit lower in the sky each day, the Warrior
becomes keenly aware that winter is on its way. The Long Night will be here soon enough,
and with it the festivities that accompany the dull blue light of day and the long, dark nights.
The Warrior muses upon this as she sits in one of the palace conference rooms, son in her lap,
and awaits a connecting signal from Bozja.

Two years, she thinks. She has lived in Garlemald now for more than two years. This will be
the third time she has attended a Long Night gala–first as the Emperor’s mysterious new
consort, then as the Empress newly crowned, and this time as what the newspapers have
begun cheekily calling the ‘Mother of Garlemald’. Fair enough. The nation is yet in as much
need of a mother’s care as Zenos was when first they met. If there could be hope for Zenos,
then there can equally be hope for Garlemald.

For everyone.

The monitor before her finally crackles to life with an image. In her lap, Mateus coos
curiously as the image of the elder prince appears on the screen. Zenos is dressed in his
armor, with his hair neatly groomed. He is looking slightly offscreen, a familiar frown
pursing his lips until he seems to notice that a connection has been made. His expression
relaxes, and the corners of his mouth pull into an awkward smile.

“Ah, there we are. My apologies, Mother. We have been dealing with some signal
interference.”

“Not any trouble with the locals, I hope?”

“No, no. Nothing of that sort. The weather in Bozja has been unforgiving as of late, and my
crews are still repairing the last of the transmitters that were damaged by a windstorm earlier
this week.”

“Well, I’m glad you are all safe.”

“Indeed.” He nods, gaze shifting back and forth a few times. “I see that you have Mateus
with you. How is he faring?”

“Quite well. He’s doing just fine!” She shifts the baby in her lap and waves one of his chubby
hands at the camera. “Aren't you, Mateus? Say hello to your big brother.”

The baby instead yawns and shoves a fist into his mouth. The Warrior laughs and smiles
apologetically.

“I'm sorry, Zenos. He's rather difficult to impress.”

The prince grunts in amusement. “As well he should be. The emperor should not be one to
give in to simple flattery.”



“Flattery? You haven’t even called him cute yet.” She feigns a pout at the prince.

“He is adorable,” Zenos says dryly. The Warrior grins at him.

“I am going to take that as an admission of affection for your brother.”

Zenos grunts softly and looks away from the camera. “I need not be cajoled into such
admissions.” He glances at the camera. “He doesn’t even do anything, yet. What interest does
he have for me before he can brandish a weapon?”

“Yes, well. One thing at a time. He’s still a bit small to pick up a sword, wouldn’t you say?”

Another grunt. “I will be sure that he learns proper form when the time comes.”

The Warrior cannot help but smile at his words. “He can hope for no better teacher.” She
clears her throat. “Thank you for taking my call, by the way. I know that you’re busy.”

“Not so busy as I could not drop everything to speak with you, Mother. You need only but
call and I will answer.”

“That’s sweet of you, Zenos. I’m not calling for anything particularly grave. I just wanted to
know if you were planning on coming home to the palace for your nameday.”

The prince tips his head slightly to the side. “I had not yet made plans for my nameday.
However, if you wish for me to be in attendance, I will.”

“I would like it if you were here.”

“Then I will be sure to be there.”

“Thank you.” She looks at the top of Mateus’ head for a moment before returning her gaze to
the screen. “Just so you know, we will be hosting Long Night festivities here at the palace
this year. The gala, and a ball to follow afterwards. I just… I wanted to formally invite you to
attend the gala.”

There seems to be a delay in the feed, as the prince stares blankly at her for several beats too
long before he blinks and swallows. His gaze flicks over her shoulder–to where the centurion
stands–before returning to her. In an incredulous tone, he says: “You wish to invite me ?”

“I do, yes. It would make your father and I quite happy if you were in attendance.”

Zenos swallows again. “I… It would be my honor, Mother.” He takes a moment to regain his
composure before adding: “Just the gala, though?”

“Well, I didn’t really think that you would want to attend the ball. I know that you’ve a
dislike for the crowds and the noise and… all the fuss.” She watches his lips purse.
“However, if you were interested in attending the ball as well, however briefly, you are more
than welcome to. And, your father said that you would also be welcome to invite a guest to
accompany you.”



“Ah-” Zenos pauses, but whatever flustered protest he has forming fails on his lips. “Thank
you, Mother. I will put it into consideration.”

“Good. I’ll let him know.” She smiles and gestures at the infant in her lap. “This will also be
your brother’s’ first public outing, in a manner of speaking.”

“I would be remiss not to be present for such an important event,” Zenos says, his tone lilting
with a touch of levity. “I am sure it will make up for my own lackluster first public showing.”

“Oh? What happened?”

Zenos brushes his fingers idly through his hair. “I do not remember it myself, but claims are
made that I bit a senator’s finger. Substantiated claims, to be certain. However, I was
teething, and I am certain that the senator deserved what he got.”

“I’m sure they did.” The Warrior chuckles. “Fortunately, Mateus is not yet teething, so
everyone’s fingers should be safe.”

“As long as they keep their hands away from me,” Zenos says wryly. “I still bite.”

 

After chatting with Zenos for a few more minutes–mostly about whatever mildly interesting
Bozjan gossip the prince can dredge up from his mind–the Warrior returns to the royal
chambers. She freshens up Mateus and sets him on his tummy in the middle of the oversized
bed. The little prince squirms with determination, but is more like a turtle whose flippers
cannot find purchase in the sand, as he makes no progress in actually moving on the covers.
By midday, she has him fed and settled down for a nap.

Varis is busy in the city, dealing with some trouble in the Senate that has kept him locked
away at the Senaculum Imperialis from nearly dawn to dusk for the last several days. The
Warrior has found that she doesn’t really like eating alone anymore, and so she invites the
centurion to join her at lunch. She isn’t really sure if this is considered appropriate behavior
for the Empress or not, but no one is around to tell her otherwise. Besides, Caspian seems
more than glad to join her for a meal and share a bit of chit chat.

“It seems like half the guard has gotten married this autumn,” they say between spoonfuls of
soup. “There’s been four overall, I think.”

The Warrior nods, dimly remembering having signed various missives of well wishing as
they were put before her by Varis. “I’m glad that they are still finding time for happiness.
Their work shouldn’t be their whole life. I know from experience that that is no way to live.
Not for long, at least.”

“Are you happy, my Lady?”

“Of course,” she says. “It would be selfish of me not to be.”

“Why selfish?”



She shrugs and picks up a dark wheat roll, still a bit warm from the oven. “Everything that I
have gained, have been given, both through my own efforts and blessings bestowed upon
me? Friends and family, healthy children, a loving husband… I am nearly overwhelmed by
things that make me happy.” She picks up a knife, cuts the roll in half, and then uses the
blade to apply a generous heaping of butter to the bread.

The centurion’s pale brows furrow for a moment in thought. “It’s just… sometimes, when it’s
just us and you’re minding your own business… you look sad.”

“Well. There are plenty of things for me to carry concern for as well. Dark things in my heart
that the light will never touch.”

“Then, how can you so readily say that you are happy?”

The Warrior considers the question for a moment before smiling gently at her friend. “The
bad things do not necessarily invalidate the good things in life. It has taken me effort, and
some firm reminding from Varis, that I cannot fix all the problems in the world, or even my
own life. I can only do what I can, and rejoice in whatever comes my way.” She watches the
butter melt and half disappear as it soaks into the dark grain of the bread. “I am blessed, to be
able to make the choice to be happy. I know not everyone has the same fortunes.”

The centurion is quiet and thoughtful for a few minutes. They have finished their soup before
they softly murmur: “I think that I am happy, too.”

“That’s good, isn’t it?”

“I believe so. It isn’t a brilliant, burning thing like your happiness, my Lady. But, it is there.
Like a comforting warmth in my breast.” They touch their fingertips to their breastplate and
smile shyly. “Though, perhaps that is just the soup.”

“Oh, I don’t know, Cas. In my more humble days, a bowl of soup was often a welcome thing.
Its own little bowl of happiness. It could bring warmth and peace and a feeling that
everything was going to be okay, even if it was the only thing I got to eat that day.”

They nod in agreement.

The centurion does not speak again until after they have finished eating lunch, and are
munching on little shortbread cookies that were provided as dessert. The Warrior watches as
they dunk one of the cookies into their teacup before biting off the softened part. Caspian
wipes  a crumb from their lip and swallows.

“Zenos has trouble being happy,” they say. The Warrior blinks, surprised. She had not
expected this turn of conversation from her guard. Despite this, she cannot help but
remember conversing with Zenos not long after she and Varis returned from their
honeymoon. It has been a year, but Zenos’ admission of not being happy in his life still sticks
in her memory. He hadn’t known how to be happy, outside the flickering fleet euphoria of
battle.

“Yes, he has admitted as much to me.”



“His… mind works against him, he says. Sometimes he just stares off into nothing. Goes
someplace else. Some dark black void that wants to swallow him up.” The centurion shakes
their head. “But, I’ve seen him smile, my Lady. He has the sweetest smile, really.”

“I am glad to hear it. And, I’m glad to know that there is someone other than just me out
there that he is comfortable enough to smile around. A little anchor to keep him in the light,
as it were.”

Their gray cheeks warm with a blush. “Y-yes, my Lady. As am I.”

With the meal complete, they set about gathering the dishes onto the delivery tray. The
centurion stops and looks at the plate in their hands.

“My Lady? May I ask something of you?”

Their hesitant tone gives the Warrior pause. “Of course you can, Cas.”

“Well, the Long Night gala isn’t that far off, and I was wondering, um…” They fidget the
plate in their hands. “I was wondering if perhaps I might have that night off from guard
duty.”

“You don’t want to attend the gala?”

“It’s not that, my Lady. I just…” They set the plate down on the tray and take a visible breath.
The centurion lifts their eyes to meet hers. “You see, Prince Zenos is going to be attending
the gala. And he… he invited me to go with him. As his… date.”

“Did he now? All official like?”

Their blush darkens. “Y-yes, my Lady. If you’re opposed to it, I understand. I will serve as
your guard that night if–”

“It’s alright, Cas. You have my permission to take the night off. My blessing, even.”

“Really?” Their eyes widen.

“Yes. Unless you don’t want me to give you permission?”

“No, no, thank you, my Lady! I just–what will His Radiance think of it?”

She smiles. “He already approves of you and Zenos’ relationship. I hardly think he will
protest to you accompanying Zenos to the gala.”

“But, won’t that make our relationship public?” There is a familiar note of panic in their
voice, and the Warrior has to swallow down a laugh.

“Ah, I see. You’re nervous about everyone knowing that you and Zenos have been
smooching in the glasshouse whenever he’s in town.”



“I wouldn’t put it in those exact words, but… yes.” They fidget their fingers together. “I
really do like him, and I think he might feel the same. But, he’s very shy in his own way. I
think he asked me to go with him without really thinking it through.”

“You are a pair of jade peas in a pod, then.” Now she allows herself a chuckle. “Cas, I don’t
think you have anything to worry about. I invited Zenos to come home for his nameday, and
mentioned at the same time that he was invited to attend the ball afterwards. I also extended
the Emperor’s invitation to him that he was welcome to bring someone to accompany him
during the festivities. I suspect that Varis expected his son to invite you.”

Her words seem to have some amount of a calming effect on her guard, but they still fidget in
place for a moment longer. Then, after taking another deep breath, the centurion gives her a
nervous smile.

“Well, then. I will have to visit the tailor and get something made to wear. I can’t just go in
my dress uniform, now can I?”

 

The sunlight is already giving way to darkness by the time Varis finally returns from his
business in the city. He has a weary cast to his face as he enters the sitting room, but it still
gives way to a peaceful smile as soon as he lays eyes on the Warrior. She closes the book she
was reading and rises to her feet.

“There’s my little ray of sunshine,” he murmurs before giving her a kiss. “Did you already
eat?”

“I waited for you, dear. Told the guard to have supper summoned when you returned to the
palace, so it should be here shortly.”

He nods. After a quick glance around the room he asks: “And Matty?”

“I just put him down for a nap not half a bell ago.”

“Good, good.” Varis rubs the butt of his palm between his brows. Before she can inquire
upon his wellness, he says: “I am fine. Just another long day. The Senate remains obstinately
divided on a few issues, and I grow weary of listening to them bicker like spoiled children.”

“Consider it practice for the future.”

He laughs despite his grousing and smiles down at her. “Yes, I suppose that is a way to look
at the situation. However, I would not wish such a dreadful profession upon them. Only one
needs to get involved in politics. The rest can become warriors or artists or chocobo trainers–
whatever makes them happy.”

“Or you could use them to take over the Senate.”

“Ha! Now, there is a thought.”



The first few minutes of dinner are quiet, as they often are while the couple busies themselves
with the contents of their plates. Varis is the first to speak again, once he has cleared a healthy
portion of mashed popotoes from his plate.

“So then, how did your chat with Zenos go this morning?”

The Warrior smiles and takes a gulp of her tea. “It went quite well, actually. I invited him to
come home for his nameday again this year, which he accepted.”

“Anything to please his Mother.”

She chuckles. “That’s right.” She leans toward him. “He also mentioned something about
biting a senator?”

Varis squints in thought for a moment. Then he lets out a rumbling chuckle. “Ah, yes. ‘Bite’
might be a slight exaggeration, but Emperor Solus certainly acted as though a teething
toddler was capable of taking a man’s hand off.”

“Well, we are talking about Zenos.”

He barks out a laugh. “He was not a bloodthirsty babe! He merely did not appreciate old men
poking their nosy fingers in his face. I cannot entirely blame him for defending himself.”

“I’ll bet he was cute.”

“He was, though never as lighthearted as I would have expected a child to be. More of my
own fault, I am certain.”

“I don’t know. Perhaps he was just a serious baby.” She smiles. “Perhaps somehow his soul
knew what heavy weights would be placed upon it, and could not allow itself to indulge in
innocence and giggles.”

Varis looks grim for a moment, but then his expression softens. “I believe he is happier now.
Light has shown upon his darkness.” He clears his throat. “But, enough of such bleak
reminiscing. What of our other offer?”

“Yes, yes. I also extended our invitation for him to come to the gala here at the palace.”

“How did he take that?”

“He seemed… surprised,” she admits. “That is understandable, of course. He told us last year
that he had never even been invited to a Long Night party before. I wouldn’t be surprised if
he told me that it had been years since he had been invited to any sort of festivities on an
informal level. He did accept the invitation, though.”

Varis sighs softly with relief. “Did he? That is a relief. I was half fearful that he would choose
to hide away in his bedroom all night with naught for company but a piece of cake.”

“That would have been his prerogative, if it had been his choice.”



“I know. I just…” He prods at his food with his fork. “I hate to see the boy continue to miss
out on things.”

“And again, if he chooses to miss out on something, that’s up to him. We cannot force him.”

“Are you still speaking of Zenos, or of Mateus?”

“Zenos first. But, any of our children, Varis. They have to be allowed at least a bit of
leniency, at least in the matters of things that are not critical to their safety and upbringing.”

“Or else they will come to resent us,” he murmurs. She nods slowly.

“And we have seen how difficult a thing that can be to undo.”

Varis purses his lips for a moment. The Warrior knows that her husband is thinking of Zenos.
She knows that he still regrets the unchangeable actions of the past–both his and those of
others.

“Well, clearly there is still hope,” he says after a moment of brooding. “After all, Zenos did
agree to attend the gala. Three years ago he would have scoffed at such an offer. He would
not have even agreed to come back to the palace for his nameday unless it were ordered.”

The Warrior presses her hand to his. “Maybe next year he will decide to come home to visit
for his nameday all on his own.”

“Gracious. Who put such soft ideas in his head?” Varis chuckles.

“Perhaps it was my doing. Maybe someone else had a hand in it.”

“Hm?”

“I also mentioned the ball to him, and said you had welcomed him to bring along a… friend,
should he desire.”

“If Vergilia can bring Nerva along to my wedding, then Zenos can bring someone to the
gala,” Varis says in a dry tone. “What did the boy say to that?”

“That he would think about it.” She smiles. “And, I believe he did. You see, I had lunch with
Caspian today. And wouldn’t you know it? They asked to have the night of the gala to be off
duty, because Zenos had asked them to accompany him!”

“Did they indeed?” Varis lets out a rough laugh, his eyes squinting shut with his amusement.
“Wonders never cease.”

“I approved their time off, of course. I’m looking forward to seeing them together at the
festivities.”

“It will certainly provide some fuel for the gossip fires.” He sighs again. “Oh, to be young
and full of scandal once more.”



“You’re still fairly full of scandal, dear.”

“I know, I know.” He quiets and stares at a spot beyond her shoulder. A sad smile settles on
his lips. “You know what today is, yes?”

The Warrior hesitates in her answer. She knows, of course. The day is not circled on Varis’
office calendar, but it might as well be for the amount of times she has caught her husband
moodily tapping the butt of his pen against the paper. Even if she had not seen Varis
discreetly grabbing a certain bottle from his liquor cabinet, she would have known.

“Regula’s nameday.”

“That is right.” His gaze strays to the bottle, awaiting his attention on the far end of the
dining table. “I know you are still nursing, but you can still have a sip in his honor, yes?”

“Of course. Mateus won’t be hungry for a few hours.”

Varis nods and gets up to retrieve the bottle and glasses. He returns to his seat and uncorks
the bottle. The Warrior watches as he carefully pours the honey colored liquid into each
glass–full for himself, and just a thumbnail’s depth for herself. He lets out another soft sigh as
he sets the mostly empty glass in front of her, but there are no tears in his eyes and no tremble
in his voice when he speaks.

“To Regula.”

“To Regula.”

The liquor bites the same as it has in years past, but that does not stop the Emperor from
emptying his glass in one long go. He grimaces afterwards, but it gives way to a smile.

“Regula would be gladdened to see Zenos at the gala this year. He always told me that Zenos
would come around if given a chance. I never believed him, of course. But…it seems that he
was right.”

“We will have to share a dance for him, then, won’t we?”

“Yes, that’s right. Though, perhaps in private.” Varis half fills his glass. “It is ever impressive
what changes a year can bring. Why, this time last year we did not even yet know that you
were pregnant. Admittedly, the signs were there...”

“I look forward to what the next year brings.”

Varis grunts softly in agreement as he again empties his glass. “Just think. Next year I will be
fifty, and Regula will not be here to tease me for it. You will do it for him, won’t you?”

She smiles. “It will be my pleasure.”



Chapter 106
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Snow on any given day in Garlemald is something of a given. Even a wild, raging blizzard
that causes structural damage happens at least two or three times a year. So, naturally, the
Warrior finds it puzzling that the palace grounds are only covered in two or three ilms of
snow as the Long Night approaches. She notes this while having tea in her parlor with the
royal couple’s personal guards.

“It happens sometimes,” says Julia. “I remember one year when we were little. I don’t think
there was more than two fulms of snow that year, and it certainly wasn’t any warmer than
normal. It just…didn’t snow.”

“I’ve heard it has something to do with the weather in Othard,” Annia adds. “Moisture laden
air currents not making it to Ilsabard, and the like.”

“It’s just a little sad, I suppose.” The Warrior looks out the window. “I hope the weather
doesn’t try to make up for it with a blizzard on the night of the gala.”

Annia laughs. “Well, at least if that happens we will already be at the venue!”

“True, though I do always enjoy a nice chocobo-drawn carriage ride through the city.” She
hums thoughtfully into her teacup. “Perhaps I can make that part of the royal tradition for the
holiday.”

“If anyone can do it, you can, my Lady.”

“Are you sure that you two don’t mind working during the gala?”

“It’s as we’ve told you before: we really don’t mind. Besides, since it’s in the palace this year
we’ll have dibs on all the leftovers we can carry!” Julia grins. “We’ll eat like queens for the
next week.”

“I just don’t want you to feel left out.”

“We’ll be there enjoying the festivities with you. So, don’t worry.” Annia pops a sugar cube
into her mouth and crunches down on it loudly. “After all, if we had wanted the night off, we
would have asked for it before Caspian did!”

The centurion sputters into their cup. “I–I didn’t mean to keep you from having off!”

“They’re just teasing you, Cas.”

“I know.” A blush lingers on the tips of their ears. “I do appreciate you letting me have the
night off.”



“You don’t have to keep thanking me, you know. Just have a good time. That will be thanks
enough, okay?”

“Yes, of course my Lady. I just don’t want to seem ungrateful and–” They fall silent at the
sound of a linkpearl chirping. “Oh, excuse me.”

The Warrior busies herself with her tea as the centurion retrieves a linkpearl from their jacket
pocket. It is one she has not seen before–gleaming blue-black metal with a brassy band
around the earpiece. Her guard turns away from the table as they press the linkpearl into their
ear and answer the call.

“Hello? You are? Oh, that’s wonderful! I’ll be down in a few minutes!”

They still have their finger pressed to their ear as they turn to face the Warrior. Their pale
eyes are bright with excitement.

“What was that?” she asks.

“Prince Zenos, my Lady! His airship has arrived at the docks. He–um–he wanted to see me.”
They blush, fingers fumbling to pull the linkpearl from their ear. “Sorry, I’m sure the guards
would have alerted you to his arrival soon.”

The Warrior chuckles. “I’m not jealous, Cas. It’s alright.” She gives a little wave toward the
door. “Go ahead and say hello. Tell him to come up to my parlor if he’d like a cup of tea.”

“Yes, thank you!”

They watch the centurion hurry off. Annia giggles once the door has whispered closed. The
Warrior allows herself another amused chuckle, and then reaches for the teapot.

“Ah, young love,” quips Julia. 

“We’ll just leave them to their privacy for a few minutes, hm?” She gestures with the pot.
“Alright, who would like a refill?”

 

A quarter bell passes before there is a quick knock on the parlor door, followed by the
prince’s immediate entry into the room. The Warrior can hear her guard softly scolding the
man for his impropriety, but Zenos simply smiles in placid acceptance of his own poor
behavior. Annia and Julia are quick to excuse themselves from the table and hurry out of the
room.

“Ah, there’s my nameday boy, home safe and sound.”

Zenos gives a half bow. “I am glad to be home, Mother.”

“Are you really, or are you just being polite?”



He blinks, but the smile does not falter. “I speak in sincerity. You know I have no patience for
insincere platitudes. I am truly glad to be back in Garlemald. For you are here, and–” He
stops and clears his throat. His eyes dart to the side where the centurion lingers. “And, so is
Caspian.”

“We are indeed.” She pats the cushion of the chair next to her. “Come, have a seat and a bit of
tea, and you can tell me of your travels.”

Zenos hesitates. “It would probably be more appropriate if I announce my return to the
Emperor first.”

“Nonsense. Your father will understand if you come to see me first.” She grins. “Honestly,
he’ll probably be relieved by it.”

“I suppose so. Very well, it would be my pleasure to share a cup of tea with you, Mother.”

They take a seat, and the Warrior pours the prince a cup of tea. Zenos loads his cup with what
she considers to be a borderline criminal amount of sugar cubes.

“Don’t get too much tea in your sugar, Zenos,” she chides in a teasing tone. The prince grunts
and takes a noisy slurp of his drink.

“As though Father does not do the same.”

“I don’t know,” she admits. “He doesn’t drink tea very often. Usually just a Lalafell-sized pot
of coffee every day. And, I think he usually drinks that black.”

“How reprehensible,” he mutters. The centurion snorts a laugh and lightly swats his arm.

“Zenos, you can’t say that.”

“Of course I can.” He turns the ceramic sugar bowl in the fingers of his magitek hand.
“Clearly he should be deposed for not making proper use of his beverages.”

“You’re lucky that I know you’re being sarcastic, Zenos,” the Warrior says. His response is
just an airy hum into his teacup.

“Clearly we need to redouble our efforts to educate you on small talk,” the centurion says to
him. His pale eyes flick to them, and then to the Warrior.

“I have already extrapolated all the possible topics for ‘small talk’ between the three of us,
and found none of them interesting enough to be worth the effort,” he murmurs.

The Warrior laughs. “Let me guess: How is the weather? Cold, a bit dry and light on the
snow. How is Mateus? Clearly he is fine, because Mother and Father are not acting as though
they are in any state of emotional distress. My health is good, your health is good, and
preparations for the Long Night gala have proceeded to plan.“ She smirks at him. “Did I miss
anything?”



“I also ruled out talking about my business in Bozja, because I would rather not think about
such droll matters for a few days.”

“Oh yes, Bozja, of course.” She laughs softly. “Well, what would you like to talk about, then?
You can pick a topic.”

“I don’t know,” is the nearly wooden reply. The centurion bumps their elbow against his, and
the prince’s face scrunches awkwardly in thought.

“Zenos, it’s alright, you don’t–”

“Books,” he says. “What have you been reading lately, Mother?”

She nearly laughs as his expression sags in relief. “What have I been reading? Let me see.
Aside from a desk full of letters from people in the city, I started a new book the other day.
It’s written by an old Sekiseigumi from Kugane…”

 

The next morning, the Warrior and her guard pay the court tailor a visit. The gala is only a
day away, but the centurion has done an almost admirable job of delaying their appointment
with Cataegis. So the Warrior accompanies them, as she is quite certain that the taciturn old
Elezen will not cause her friend any trouble if she is present.

“You really needn’t be here, your ladyship,” the tailor protests mildly. He watches her plop
unceremoniously on a chair and cross her arms. “Your garments for tomorrow are already
prepared. Are they no longer to your liking?”

“Oh, no, they’re just fine.” She watches as the centurion disappears into a fitting room. “You
aren’t trying to hide anything, are you?”

“Of course not. I’ve nothing to hide.”

“Then, my sitting here should be no issue.”

He sighs. “No issue at all, your ladyship.”

After a few minutes the centurion emerges. They are dressed in black slacks and a jacket of
some soft deep violet fabric that clings closely to their slender frame before flaring in a mock
skirt at their hips. The tailor immediately turns his attention away from the Warrior and
focuses on his work.

“Hold out your arms, let me check everything…”

The centurion remains patiently still as the other Elezen putters around them.

Quietly, they say: “You know, my Lady, I visited with Prince Zenos last night.”

“I’m sure you did,” the Warrior says with a chuckle. “I would be more surprised if you
hadn’t.”



“Y-yes, well. It’s been awhile since we’ve seen each other in person. Linkpearls and video
calls can only do so much.”

She nods. “Did you talk about anything, or were your lips otherwise occupied?”

“Th-they–” The centurion’s cheeks stain red. They clear their throat, and grimace as the tailor
prods them in the side. “We found some time to talk, yes. And he gave me a gift.”

“A gift?” This is a curiosity to the Warrior. “Shouldn’t it be the other way around? He’s here
for his nameday, after all.”

“I know, my Lady. I was surprised as well.” They lower their arms at a gesture from the
tailor. “It wasn’t anything too dramatic, of course. Just his attempt at being thoughtful.”

“What was the gift, if you don’t mind telling me?”

“Oh, it was just a letter opener.” They smile. Behind them, the tailor gives a derisive snort.

“A letter opener? What sort of gift is that?”

“Zenos and Caspian are pen pals, of a sort,” says the Warrior. “Or at least, that’s how their
relationship began. I think it’s a quite fitting gift.”

“It looks like a little cermite dagger,” the centurion says. They indicate a length with their
fingers. “Nothing terribly fancy, but it does have a nice edge.”

“I’ll have to see it sometime.”

“Of course.”

The tailor jots something down on his notepad. “My, that sounds like a rather serious pen pal
situation if he’s giving you a weapon.”

“It’s not a–” They blush anew. “Well, I suppose it looks like a weapon. I don’t think he meant
it with such gravity, though. He just wanted me to have something nice to open his letters
with. I mean, that’s what he said. And Zenos is not really much for subtlety.”

“Fair enough.” The tailor waves a hand. “Alright, you may change out. I’ve just a few small
alterations to make today. You can pick it up tomorrow morning, Maristella.”

“Thank you, Lord Mondblum.”

They head out of the tailor’s shop once the centurion has changed back into their own
clothing.

“About what Cataegis said.”

“Hm?” The Warrior reels her thoughts back from mentally noting to make certain that Varis’
gala attire is pressed and ready to wear tomorrow. “What about it, Cas?”



“Do you think that Zenos meant anything more with his gift?”

“You mean, do I think he meant it as a courting gift?”

“Yes. That’s what Garleans do, right?”

“As Varis explained it to me, yes.” She glances at them. “I mean, you are courting. So even a
letter opener could count as a courting gift.”

“I know, I just–I don’t really know if Zenos thought about it in that fashion. He was likely
just being practical.”

“You would have to ask him, not me.”

“It would be embarrassing! What if Cataegis was completely wrong, and Zenos meant
nothing deeper with his gift? He might get cross with me for suggesting it.”

The Warrior laughs. “You might be overthinking this, Cas.”

They sigh.

 

“Do you ever miss adventuring, Mother?”

The Warrior blinks out of her usual nursing reverie and looks across the room to where Zenos
sits on a couch. ‘Sits’ perhaps isn’t the most accurate term to describe what the prince is
doing. He is sprawled along the length of the sofa, and looks quite lazily at home. She had
almost forgotten he was there, as he has been completely silent since she settled down to give
Mateus his mid-morning snack. Now, the elder prince is looking at her, his gaze focused
steadily on her face.

“Adventuring? Well, sure I do sometimes. It’s what I was used to doing for a long time.
Being just here in the palace everyday does get a bit dull at times. But, it’s what I’ve chosen
to do with my time.”

“Do you ever regret it?”

She smiles. “No. I’m quite happy, Zenos. That’s not to say that I don’t hope to be able to do
more traveling in the future. See the span of the Empire and meet its peoples and all that.”

The prince makes a thoughtful noise and tips his head on the cushion so that his gaze shifts to
the ceiling. He falls silent again.

“Why do you ask? Are you facing some sort of regret in your own life, Zenos?”

Zenos’ lips purse for a moment. He doesn’t answer her question, and so she decides to let it
drop. She focuses her attention on Mateus. Several minutes pass before Zenos speaks again.

“Something like that.”



“Something like what?” She momentarily struggles to remember her own question. “Like
regret?”

“There are times that I think perhaps I would make better use of my time if I were no longer a
legatus,” Zenos says. “I have made mention of it to Caspian in our letters. They are…
supportive, I suppose, but I find it difficult to tell at times.”

“Oh. I see. Is this because you’d rather be spending your time with them?”

Hesitation, then: “Perhaps.”

“There’s nothing wrong with wanting to spend more time with someone you like,” she says.
“After all, isn’t that why you’ve just been lying there for the last bell?”

“I am not of any particular disposition to do anything productive on my nameday,” is his coy
reply. She laughs softly.

“If you just want to keep me company, I am not going to complain.”

“Thank you.” He closes his eyes. “When will we have cake?”

The Warrior laughs again. “As soon as your father is back from scolding the Senate.”

“They should know better than to be troublesome on a holiday.”

“Shouldn’t they? You’ll have to tell them as much if you see any of them at the gala tonight.”

He grimaces. “I will settle for disapproving glares from across the room.”

She grins at him, even though his eyes are still closed. “That may be more effective than your
father’s scolding.”

“Indeed.” 

 

In the evening the royal couple takes their time getting ready. The Emperor dresses in his
usual court finery, while the Empress dresses in a freshly tailored dark blue gown. The royal
red sash is draped carefully over her chest, and the previous Empress’ necklace rests artfully
across her collarbones. The little prince is fed and cleaned up, and then wrapped up cozily in
a frock gifted to him by his ‘auntie’ Victoriana. Annia and Julia await them in the corridor,
dressed in their parade attire rather than their usual armor. Both coo excitedly at the prince
before saluting the Emperor and shifting to as proper of decorum as their festive moods
allow.

The Warrior can hear the sound of voices echoing down the halls long before they reach the
ballroom.

“My, it sounds almost as rowdy as it did during our wedding reception,” she notes with a
grin. Varis chuckles.



“I daresay the guest list is nearly as long. I would not dare leave out anyone who wanted to
be in attendance, lest I have to suffer their whining about it later.”

“Very wise of you, my dear.”

The big doors to the ballroom are open, and as they approach she can see the dining tables
full of guests. Late arrivals are still being admitted into the room by the palace guards.
Standing some yalms before the entryway is Prince Zenos, garbed neatly in black and gold,
and his gray companion. The centurion looks, as is to be expected, extremely nervous as they
stand at the prince’s left elbow.

She teases: “Look at this handsome fellow, Caspian. Wherever did you find him?”

“Oh, you know. Out in the snow looking all sad and cold. I thought I would bring him inside
and get him some cake.”

“So good of you.”

“You look lovely, Mother.” Zenos stoops to press a brief kiss to her cheek. “And Mateus
looks ready to meet his public.” He gives a polite nod to his father. The Warrior smiles.

“Well, I don’t expect him to last the whole night. Victoriana volunteered to babysit him after
the performance and meal are over.”

“She just wants to avoid being asked to dance,” says Varis.

“Perhaps so.” Zenos’ lips pull in amusement. “Being asked to dance can be quite a perilous
thing. Don’t you think so, Caspian?”

The centurion just blushes and tucks their face behind his arm. Varis clears his throat and
lightly touches the Warrior’s hip.

“As the hosts of tonight’s event, we must greet our guests before things get started.”

“Naturally.”

Zenos speaks up. “If you would like, I will hold Mateus while you do the rounds, Mother.”

She looks up at him, surprised. “Really? Are you sure? He might drool on you.”

“A risk I am willing to take for decorum.” He smirks. “Besides, if I am holding him, no one
will be able to ask me to shake their hand or any of that nonsense.”

“Zenos, you shouldn’t so readily admit to wanting to use your brother as a shield.”

He shrugs. “The offer stands.”

The Warrior looks up at her husband. Varis mimics his son’s shrug.

“If Caspian is with them, I do not see any harm in it.”



“Very well. Cas, I am trusting you to keep them both out of trouble.”

“Of course, my Lady.”

She carefully transfers the bundled prince into his brother’s arms. Little Mateus looks just as
comically small tucked against Zenos’ left arm as he does in his father’s, and she cannot help
but chuckle in amusement. Zenos listens attentively to her instructions on how to properly
carry the infant. For his own part, Mateus does not struggle at being separated from his
mother, and instead just silently stares up at his big brother’s chin. Only when she is satisfied
that both of her sons will be fine without her does the Warrior tuck her hand into the crook of
Varis’ arm and follow him into the ballroom.

In what feels faintly like a reversal of their wedding reception, the couple goes from table to
table and greets all of their guests. There are senators present with their spouses and a few
elder children. Some of the legati are present as well, and Varis is tensely polite while
greeting Nerva at Lady Corculum’s table. Titus is here, and he makes a show of getting up
from his table to shake Varis’ hand and give the Warrior a polite hug. Varis’ petulant scowl at
the affection is enough to make her laugh. 

Now and then the Warrior glances back to the entryway. Zenos and Caspian stand there, with
Mateus still safe in his brother’s arms. The centurion looks to be making some sort of
commentary about the other guests. Zenos’ head is tipped in their direction, and a small smile
graces his lips. To their own credit, the guests seem to be aware that the trio should be left
alone, and are giving them a fair berth.

Or perhaps it is simply because Zenos is the one standing there.

Eventually all the guests are greeted, and the Warrior makes her way back to her sons. Zenos
has not moved an ilm, though at some point Caspian has acquired two glasses of wine.

“How’s it going? Is everyone alright?”

“Just fine, my Lady,” the centurion says in between sips. “Everyone behaved.”

The Warrior peers at the baby. Mateus is fast asleep, his face tucked against the wool of his
brother’s dress coat. She chuckles softly.

“Just like your father. I don’t know what it is about you two. Mateus takes forever to fall
asleep when I’m holding him, but he knocks right out when Varis holds him.”

“Warm, cozy arms,” murmurs Caspian into their glass. Both Varis and Zenos glance at the
Elezen.

Shifting his attention back to the Warrior, Zenos says: “I ensured that he went undisturbed.
His dozing off was not my doing.”

“It’s alright, Zenos, you did just fine. Babies have a tendency to just nod off like old men.”

“I will take him,” says Varis.



Mateus gives a little snort as he is transferred from brother to father, but does not waken.
Thusly arranged, the royal couple makes their way to the head table and takes their seats.
Zenos sits at his father’s left hand, with the centurion at his own side. On the Warrior’s right
side is Lady Victoriana, which is something of a relief.

The gala meal is served. It is a proper, but not ostentatious feast, featuring offerings from
around the Empire and no fewer than three different preparations of popotoes. Wine is readily
poured, though the Warrior is quick to notice that several pitchers of lemonade are making
their rounds of the tables. She herself enjoys a glass, and is quietly amused at how readily
such things are added to the pastiche of Garlean traditions. Mateus rests in a bassinet between
his parents’ chairs, and does not make a peep until the meal is nearly over with. It is only the
scraping of chairs and tables being moved out of the way that rouses the little prince. He lets
out an indignant squawk at the disruption of his nap, but quiets when Varis chuckles and
scoops him up into his arms.

The pageant is the same as the first two the Warrior has witnessed. She has begun to suspect
that there is a very exacting script that is to be followed for the play, though she has yet to
find any record of it in the palace library. 

Remember us. Remember that we once lived…

She closes her eyes and thinks of her friends. Of those that yet live but are too far away to
easily visit, and of those whose souls have slipped away to the Lifestream. The thoughts are
accompanied by a familiar pang of regret and remorse, but she manages not to fall down too
far in that well of feeling. The Warrior whispers a quiet prayer of thanks in her heart.

As is tradition, Varis ends the pageant with a toast to Emperor Solus. Both he and she now
know more of the truth of the man, but she still cannot bring herself to begrudge the Garleans
their nostalgia. The truth of the past would do them no good, she thinks as she lifts her glass.
Let them have the future, instead.

 

By the time the intermission between gala and ball arrives, Mateus has begun to grow fussy.
The Warrior knows her little son isn’t hungry, but he is not yet used to the press of so many
people around him. Even in the busy markets of Radz-at-Han there were not so many happily
buzzing people. She is quite glad that she has already made arrangements for his keeping
during the ball. She scoops up the fussing prince, lets his father give him a goodbye kiss on
the forehead, and then heads out of the ballroom with Lady Victoriana in tow.

“Thank you again, Victoriana. I really do appreciate this.”

“It’s no trouble at all! I plan on relaxing and listening to the radio. Maybe take a nap once
little Matty is asleep again.”

“Not the dancing type?”

“Oh, gracious no. I barely danced at my own wedding!” She laughs.



“I suppose that it isn’t for everyone.”

Away from the ballroom, the palace is still draped in its usual peaceful hush. They reach the
Empress’ parlor, and the Warrior settles her son into his office bassinet. Victoriana leans to
look into the crib.

“It’s so lovely to see a baby in the palace again,” comments the older woman. “It feels like an
age. Well, I suppose it has been nearly thirty years now since Zenos was born, and there
weren’t really any children around in the interim…”

“I’ve heard that Zenos was a handful even as a baby.”

“No more than any other.” Victoriana chuckles. “What, did someone tell you about the time
he bit a senator? Pish, he was teething. Babies bite when they’re teething.”

The Warrior smiles. “Yes, something like that.”

“Honestly, I think Varis would have less trouble with the Senate if he just started biting them.
They might think him gone mad, but it couldn’t be any worse than what Emperor Solus used
to threaten them with.”

“I suppose that’s true.”

She spends a few minutes more chatting with Victoriana before making her way back to the
ballroom. The sound of music–a waltz–meets her ears as she approaches. The ball has
already begun without her, and a dozen or so couples are cheerfully twirling around the
center of the ballroom floor.

Varis is still seated at their table. He is working his way through a piece of rolanberry pie, and
does not really seem to care that he is alone at the table. Zenos and Caspian are not present,
and the other guests are currently either preoccupied with eating or dancing and are of no
inclination to pester the Emperor.

“Aren’t you going to dance?” she asks as she returns to her seat.

“No,” he says.

“Not even with me?”

“Only if you pout very adamantly about it.” Varis licks a bit of filling from his fork.
“Otherwise, I am going to continue sitting here and enjoying desserts.”

“Oh. I won’t force you, dear.” She knows better than to force him onto the dance floor.
Despite his power and position, her husband is still a shy man at heart. She knows he only got
through their wedding dance because she was there to keep him grounded, to keep him safe
from his insecurities. Truthfully, she is more than happy to just relax at his side for a few
hours. It is a luxury of time that has already begun to dwindle for them.

“I am saving the last dance for you. In private.”



She nods. “Of course.”

Varis is radiating quiet contentment as he turns his plate to resume his attack on the pie. His
right boot heel presses gently against her left.

The Warrior smiles and accepts a piece of cake from a passing attendant. “Where did Zenos
go?”

“He and Caspian are dancing, I believe.” He gestures toward the dance floor with his fork.
“In truth, I have not entirely been paying attention.”

“Is the pie that good? I’ll have to try some.”

The Warrior lets her gaze drift out over the dancing couples. Zenos is not particularly difficult
to pick out in the crowd–he still stands more than a head taller than anyone else on the floor.
He is dancing with Caspian, of course, with his magitek hand resting carefully on the small of
their back as they slowly turn on the dance floor. Her guard is blushing, as is expected, but
she believes they look happy. They make a charming couple, she decides. Charming is
probably a safer word, as Zenos likely would take offense at being called ‘cute’, even if it
was by his mother.

Still, to Varis she says: “They’re cute, aren’t they?”

“Hm?” Her husband’s attention has been focused primarily on the plates before him. She
chuckles softly at his insatiable sweet tooth.

“Zenos and Cas. They’re cute together, right?”

His golden eyes blink a few times before sweeping out over the dance floor. Varis locates the
pair as easily as she has, again thanks again to Zenos’ height.

“They are, yes. It is a comfort to see Zenos so at ease with another, even in such a crowded
venue.”

She smiles. “I was thinking the same.”

The Warrior watches as their steps weave between the other couples. She would almost say
that they are lost in each other, but suspects that they are both using each other as a buoy to
cling to against their nerves.

Cute, she thinks.

Zenos and Caspian remain together on the dance floor for the span of several songs. They
only return to the table, both looking a bit tipsy despite being mostly sober, when the
musicians stop to take a short break.

“I need a piece of cake,” Caspian insists as they drop heavily into their chair. “And something
to drink. What about you, Zenos?”



“I–I–” The Warrior catches a brief moment of flustered uncertainty on the prince’s face. “Yes,
something to eat would be acceptable.” He does not return to his seat, instead standing
behind his chair. He picks up a glass of lemonade from the table and gulps down its contents.
The Warrior is aware of his gaze shifting, looking past Varis and instead to her.

“What is it?” She smiles sweetly at him. 

“Are you not going to dance, Mother?”

“Oh, no,” she laughs softly and shakes her head. “Your father would rather not.”

“ Father.” Zenos’ tone is unexpectedly admonishing, and laced with an old strain of
disappointment that the Warrior has not heard from him since before their battle with
Shinryu. “You hold a ball on the night of great festivities, and do not dance yourself?”

“Do not question me, boy,” Varis huffs.

“Someone must, for Mother is far too good a soul to call you out on such behavior.”

“Zenos,” the centurion’s voice is barely above an embarrassed whisper, “I’m sure it’s fine,
really.”

Looking up at the prince, she is surprised to find that Zenos looks sincerely offended. By
what, she cannot be sure, but it is plain that some old disfavor of his father is bubbling back
to the surface.

“Zenos,” she says, carefully keeping her tone firm. He blinks and looks at her, and his peeved
expression immediately falters. “It’s quite alright. Your father just doesn’t feel like dancing
tonight. You’ve no reason to be cross with him.”

“I am not–” Zenos ceases his protest to press his lips together in a near pout. She sees the
gears turning in his head.

On the other side of the ballroom, the musicians are warming up once more.

The prince comes to some sort of a decision, giving a short, sharp nod to himself. He rounds
the table and stops in front of where the Warrior is seated. Curious, she watches as he tucks
his left hand against the small of his back and bends forward with the gloved magitek hand
extended.

“Mother–Your Benevolence–would you do me the honor of a dance? It would please me ever
so greatly on my nameday.”

There is a forced foppishness to his tone that nearly elicits a giggle from the Warrior. At her
side, Varis lets out a faint, exasperated sigh, but offers no protest.

“Why, Prince Zenos, it would be my pleasure to share a dance with you on your nameday.”
She pats her husband’s shoulder as she gets to her feet. She rounds the table and takes the
outstretched hand. “Please, Your Highness, lead the way.”



Caspian is seemingly not as capable of restraint as the Warrior, for she hears a giggle escape
from them as she follows Zenos out onto the dance floor.

Lucky for them both, the next song played is a waltz–something slow and airy and easy to
dance to. The Warrior rests her hand on the metallic bicep of his right arm, as she cannot
quite reach his shoulder. His magitek hand presses firmly but gently against her back. At first,
Zenos seems to be quite deep in concentration. The whole thing feels a bit awkward, though
she cannot tell quite why.

“Is something wrong?” she whispers.

“Ah–” Zenos purses his lips. “I’m afraid that I am unused to leading when I dance. Caspian
usually leads.”

She smiles up at him. “That’s rather sweet, isn’t it? I wouldn’t have thought of them as the
sort.”

“Oh, no. I know they startle easy and are shy, but they are quite… competent as well. Aware,
determined… Caspian has many qualities that make them a good guard.”

“And a good dance partner?” She thinks of Zenos and Caspian on the dance floor, moving
quite easily and fluidly despite the difference in their heights.

“Yes, it would seem so.”

The prince relaxes a bit as the song goes on. The Warrior is quite aware of the eyes on them–
of the guests idly observing them as they consume their drinks and desserts.

“Mother, might I ask something of you?”

“Of course.”

“How do you–” He hesitates as a turn briefly brings them closer to another pair of dancers.
He lowers his voice. “How do you know when you are in love with someone?”

“In love?” The question catches her by surprise, and she nearly stops dancing. Instead, she
half closes her eyes, trying to both focus on her footwork while reminiscing of a time many
months ago when she first realized that she was in love with the Emperor of Garlemald. It
feels like a lifetime ago now, as though it had happened to a different person. “I… suppose it
is different for everyone, Zenos. You could ask every person in this room that question and
probably get a different version of the answer.”

“I see,” he murmurs in a pensive tone. “Then, it is like many other things in life.”

“That’s right. But, since you asked… When it comes to my love of your father, I’m afraid I
cannot pinpoint an exact moment of when I knew . It was a gradual thing. I became fond of
him, and then… Well, when he sent me back to Eorzea, I found that I couldn’t stop thinking
about him. Everything reminded me of him. Coffee was absolutely ruined for me.” She
smiles. “I knew I had made a mistake in leaving. And so I came back.”



“Because you were in love with him?”

“Yes, I suppose I had fallen in love with him without being completely aware of it myself.”

“I see.” She looks up at him, and can see that the line of his pale gaze is fixed toward the
royal table. Not at Varis, no, but at the table’s other occupant. “Something on your mind?”

“I think…” He trails off. “Thank you, Mother.”

“You’re welcome, Zenos.” The Warrior thinks that she knows what is on the prince’s mind,
but decides not to press on the matter.

“I mean–” Zenos clears his throat. “Thank you for sharing a dance with me. It was nice to
have a chance to dance without weapons for once.”

She beams at him. “There’s always next time.”

With the song’s conclusion, the Warrior curtsies at her dance partner and lets him guide her
back to the table. Varis is working on a new piece of pie, while Caspian looks as though they
might burst into fresh giggles without warning.

“Now, what trouble did you two get up to while I was gone?” The Warrior wags a finger at
her husband.

“Nothing at all, my dear. I definitely was not telling young Caspian about the latest scandals
in the Senate.” He gestures at his plate. “You should try this pie. It has lemons in it from La
Noscea.”

“You looked cute out there, Zenos,” says Caspian. They take a sip of wine.

“‘Cute’?” Zenos begins to visibly bristle, but it only lasts a fleeting moment before he regains
his aloof composure. “I prefer dancing with you, Caspian.”

The Warrior kisses her husband’s cheek as she returns to her seat. “One dance is plenty for
me, I’m afraid. Mateus has absorbed all of my stamina. I’ll have to do some training before
the next time I fight Zenos.” She picks up a fork and sneaks a bite out of Varis’ slice of lemon
pie. “Mm, that is good.”

“There is no rush,” Zenos says placidly. “After all, I do want you at your best.”

 

In time, the deep blue of the afternoon gives way to the dark of night. The musicians play
their final song, and the last of the wine and desserts are served. The guests begin to say their
goodbyes and venture out into the frozen night air. The Warrior and Varis wait until the last
of the guests have departed before moving to leave themselves. Annia and Julia are dismissed
for the evening, and Zenos and Caspian are also quick to disappear once the festivities are
over. The Warrior is happy as she sends them off on their own merry ways.



Hand in hand, they make their way from the ballroom to the Empress’ parlor. The corridors
are quiet once more, but for the low crackle and hum of the ceruleum powered lighting. Varis
hums to himself, lingering on the edge of being tipsy and full of sweets. He lightly squeezes
her hand.

“I am sorry that I did not dance with you tonight, my dear.”

The Warrior squeezes his hand back. “It’s alright. I mean, I might have been a tiny bit
disappointed, but I know that you would’ve danced with me if you felt up to it.”

“We will turn the radio on and dance once we are back in our quarters?” Varis offers. She
chuckles.

“That would be lovely.”

In the parlor, Lady Victoriana is doing her best not to doze off on one of the sofas. They
thank her for her time, and she readily departs to her room in the guest hall. The Warrior
peers into the bassinet, expecting to find her son fast asleep. Instead he is quite wide awake,
as though he has been expecting and anticipating their return. She smiles and scoops him up
into her arms.

“There’s my much more portable son,” she coos at the baby. Mateus makes a happy noise and
lifts his little hands toward her face. The Warrior leans in and kisses his forehead. Behind
them, Varis barks a laugh.

“Ha! Imagine being able to pick up Zenos like that.” He smiles. “Are you saying that if
Zenos was a bit smaller, you would tote him around like a babe?”

“Not at all. He’d make too much of a fuss.” She gazes fondly at Mateus. “That ship has
sailed, I’m afraid. But, I will be all the more mindful to enjoy it while I can with Mateus.”

“Indeed.” Varis moves in close. He leans to look over her shoulder, and the infant’s eyes shift
to gaze up at his father. Mateus coos and blows a spit bubble. “I pray that I am the last to
carry Zenos in their arms for a long, long time.”

“I take comfort in knowing that he at least has found someone to hold him in their arms.
Someone to care for him.”

Varis’ smile is soft and a touch fatigued. “It is quite the comfort. Knowing that he is doing
better, that his heart might mend, it… it makes it easier for me to look to the future without
fear.”

“I’m glad to hear it.” She strokes her fingers over the baby’s hair. “Come now, I think it’s
about time for bed.”

 

The evening guards salute their Emperor and Empress as the couple makes their way back
down the blue lit halls to their quarters. Varis has his arm strung lightly along her back,
carefully matching her unhurried pace. Along the way, they stop at one of the tall, narrow



windows that offer a view unto the world beyond the peaceful quiet of the palace. The high
black walls of the palace are cast with their usual glow of lights–blue and red, here and there,
marking the edges of ramparts and parapets.

Their steady glow illuminates the forms of snowflakes falling thick and fast. The Warrior
feels a sense of relief at the snow, as though that simple familiar sight is enough to prove that
all is well in the world. Varis has had no alarms sent to him, and neither has the Warrior heard
any dire news from the Scions, so… perhaps for the moment, things are as close to ‘good’ as
they can ever hope to be on their star. Just for now, just for the night. 

“Isn’t it lovely?” Varis murmurs in an admiring tone. “It always seems to snow on Zenos’
nameday. Here in Garlemald, at least.”

“It’s quite nice, yes.”

Several minutes pass in silence as they watch the snowfall. The Warrior stares past the
comforting flakes and into the impenetrable darkness beyond. She wonders what lurks there
in the darkness, what unknowns she will have to face in the future. For as peaceful as things
are at this moment, she knows from experience that such tranquility does not last forever. No
matter how hard she tries, something will inevitably come creeping out of the dark and
require the Warrior of Light to once more take up her sword.

“Is aught amiss, my love?” Varis’ murmur reaches through her thoughts. The Warrior blinks
and pulls her gaze away from the darkness.

“Oh, no. Not exactly. I was just thinking of how… Well, of how there is no telling what the
future brings. There are still troubles in the world, things Garlemald will have to deal with.
And, the Ascians also remain to be dealt with. Among other things.”

His lips purse for a moment as he mulls over her words. Then, he smiles. “This is true. But I
am not afraid of the future. Not any longer.”

“No?”

“Though the future is indeed unknowable, I know that whatever happens, we will face it
together. And that comfort is greater than any fear.”

The Warrior nods, and smiles brightly up at him.

“You’re right. Together, we can face anything.”

Varis bends and catches her lips with his own. His lips are sugared from pastries, and his kiss
is equally sweet. He kisses like a man who has found happiness, and who has found the
person he wishes to share it with for the rest of his days.

The Warrior laces the fingers of her free hand with his and gives them a squeeze.

“It’s getting late, my dear. Time to get moving.”

He presses another kiss to her brow. “Lead the way.”



And hand in hand, the Warrior of Light and the Emperor of Garlemald happily make their
way off into the night.

 

Together.

Chapter End Notes

And so, gentle readers, with this chapter we have reached the end of the main story of
“A Gentleman of Garlemald”! But, fear not, the story is not quite over yet. In the next
few weeks there will be FOUR epilogue chapters posted, so please be looking forward
to them!



Epilogue #1: After the First Steps

1 Year Later

Mornings in the palace are peaceful, though rarely quiet.

The Warrior sits on one of the couches in her parlor, her little son flopped inelegantly across
her lap. Mateus is amiably baby babbling to himself while the Warrior looks through missives
from Ala Mhigo. The news from there is much the same as it has been for the last two years–
a quiet, somewhat tense peace that she suspects is but a mask hiding the true feelings of the
populace. Still, she is grateful for the peace in whatever form it takes. The people are
flourishing, the land is proving itself to be suitably fruitful, and neither Varis’ spies or
Thancred have reported any real activity from the Resistance in months.

She knows that peace never lasts forever, and so she has made a conscious effort to be glad
for it when she finds it.

The Warrior glances over the edge of the paper to watch her son. Mateus has his right foot in
his hands, and his intense stare makes her think he is deciding which of his toes to eat first
today. Their shared reverie is interrupted by a quick knock on the parlor door.

The Emperor, as usual, does not wait to enter the room. His subtly peeved expression tells her
all she needs to know about his morning–the members of the Senate are acting like
unsupervised children. No change there, then. He huffs a soft sigh as the door closes behind
him, and his expression relaxes.

“Good morning again, my love. I trust your day so far has been less taxing than mine own.”
He strides over to the sofa and stoops to press a kiss to her forehead. Mateus forgets his foot
and makes a grab for his father’s hair. “Oof, you as well, Matty.”

“Buh!”

She smiles and gently pries the toddler’s fingers loose from Varis’ hair. “I’ve spent most of
my time replying to missives and reading reports from abroad. Less stressful, I suppose,
though there are honestly only so many ways I can word a standardized response to noble
ladies hoping to have me attend some gathering or another of theirs.”

“I shall trade you,” Varis says with a wink. He grunts softly and settles next to her on the
sofa. “I will have tea with the bored heads of their houses and you can go to my Senate
meetings and tell them to kindly shut the hells up unless they have something actually
worthwhile to contribute to the debate.”

“You could tell them that.”

“You would think so.” He ruffles Mateus’ blond hair. “Perhaps I could start charging Nerva a
fine when he feels the need to pontificate for an extended period of time.”



“He cares about the Empire, just the same as you and I.”

He sighs again. “It would almost be easier if he did not.” Varis gazes at her, head tipped at a
pensive angle. “How are you feeling?”

“I’m fine,” she says. “Nothing to report.”

“Good.” He clears his throat. “Though, please remember that you are always welcome to
interrupt my meetings if you need to report anything. Or, even if you do not.”

She laughs. “They’ll catch on eventually.”

Varis grins. “Damned if they do.” He claps his palms on his thighs and pushes himself into a
standing position. “Well then. I am quite hungry. How about you, dear?”

“Famished.”

“Excellent.” He holds out a big hand. “Come along, Matty. It is nearly time for lunch.”

With an excited squeal, the toddler flails his way off of his mother’s lap and then slides off
the couch and onto the floor. He sits in a heap for a moment, pale brow furrowed in
contemplation before he grasps the side of the couch in his tiny fists and uses it as leverage to
get to his feet.

“I thought I put socks on him this morning,” Varis notes as he takes a few steps away from
the couch. The Warrior chuckles.

“You did. That was the problem.”

 

The halls of the palace are quiet, but for the occasional ecstatic shriek from the young prince
or amused chuckle from the Emperor.

The little prince toddles along, doing his best to keep up with his father. Varis is, of course,
keeping his steps small and slow. Mateus stops every few yalms to catch his breath. Then he
lets out an excited squeal of nonsense and continues following Varis. The Warrior trails
behind, ready to pick him up if needed. They make it halfway down the long corridor before
the toddler stops. He carefully shuffles on his feet to half turn toward his mother and hold out
a hand.

“Muh!” His chubby fingers open and close in a grabbing motion. The Warrior crouches next
to him and smiles.

“Yes, Mateus, what did you need?”

He stares at her with bright violet eyes and lets out a fresh stream of baby babbling. Mateus
reaches and grabs her finger with his hand, giving it a little tug.



“Muh!” More insistent this time, and accompanied by a flailing of his free hand down the
hall. Varis has stopped a few yalms ahead and is patiently waiting.

“Well, you have to catch up with Daddy for him to pick you up. You know that.”

Mateus stares at her for a moment, and the Warrior can see the little magitek gears turning in
his head. It’s almost like watching his older brother think. After some thought, he lets out a
squeal, releases her finger, and then hurries off after his father. He collides, rather inelegantly,
against Varis’ calf and lands on his bottom. A soft noise of surprise escapes him, but Mateus
does not cry.

Varis makes a show of bending over to look at him. “Oh dear, it seems as though you have
caught me, Matty.”

The prince flails briefly in excitement before holding up his hands. “Ub, ub!”

“Very well. You have earned your reward.” With a soft grunt of effort, Varis picks up the
toddler. “Gracious, you weigh as much as a sack of popotoes.” He smiles as his son flops
aggressively against his chest and grabs a handful of long pale hair. His gaze goes to the
Warrior as she approaches, and for a fleeting moment she recognizes a hint of concern in his
eyes.

“I told Mateus that if he was a good boy, you would share a bit of mashed popotoes with him
today at lunch.”

“I will indeed, my son.” He strokes a big hand over the boy’s hair. Varis looks at her. “And
Mummy will have some popotoes too, won’t she?”

“If Daddy is willing to part with some, of course I will!” The Warrior laughs and tucks her
hand in the crook of his elbow.

“My kingdom is yours, popotoes and all.”

 

On the next afternoon, the dark blue sky has given way to a heavy snowfall when a familiar
red warship descends over the palace. Its arrival is expected, and so it is no surprise to the
Warrior when her quiet reading time is interrupted an hour later. Little Mateus is less
enthused by the sudden commotion in the parlor as Caspian bustles in with Zenos in tow. The
pair are both a touch flushed in the cheeks.

“Look who’s home!” Caspian crows happily. Zenos’ cheeks darken as the centurion gently
shoves him in the Warrior’s direction.

“Ah, it’s my nameday boy!”

“I am not a child, I do not need–” The prince’s sputters of protest fall silent as the Warrior
pulls him into a hug. “Thank you. I am glad to be home.”



“I barely had to ask you this year,” she says with a wry smile. “Though, I’m glad you made it
in safely. The snow’s rather heavy today.”

“‘Tis barely enough to be a concern,” Zenos says. He waves a dismissive hand at the
windows. “My pilots can handle far worse than a little dusting of snow.”

“Either way. I’m glad you’re safe.” She hugs him again.

Down on the floor, Mateus lets out an irritated squawk from his nest of cushions. Knowing
the noise to be a prelude to a tantrum, the Warrior turns her attention to the toddler.

“Oh, don’t be like that, Mateus. It’s Zenos, you like Zenos.”

Mateus huffs and smacks a little palm onto a cushion. Zenos chuckles and moves to face his
brother. He squats and holds out his left hand.

“Sorry to interrupt your nap, little brother. I had no intention of being a nuisance.”

Mateus makes a show of whining and rubbing his eyes, but then grabs the outstretched hand.

“Ub!”

The elder brother is quick to oblige.

“My, you’ve grown another fulm since last month,” says the prince as he scoops his brother
up and rests the now giggling toddler on his hip. Zenos grunts. “Certainly gained a few ponz,
at the least.”

“He has definitely inherited your father’s love of popotoes.” The Warrior grins. “Though thus
far the mashed variety tend to end up in his hair as much as they do in his mouth.”

“I have heard it is the height of fashion.” Mateus reaches and grabs a handful of blond hair.
Zenos doesn’t even flinch at the ensuing tug.

“Just wait until he mashes nameday cake frosting into his hair tomorrow,” Caspian says.

The Warrior chuckles. “Oh, I don’t know. I think he’ll look good in purple. Don’t you,
Zenos?”

“He seems suited to the color.”

“You’re just biased.”

He shrugs. “‘Tis my prerogative.”

“Fair enough.” She smiles up at him. “Now then, we have a bit of time before dinner. Would
you like to see the decorations for the gala?”

“I would like nothing more,” Zenos says, though his expression hints that this is far from the
truth. She laughs and pats his arm.



“Look at it this way: it will give you plenty of space to practice your dance moves with Cas
without any onlookers.”

Zenos’ cheeks pink, and she hears the usual embarrassed fluster come from the centurion.

“I’m taking that as a yes!”

 

“Thirty years ago. And yet, I find myself feeling younger now than I did when you were
born.”

The next morning, they sit at one of the dining tables in the ballroom and partake in Zenos’
nameday cake. On the other side of the table, Zenos grunts and shovels more cake into his
mouth. His little brother sits between their parents. He is busy enjoying a fistful of cake, and
all the crumbly, sticky delight that it has to offer.

Zenos retorts once he has finally finished his latest forkful of frosting. “I fail to see how that
is possible, Father. You are fifty now, not twenty.”

“Well aware, Zenos.” Varis smiles thinly, unruffled by his elder son’s response. “It is not so
much a physical youthfulness, but one of the spirit. Having the Long Night gala here again on
an annual basis reminds me of the galas of my youth. They were always something to look
forward to, perhaps because even Emperor Solus found cause to be an agreeable person for
that one night.” He clears his throat. “Usually.”

“He just enjoyed the praise,” Zenos murmurs. He picks up his glass of lemonade and washes
down his sugar with more sugar.

“More than likely,” Varis agrees. He squints thoughtfully across the table at his elder son.
“Tell me something, Zenos. Are you happy?”

Zenos does not immediately answer. He stalls, taking another excessively long gulp of his
drink, but eventually the bottom of the glass becomes visible and he has to abandon the ruse.

Woodenly, he says: “Yes.”

Caspian laughs and covers the back of his magitek hand with their own. “Leave it to you to
make being happy sound like a chore.”

“I–” He huffs and picks up his fork. “There is no need to make a big fuss over an emotion.”
He points the fork at his brother. “Mateus is happy; look at him instead.”

“Mateus has frosting on his nose,” Varis says. “Of course he is happy.” The Warrior chuckles.

“There’s nothing stopping you from having frosting on your nose too, dear,” she murmurs
playfully. Varis winks at her.

“Now, now. If the Emperor were to have frosting on his nose, suddenly everyone in
Garlemald would want to have frosting on their nose. It would be a great scandal. Or,



extremely confusing for the outsiders, at the least.”

“And a boon for the confectionary industry,” says Zenos. Varis rolls his eyes.

“The cost of sugar imports are already too high as they stand. We needn’t make it worse, just
for fashion.”

The Warrior laughs. “You don’t believe a word of that statement, dear.”

“No, I do not.” He grunts. “That is simply what the minister of trade would tell me. Again. It
is already in her quarterly report.”

“An ongoing battle,” murmurs Zenos. His father nods.

“I suppose I could have them run the numbers again on how much it would cost to build and
maintain adequate greenhouses here in Garlemald to grow sugar crops in sufficient enough
numbers to reduce the need for imports. Take those numbers and compare them to the cost of
imports.”

“To what effect?”

Varis picks up his mug of coffee and takes a sip. “To the effect of the trade minister telling
me not to worry about it and continue with the imports. They would rather continue paying
out the nose instead of putting the work into it.”

“What about the sugar beets grown in Gyr Abania?” Zenos asks. “Surely those would be
more affordable to use.”

“Those are the ones we import,” says Varis. “The cost of processing and shipping back to
Garlemald proper is what the minister is perpetually on my arse about.”

“You could cut back on your consumption, Father.”

“The hells I could!” For a moment he looks irritated, but then bursts out in rasping laughter.
Zenos’ expression freezes momentarily, stuck in some state of alarm, but then relaxes. Little
Mateus squeals from his seat and unceremoniously smashes another handful of cake into his
nose.

“You are correct, Mateus,” the elder prince says, voice tight in his throat. “There is no need
for such seriousness on my nameday.”

 

The Warrior is always enraptured by the echoing quiet of the ballroom after a function has
ended. The guests and performers and servants have all gone into the snowy night, and the
room rings with the memory of their joy and laughter. Varis stands at her side, arms crossed
over his broad chest, fingers drumming some unknown, nervous pattern.

“It was a good night,” she says.



“It was.” Varis nods. “Matty behaved himself. As did Zenos.”

“Of course they did.” The Warrior laughs. “Zenos is no child anymore, Varis. You know
that.”

“Thirty!” He gives a disbelieving grunt. “To think I lived to see it. Hells, to think he lived to
see it.”

“I’m glad.”

“As am I.” Varis smiles. “Perhaps we will be fortunate enough to see him turn sixty.”

“I think that’s a reasonable expectation. Barring any shenanigans from the Ascians, or some
other unknown trouble from beyond the stars.”

“Zenos is a stalwart boy– man. I have faith that he will see himself through that far.”

“You did declare that you were going to outlive Emperor Solus,” she says. “So eighty should
be nothing for you.”

“Indeed.” He gives a thoughtful grunt and wraps his arm around her side, hand cupping the
curve of her hip. “It shall be an easy enough task with you at my side.”

She snuggles against him, and enjoys the radiant warmth of his body. “It will indeed.”

They stand in peaceful silence for several minutes before the doors to the ballroom creak
open.

“They were in the main glasshouse, Your Radiance,” Annia’s voice echoes into the ballroom. 
She and Varis both turn to face the arrivals–Julia and Annia accompanied by Zenos and
Caspian. The prince looks miffed in a certain sort of way, while his companion looks
embarrassed. The Warrior giggles.

“Of course they were in the glasshouse. It’s their favorite spot to neck like teenagers.”

“We are going to have to find someplace else to visit with each other,” Zenos murmurs. He
and Caspian follow the guards into the ballroom. Far more loudly, he says: “Yes, Father? You
summoned me?”

“We did, yes. Thank you for tearing yourself away from…” Varis glances at the centurion.
“More consuming matters in order to speak with us.”

“I would never hear the end of it if I were to refuse,” Zenos replies calmly, though the
Warrior detects the faintest hint of humor to his voice. Caspian lightly swats his arm.

“We’re more than happy to hear whatever it is you have to tell us, Your Radiance.”

Zenos shrugs. “Yes. That is what I said.”



“Yes, well.” Varis clears his throat and looks at the Warrior. “I suppose it is more your right to
tell them.”

“Is something wrong, Your Radiance?” asks Julia.

“No, nothing of the sort.” He nods at the Warrior. “Go ahead, my dear.”

“Of course. You see, we’ve been waiting for the right time to share the news, and tonight
seems like a good night, what with you all here at once. You see–” She looks up at her
husband and smiles. “We’re pregnant again. I mean, I’m the one who is pregnant again.
We’re expecting another child, probably sometime in the last month of spring.”

There is a long moment of quiet, and then Julia and Annia let out a pair of excited squeals.

“Congratulations, my Lady,” says Caspian. They look at Zenos. His expression is pinched.

“What is it, Zenos?” asks the Warrior. “Do you not want another sibling?”

“It is not that,” Zenos says. He exhales in weary defeat. “I simply have the inkling that I am
going to have to write off getting to spar with you for the next few years.”



Epilogue #2: Now and Always (1/3)

Ten Years Later

 

The morning sun shines dazzlingly along the nearly cloudless sky of Gyr Abania. The
Warrior squints against the brightness, using her hand to shield her eyes before turning away
from the morning glare. The soldiers stationed at Castrum Domina are bustling about, dealing
with their own business and their own lives, and scarcely paying their Empress more than a
passing nod of respect. It is a relief, still, that after more than a decade the people of
Garlemald accept her as one of their own. She made it clear years before that she wanted
neither soldiers nor civilians to disrupt their daily lives just because she was visiting.

Unless they want to, of course.

Some still do. Some people still stop what they are doing to eagerly salute the Empress of
Garlemald as she makes her way through their villages and towns on one of her regular tours
of the provinces. She gives them all a smile and a kind word, for those are still easy to offer
even when she is weary from being on her feet all day.

A soldier approaches her–one of her transport crew. He salutes while still tightly gripping a
notepad.

“Your ladyship!”

“Go ahead, Phillias.”

The soldier looks at the pad. “Weather reports are all good. We should have no difficulty in
flying back to Garlemald this afternoon. We will, of course, keep any eye on the incoming
reports for any changes.”

“I trust that you will. Thank you, Phillias.”

He salutes again before hurrying off. Only a few minutes pass before her morning stroll is
again interrupted. She is approached by a centurion from the local forces of the Sixth legion.
After she gives him an acknowledging nod, he salutes sharply.

“I am here with my report, your ladyship,” says the centurion.

“Thank you. I’m not taking you away from your normal duties, am I?”

“Not at all, my Lady. Besides, my duties are to you as much as the rest of the realm.”

“Fair enough.” She nods at him. “Go ahead, Frances.”

The centurion’s report is short and succinct, which she appreciates. It is something of an
irritation when, in hopes of holding the Empress’ ear a bit longer than necessary, someone



pads their report with unimportant or irrelevant filler. This soldier does not engage in such
wasting of time: Everything in Gyr Abania is well, peaceful and as prosperous as can be
hoped in a salty desert region. Trade projects continue apace, and residents of Ala Mhigo and
Terra Domina venture back and forth over state lines with no conflict. Everything is going as
well–if not better–than Varis had hoped for when he had signed the declaration freeing a
portion of Ala Mhigo years before.

Still, the Warrior makes fairly regular visits to personally keep an eye on things. Not because
she lacks faith in the people–quite the opposite–but because she feels the need to maintain
vigilance. She does not want the Ascians finding a weak spot to take advantage of. Not again.
Never again.

After watching the centurion purposefully stride away, the Warrior returns her attention to
those gathered behind her. Caspian is present, of course, their attention on Prince Mateus.
The prince is squatting on the ground, his interest elsewhere. And next to them stands her
new personal guard in training, a palace guard named Lazra. He is the only one who is
visibly paying her attention, though the Warrior knows well enough by now to know that
Caspian is always on alert even when they do not appear to be.

“I think that’s everything I needed to do in this town,” she says. “Lazra, will you call for the
transport to Radiata?”

“At once, my Lady.”

She looks to where her son is doing what looks to be rummaging through the dirt and gravel.
“Find anything interesting, Mat?”

The prince blinks out of his contemplation of the ground. “I found a rock. A magic rock.”

“Really? May I see it?”

He picks up a rock from his feet, carefully dusts it off in his palms, and then holds it up to
her. The Warrior takes the stone. Visually, it is a completely unremarkable piece of weathered
limestone. With it resting her in palm, though, she can indeed feel the faintest hint of excess
aether in the rock. She cannot quite place the source of it, but the magic is definitely there.
She nods and holds the rock back out to her son.

“That’s a good rock, Mat. You should hold onto it.”

He nods seriously at her as he reclaims the rock. “I will, Mama.”

 

In Radiata, the Warrior is greeted by a near frenzy of people, enlisted and civilian alike, all
quite eager to see her in person. She shakes hands and touches foreheads until she is quite
certain that the skin is going to wear off her palms. The Warrior can imagine Varis in her
head, his expression uncomfortable at the press of the crowd, asking her how she can stand it
all. She will tell him what she always does: It is easy when the people are happy.



It was not easy at first.

Especially here in Gyr Abania, the tension before the divide was palpable in the air during
her every visit. Now, half a decade on from Emperor Varis’ Edict of Sovereignty, the mood in
the little towns and villages of Terra Domina–the Garlean portion of Gyr Abania–is almost
always bright and blooming. Even when she is invited to visit the towns of Ala Mhigo, in the
lands that were freed from Garlean control, the Warrior is always greeted warmly. She
remains the primary ambassador for Garlemald with the nascent government of Ala Mhigo.
At least twice a year she makes an official visit, though when time occasionally permits she
sometimes makes the trip to visit Lyse. 

The Warrior is nearly done with her visit in Radiata when she is approached by a Garlean
soldier from the Sixth Legion. There is nothing remarkable about him, except for a small blue
pin shaped like a wolf’s head affixed to the collar of his uniform. He greets her with a salute.

“Latest reports from the local Bluebonnets, as you requested,” says the soldier. He holds out
an unassuming sheaf of papers. The Warrior accepts it, glancing over the top page before
nodding at the soldier.

“Thank you. Your efforts are greatly appreciated.”

The soldier hurriedly snaps another salute. “Of course, Your Benevolence! It is a pleasure to
serve!”

She gives the report another once-over after the soldier has scurried away–it is mostly reports
of activities going on in both Ala Mhigo and Terra Domina. Nothing immediately jumps out
as being an issue of new concern, which is a relief. After a few minutes of reading, she
becomes aware of her son fidgeting at her side.

“Yes, Mateus? Is something wrong?”

“No, Mama.” He shifts from one foot to the other. “Mama?”

“Yes, Mat?”

“What’s a Bluebonnet?”

The Warrior tips her head to look down at him. She smiles. “You know what a bluebonnet is;
you’ve seen them in the glasshouse.”

His face scrunches in thought. “Why are you getting reports about flowers?”

She chuckles. “Ah, well, those are about a different sort of bluebonnet. Those are my field
agents. You know, the ones you’ve seen with the little blue pin on their collar?”

More contemplative silence from her son. Then: “So, they’re like Father’s spies?”

Now she laughs. “No, no, I’ve no need of my own spies. They’re just my eyes and hands
across the Empire.”



“That sounds like spies,” Mateus says, tone pointedly doubtful.

Behind them, Caspian pipes up. “The Lupi Imperatricis are like extra hands for your mother,
Prince Mateus. They extend the reach of her love and goodwill for the people of the Empire
and the star beyond its borders.”

Mateus half turns to look up at the centurion. “So they’re not a bad thing?”

“Far from it.”

The Warrior gestures with the sheaf of papers. “Would you like to know what’s in the
reports?”

“Can you tell me?” Mateus asks in a scandalized whisper. He is still of the age where most
‘grown up’ matters are kept secret from him.

“I think so.” She studies the top page for something that might interest the boy. “My agent in
Saltsteel is reporting on helping the locals repair a dam that half burst during the summer
rains. Another in West Frostlick is reporting on some concerns regarding less than stellar crop
growth this year, with a pre-emptive request for aid this winter in the event that their harvest
proves insufficient.” She traces her finger over a line. “Oh, and this one sends the results
from the agricultural fair that was held in Tertia last month. They had a pumpkin that
weighed in at almost three hundred ponz!”

“Wow,” he exclaims. “I bet you could make a lot of pie with a pumpkin that big!”

The Warrior smiles fondly at him. “You could indeed. It might even be enough pie to keep
your father full for a few days.”

“Wow,” he says again in a near whisper, clearly amazed by the prospect of so much pie.
“Wait until Father hears about that!”

 

During the flight home, the Warrior takes a break from going over reports to enjoy a bit of
lighter reading. They have been in the air for nearly an hour when she becomes aware of the
faint hum of magic coming from the other end of the cabin. She glances up to where Mateus
is seated. The boy is seated with a notebook open in his lap. His left hand holds the book
open, while his right is hovering a few ilms above the surface of the paper. A violet streak of
energy arches between his spread fingertips, like levin but far slower. Mateus shakes his head
and picks up a pencil. The Warrior clears her throat as he begins to jot something down in the
notebook.

“What’ve you got there, Mat?”

“Oh, nothing. Just–” He glances up from the book. “Just working on some magic.”

“I see.” She closes her book, and then moves to sit next to her son. “Do we need to go over
the rules again?”



He looks away, but she can still tell he is rolling his eyes as he lets out a faint huff. “You said
I can’t use magic in public. We aren’t in public, Mama, we’re on an airship.”

“And I would rather you don’t use magic while on a transport vessel. Not at least until you’ve
had more proper training.”

“But, Mama–”

“I really don’t need to have to worry about you accidentally causing a crash, alright? I trust
you, but I have safety concerns.”

“Fine,” he says, and huffs out a more dramatic sigh. “When am I getting a magic teacher?”

“I’m still in talks with Alexandria. It’s difficult to find a single tutor who has a range of
expertise as varied as your particular interests, kiddo.”

“Then get me more than one tutor.”

She laughs and ruffles his hair. “We’ll start with one good one.”

Mateus kicks his legs against his seat. For a few minutes he continues to stare into his
notepad, before closing it with a noisy click.

“Why do we have to go back to Garlemald now? I want to go on another adventure,” the little
prince says. His tone borders on petulant. The Warrior smiles.

“I know you do, Mat. But, you must make time for your studies between trips.” That was the
agreement that had been forged between mother and son after he had experienced his first
addicting taste of ‘adventure’ shortly before his tenth nameday.

“Yes, yes.” He lets out a put-upon sigh that reminds her of his big brother. Mateus screws up
his face in thought as he looks at the textbook that peeks patiently out of his knapsack.
“When I am the Emperor, I'll go on adventures all the time.”

“If you wish to, no one will be able to stop you.” She nods. “But, you still have to finish your
studies first. Your father finished his, and so did Zenos.”

“And you, Mama?”

The Warrior reaches and taps his nose. “I'm afraid that I was part of the unwashed masses, so
I did not get as thorough an education. I did still learn my letters and numbers, though.”

“And how to fight?”

“Yes, that too.” She smiles. “But, when I was your age, I had no idea that I would ever
become an empress one day. That wasn’t in my plans.”

The boy looks up at her with big violet eyes. “What did you want to do when you were a
grown up?”



“Me?” She tries to think back to that time, decades ago now, but has trouble pinpointing an
exact answer. In truth, all she has of those days are dim memories of the oppressive heat of
Thanalan, and the creeping hunger born from living on the fringes of society. She feigns a
more palatable answer. “I think I wanted to be a chocobo rancher.”

Mateus lets out a delighted giggle. “But, your dress would get all dirty!”

“That’s true. I would have to wear trousers and a smock instead.”

“And boots?”

“Oh yes, big heavy clomping boots, not the pretty things I get to wear now.”

“Can I wear pretty boots when I grow up?”

“Of course you can. You’ll be able to wear whatever you like.”

“Father doesn’t really wear pretty boots,” the boy says in a pensive tone.

“Well, his are more for utility than looks.”

“When I am the emperor, I’m going to wear prettier boots.” Mateus gives a decisive nod, and
the Warrior struggles not to laugh.

“I look forward to seeing your royal attire.”

The Warrior settles back in her seat. Mateus reluctantly pulls his textbook out and flips it to a
marked page. She looks around the cabin of the vessel. Caspian is busy scribbling in a
notepad. Next to them, the Warrior’s guard in training is doing his best to be attentive while
also trying not to doze off. She smiles to herself, for homesickness is not the only reason that
they are returning to Garlemald.

In another week, there will be a wedding at the palace. 

 

It is blustery when the vessel docks in Garlemald. The blowing snow makes for
uncomfortable conditions, and so it is no surprise to the Warrior that the only one standing
outside to meet their arrival is her husband. His bulk blocks the wind as he bends to hug her,
and then stoops to give Mateus a hug.

“Welcome home,” he rumbles. He hooks an arm around her waist and takes his son’s hand
with the other, and leads the way inside. “We have been eagerly awaiting your return.”

She snuggles against his side. “That makes me happy to hear.”

Even more joyous to hear is the excited chorus of “Mama, Mama!” when they enter the
building. Four little girls, all nearly overwhelmed by their own excitement, begin hopping
and waving their little arms even before the doors have fully closed. 



She laughs and crouches in front of them. “One at a time, darlings.”

“Mama we’ve been waiting for you for hours,” says the eldest girl, one of a pair of twins.

“Days,” says the other. The first nods in agreement. The Warrior laughs again and kisses their
foreheads in turn. 

“Days? Gracious, how have you gotten anything done if you’ve been lying about here?”

“We didn’t,” is the coy response.

“Did you bring us anything?” asks the third girl.

“What, Mama isn’t enough anymore? You need presents too, Regina?”

The girl nods shyly.

“Hm, I see how it is.” She smiles as the littlest of the little girls, not quite five years old,
unceremoniously flops into her arms. “Oof, Theo, you’re almost getting too big for Mama to
carry.” Despite her protest, the Warrior manages to get to her feet with the child resting on
her hip.

“Daddy says we’re too big to get picked up,” says one of the twins in a conspiratorial tone.
Her sister nods.

“He said we hurt his back.”

The Warrior glances at Varis, who immediately holds his hands up in defense.

“I promise, I worded it more diplomatically than that.”

“You have to be gentle with your father, girls. He is very big, but very delicate.” She grins at
the huff that escapes him.

“Like a chocobo?” says the littlest.

“Just like a chocobo, yes.” She tries not to laugh again as the little girl reaches out and pats
her father’s hair with a tiny hand.

“You can still have tea parties with us, Daddy,” says the middle girl.

“Thank you. I would hate to miss out.”

The family proceeds down the long dark corridors.

“I’m sure your big brother will be willing to pick you up once he gets here,” the Warrior says.

“Zenos is coming home?” asks a twin.

“Yes, of course he is. Who do you think is getting married next week?”



The twins share scandalized gasps. “He can’t get married, he’s our brother!”

“I’m afraid you’ll have to take that up with him,” she says.

“Who is Brother marrying?” wonders Regina. The Warrior withholds an amused snort as she
half turns to look back at the guards.

“Gee, I don’t know. You’ll have to ask him when he gets here.”

“It’s a surprise,” adds Caspian.

The girls whisper conspiratorially between each other as the family makes its way away from
the docks. Varis walks close at her side, a hand resting lightly on her back. Their youngest
daughter, still safe in her mother’s arms, takes it upon herself to grab a handful of her father’s
long hair and further tether them together.

“So,” Varis says as he glances over her shoulder, “How is young Lazra doing?”

“He’s thirty, dear, and has been on the palace guard for half a decade. He is hardly young.”

He grunts. “Young enough.”

“He’s doing quite well. Attentive, polite, and so forth. Listens to Cas’ instructions and advice,
as far as I can tell.”

“He came highly recommended from the captain of the guard.”

“And so did Caspian once upon a time, didn’t they?” She watches him tip his head from side
to side in thought.

“Yes, I suppose so. They certainly paid off, in more ways than one.”

Considering that Caspian is about to marry into the royal family, the Warrior is quite inclined
to agree with her husband’s assessment. Though she had never thought herself in need of a
guard years ago, the Warrior knows that she could not have asked for a more faithful and
steadfast friend.

Ignoring that his youngest daughter is busy working his hair into a messy braid, Varis shifts
his attention to his son.

“Tell me, Matty,” Varis says. “Did you learn anything interesting while traveling with your
mother this time?”

“It’s adventuring, Father.” Mateus’ tone borders on charmingly admonishing. The Warrior
quietly pretends she doesn’t know where he picked up that tone.

“Of course. My mistake.” The Emperor clears his throat. “Then, did you learn anything
interesting on your latest adventure?”



“Well, the village healer in Tertia showed me how she makes a ting–a tink–” He shakes his
head. “A tink-sure that she uses to help people who have pain, but no access to a healer with
magic.”

“In Tertia? That is a surprise.”

“She was an older Garlean woman,” murmurs the Warrior. “I believe she was a retiree from
Gaius’ days. One of his old chirurgeons.”

“Ah, I see. That does sound like valuable knowledge, Matty. Anything else?”

“There was a green mage in Porta Praetoria!” Mateus exclaims excitedly. “She was just
visiting for supplies, but she showed me how she casts a Protect spell that boosts the defense
of her village’s hunters when they venture out into the woods.” He holds his hands to the top
of his head. “And she had long ears like a bunny rabbit!”

“A Viera?” Varis looks at the Warrior, who nods in confirmation of their son’s claim. “Quite
interesting. I have read in some reports that the Viera living in the far eastern Shroud have
started to venture into Ala Mhigan and Garlean territory for trade. I am glad to know our
efforts to convince them of their safety have begun to bear fruit.”

“Indeed. Truthfully, the mage was reluctant to speak with Mateus at first, but it would seem
that the crown prince of Garlemald is too charming for even the most stoic of old hares to be
able to resist.”

Varis grunts in amusement and ruffles the top of his son’s hair. “As long as you are keeping
out of trouble.”

“Only the trouble Mama approves,” the prince says cheekily. Varis laughs.

“Yes, I expect that much.”

 

A short while later, the family gathers in the main dining hall for dinner. Varis makes a
valiant attempt at making conversation with his wife about her travels, but the conversation is
regularly waylaid by their daughters wanting to fill her in on all the palace gossip from the
last week. Varis eventually concedes that discussion of childhood drama is far more
worthwhile dinner conversation than grown-up politics, and leaves the floor to their
chattering and questions. The Warrior’s face is left hurting from smiling so much. Whenever
she is gone from home, even for a few days, she misses the little girls and their domination of
the dinner table dialogue.

Later, the family goes through the evening rituals of baths and bedtime stories and goodnight
kisses. When the last of their brood has been sent off to slumber, the Warrior and Varis take
the time to refamiliarize themselves with each other’s bodies in private.

They still fit together perfectly.



For a time afterwards, they rest quietly in each other’s arms. The Warrior can tell from the
slight pinch of brows on his otherwise relaxed face that Varis is thinking about something.

“Hm?” she prompts.

“Matty,” he says, half muffled by her collarbone, “He is still studying magic, then?”

“He is. His interest in the subject has yet to wane. Perhaps it is his calling.”

“His calling is to be emperor,” he grumps. The Warrior laughs softly.

“I don’t see why he can’t do both.”

“The Emperor of Garlemald being a mage sounds like a twisted joke,” Varis says. “One that
my grandsire would have penned.”

“Perhaps so. But, I have faith that Mateus will use whatever magical knowledge he gleans
from the world for good, not ill.” The Warrior can only hope that she can keep the Ascians at
bay long enough for her children to safely grow up. The only one of their cloaked ilk that she
has seen since running Emet-Selch off years ago has been Fandaniel, and that curious fellow
seems to be content staying out of the palace while he keeps her under observation. She
hopes it stays that way, but keeps a vigilance on the shadows.

“There is much I still do not, cannot know or understand about magic,” Varis admits with a
sigh. “So you must forgive my worrying.”

“It’s alright, dear. I understand.”

“I know that you are keeping an eye on him, so that... provides some amount of comfort.”

She rubs her hand down the long span of his back. “I read the details of Mateus’ writings
almost every day when we’re traveling. He seems to be compiling a compendium of
information about magic from across the realms. Or, at least, that’s primarily what he writes
about.”

“To what end, I wonder.”

“Oh, I don’t know. He’s young, and hungry for knowledge. He’s a lot like Zenos, don’t you
think? Just with a fascination for magic instead of blades.”

“Indeed.” Varis sighs softly. “And Zenos turned out alright, in the end.”

“That’s right.”

He huffs another sigh against her skin. 

She strokes her fingers through his long hair, choosing to ignore the strands of white that
have begun to creep into his already pale tresses. She has no desire to tease him for the
marking of his age–after all, she has her own fair share of silver hairs that she has noticed in
the mirror. Their reward for minding an empire and caring for a half dozen rowdy children.



The Warrior smiles and kisses his hair.

“You’re still beautiful. Did you know that?”

Varis yawns and nuzzles at her shoulder. “And you are still very biased, my love.”

“Of course I am.”

“Weather permitting, Zenos will be home tomorrow. I do hope so–he has an appointment
with Cataegis to check the fitting on his niveste.” He grunts. “Cataegis insists that this will be
his last major function. He wants to retire at the end of the season.”

“He said that last year,” she says with a smile.

“He did indeed.” Varis sighs, the sound soft and full of wonder. “I never thought my niveste
would be worn again so soon. By Mateus perhaps, one day. But Zenos? Who would have
ever thought it possible.”

“Oh I did, definitely.”

“You did not!” He laughs.

“Well, not right away. Cas was terrified of him for months and months. But, you know, once
you see a couple of people sucking face like their lives depend on it, you get an idea.”

“They certainly took their time.”

“Not everyone is in a rush to get married. Neither of them were looking to start a family, so
they’ve just… waited.” She shrugs. Varis makes a thoughtful noise in his throat.

“What will Caspian do once they retire?”

“Go to Bozja until Zenos finishes his service, maybe. They keep talking about a cottage in
the mountains.”

“Hm. Zenos did mention an interest in property in an area south of here. I was…considering
giving it to him as a wedding gift.”

She smiles. “That’s a lovely idea.”

“I admit, it strikes me as a little strange that they would want to just disappear into the woods.
But then, perhaps not. I can understand the appeal of a bit of peace and quiet. Especially for
one like Zenos.”

“I just want them to be happy.”

“As do I.” Wistfully, he adds: “My little boy, all grown up.”

“Varis, he’s forty.”

“And a late bloomer.”



“Well… you aren’t wrong there.” She laughs and kisses his hair. “Fair enough.”

“I am happy, though. For him. For us. For everyone.” His lips curl into a smile against her
skin. “It is a nice feeling, to be happy and at peace.”

“Well, relish that feeling while it lasts, love,” she says. “Wedding guests will start arriving in
a few days, and our peace will be gone with their arrivals.”

“Ah, well.” He hooks an arm around her middle. “We’d best make use of the quiet while we
can.”



Epilogue #2: Now and Always (2/3)

“Mama, I have come to a decision.” One of the twins crows from her seat at their private
dining table. The Warrior looks up from cutting a hunk of grilled meat into bite sized pieces
for her youngest daughter.

“Oh? What’s that, Ruby?”

“I don’t like popotoes anymore.”

“You don’t?” She glances at the neat little pile of mashed popotoes on her plate. “Why not?”

“They’re icky,” Rubina says.

“And slimy,” adds her sister. Both twins nod. This leads to Regina giving an exaggerated
sigh.

“They’re gross!”

The Warrior looks from each girl, finally to the littlest.

“You too, Theo?”

Little Theophania looks reluctantly from her plate, then to her sisters. She nods, and then
shakes her head.

“Bad,” is the eventual declaration.

“Oh, I see. How very unfortunate.” The Warrior makes a show of looking disappointed.
“Though, I suppose that leaves more for your father to eat when he gets here.”

“And whatever Father cannot manage, I will be glad to polish off.” A voice rasps behind
them in the entryway. The table’s attention is diverted to the door and away from the politics
of popotoes. Zenos stands there, dominating the doorway in a light travel coat. Varis is visible
standing behind him in the hall.

“Zenos!” The little girls all squeal in excitement, abandoning their lunch in favor of greeting
their big brother. The elder prince stoops to accept their attention, quiet and patient as the
little girls flock around him and aggressively hug his knees. Eventually he gently herds them
back to their seats. He moves out of the doorway so that Varis and Mateus can enter the
dining room.

“What’s this nonsense about not liking popotoes anymore?” Varis booms over the din as he
ambles around to his usual seat.

“Daddy, they’re slimy,” says Saphira, gazing up at him with wide, scandalized blue eyes.
Varis leans and squints critically at her plate.



“They do not look slimy to me.”

“They are.”

“Then, do not eat them. But, you cannot expect the cooks to give you fried popotoes with
every meal.”

“Why not?”

“Because you must have some variety in your meals.” Varis picks up his fork and uses it to
scoop up the entirety of the mashed popotoes from the girl’s plate. Then he unceremoniously
shovels it into his mouth.

“Daddy, I was going to eat that!” comes the distraught squeal. Varis swallows.

“Were you?”

A nod.

“Hm, well I will have to share some of mine with you.”

“Thank you, Daddy.”

Zenos presses a kiss to the Warrior’s forehead and squeezes into a seat.

“You don’t want to eat with Cas?” she asks softly.

“They are on duty.”

“Zenos.”

“I will have lunch with them almost every day for the rest of my life,” Zenos says patiently.
“Can I not enjoy one lunch with my Mother and family instead?”

“Alright, alright.”

“Zenos, Mama said that you were getting married,” pipes up Regina. She watches her brother
fill his plate.

“Yes, that is correct.”

“You can’t get married,” she says anxiously. “You’re our brother!”

“I–” Zenos pauses, the careful blankness of his expression telling the Warrior that he has no
idea what his little sister is talking about. “I will still be your brother, Regina. Nothing will
change that.”

“Are you sure?”

“I would have to check with some legal documents, but I believe that there is no way to
escape me being your big brother.”



“I think you should check,” she says in a stage whisper.

 

The next day, the Warrior joins Zenos and Caspian in the tailor’s workshop. Zenos is calm
and relaxed, at least superficially, while Caspian wears their usual anxiety on their face. The
Warrior looks at the mannequins with their long white robes draped elegantly to the floor.

“I must admit, I was surprised that Caspian chose to have their own niveste made and not
wear yours, your ladyship,” says the tailor.

“You only had to make one, Cataegis. Surely that wasn’t too great a workload for you, even
at your age.”

“My age–” He huffs softly. “No, it was no trouble.”

“Besides, I have four daughters. The odds are quite favorable that my niveste will eventually
see some use, even without Cas wearing it.”

“True enough.”

The Warrior watches as the couple collect their respective gowns and go to put them on.
“What about Varis’? How well does it fit Zenos?”

“Well, it was certainly big enough for the prince,” the tailor says dryly. “Too big, to be
truthful. While Prince Zenos is certainly nearly as tall as his father, he is not quite so broad in
the shoulders and chest. I’ve had to make a few adjustments to better suit his frame, but
fortunately the design of a niveste is a forgiving one.”

“That’s good to hear.”

“Should Prince Mateus choose to also wear the same gown someday in the future, whoever is
functioning as court tailor at the time will likely only have to shorten the overall length of the
gown to make it serviceable for our future emperor.”

“It won’t be you doing the work, Cataegis?”

“Oh no, my Lady,” the old Elezen says in a coy tone. “I’m going to retire this year.”

“I’ll believe that when I see it.”

Zenos is the first to return. There is something undeniably charming about the man wearing
his father’s wedding robes. His hair is pulled into a stubby ponytail that brushes against the
collar of the niveste , and now, without Caspian present, a hint of nervousness has crept onto
his face.

“Oh, look at you!” the Warrior coos appreciatively. “You look so much like your father!”

“I–” He fidgets at a cuff with his magitek hand. “Do I look alright?”



“Ready to be a primum, I would say.” She reaches up and brushes her fingers lightly over the
embroidery and beadwork that cover his shoulders. “What do you think?”

“It reminds me of the day you and Father married,” Zenos murmurs. “‘Twas a good day. I
gained you as my mother, and it is the day I first really met–” He stops as the door to the
workshop opens.

“I hope I put this on the right way, the sleeves are a bit long and it’s a lot heavier than I
expec–” Caspian stops and falls silent as they notice all eyes in the room are on them. “Oh.”

“Are the sleeves long, Maristella? Come, let me take a look.”

The centurion stammers and makes their way over to where the tailor waits. “It’s lovely, I
just…” They trail off again as the tailor carefully manhandles their arm. They look at Zenos.
“You look beautiful, dear.”

“Do I?” Zenos smooths his hands down his front. “I feel overdressed.”

“It’s a wedding, Zenos,” the Warrior chides with a chuckle. “You’re supposed to be
overdressed.”

“Oh. Well, in that case I suppose I am of the proper attire.” He gazes down at them. “You
look like a snegovik.”

They giggle. “And you look like an almasty.”

Zenos smiles. “Perfect.”

“Hold still, Maristella,” grumbles the tailor.

Watching Zenos and Caspian gaze dotingly at each other is enough to nearly bring a tear to
the Warrior’s eyes. She manages to compose herself enough to instead tease her elder son.

“Now Zenos, how are you going to put flowers in your hair with it so short?” The Warrior
grins up at him. “We can scarcely get any braids in your hair.”

“Hair pins, Mother,” Zenos replies drably. “Fear not; we will manage.”

“We got the flowers shipped in last week,” she says. “White for you, and a bit of a blue-white
for Caspian, so they show up in their hair.”

“You didn’t have to make such a fuss for me, my Lady,” says Caspian.

“Of course we did. Besides, they were a gift from the satrap. Crafted from the finest of
Thavnarian silks!”

“Seems almost a shame to put such fanciness into something that will be given away as a
party favor,” the tailor says. “I’m certain that I could have found better use for Thavanarian
silk.”



“We’ll save you one, Cataegis.”

 

The Emperor of Garlemald looks small among the vaulted ceilings and echoing space of the
main ballroom. The Warrior thinks this to herself as she enters the room for the wedding
rehearsal. On a smaller scale, he seems more a great towering tree surrounded by the
cavorting forms of giddy pixies. She can only wonder what their nanny did to get the girls so
worked up before dropping the lot of them off with their parents. 

A great deal of parties and galas have been held in the ballroom in the last few years, but this
will be the first wedding held at the palace since she and Varis were wed nearly twelve years
ago. The ballroom is in fine form, having been repainted and retiled and generally
redecorated after a Long Night gala three years previous. Varis seems to be watching Zenos
and Caspian, positioned near one of the tall windows, but his attention shifts when he notices
his wife’s arrival.

“Ah, there you are. I was nearly afraid I was going to handle them by myself.” He gestures at
the little girls who are still skipping in circles around him.

“What’s got them so excited?”

“I believe that Lucretia told them they were going to get cake if they were good today.”

She chuckles. “Well, Garleans are highly motivated by cake, aren’t they?”

He grunts in his own gentle amusement. “Indeed.”

The Warrior scans the room in another habitual head count of her children: four girls, and the
elder son. “Where is Mateus? He’s supposed to be here for rehearsal.”

“He hasn’t shown up yet, your ladyship.” It is Lazra who answers. 

“No? He was called half a bell ago, with his sisters.”

“The nanny said he was rather absorbed in his studies.” Her guard begins to shrug but catches
himself. “Would you like me to retrieve the prince, my Lady?”

“No, no, I’ll go get him. I want to see what he’s up to, that's so much more important than
being here.”

 

Curious, the Warrior seeks the younger prince out. She finds him in his bedroom, seated at
his desk. A ceruleum lamp glows its usual comforting blue across the papers that the boy is
studying. She clears her throat as she stands in the doorway, but he does not lift his attention
from his work. Leaning in a bit, the Warrior notices the telltale streaks and arcs of red on the
parchment.

“That doesn’t look like your studies, Mateus,” she says. His shoulders jerk.



“I–I finished my lessons for today,” he says in soft protest. “I only had Lord Etherington
today, and he said that it would be better to focus on the events happening this week, rather
than those of the past.”

“It sounds like he’s just trying to get out of work himself this week.” She shakes her head.
“Very well.” The Warrior takes a few steps closer to his desk. She sees him instinctively
move to block her view of the parchment. “Tell me, Mat, what are you hoping to find amidst
all these bits and pieces of spells?”

“I don’t know yet,” he admits. “I’m not sure if there’s anything new to be found there at all,
and yet… Sometimes I’m sure there is something hiding just beneath the surface of a glyph,
just out of reach.”

“What will you do with this new magic if you find it?”

The boy shrugs. “Don’t know yet, Mama. Depends on what it does.”

The Warrior feels a faint, old twinge of worry in the back of her mind. She hopes that there
are no Ascians watching her son’s well meaning actions with avarice in their intent.

“Just promise me that you’ll be careful, Mat.”

“Careful?” He looks up at her with an enviable innocence.

“Yes, careful,” she says gently. “You see, magic is potentially just as dangerous as any
weapon or tool. It must always be used with care and respect.”

His pale brows furrow and he looks back to his diagrams. “You think so?”

“I know so.” She lightly presses her hand to his shoulder. “Be that as it may, I will not forbid
you from learning about magic. I just want you to use caution when working with it.”

“Will you help me?”

“Of course.” The Warrior smiles. “And in turn, I promise that in another year or two we will
find you a good person to properly educate in magic and its usage.”

“Thank you, Mama.”

She pats his back. “Now then, why don’t you put that away for now and put on your slippers?
We’re meeting in the main ballroom to go over some plans for the wedding.”

“Do I have to?” he inquires in a tone indicating he would rather not. The Warrior chuckles.

“If your sisters have to, so do you. Besides, we’ll be having cake afterwards. Do you want to
miss out on cake?”

The boy considers this for a moment, then sighs softly and closes the book. “No.”

“Good. I was going to let Theo eat your piece if you refused.”



“I’m coming, I’m coming, don’t give it to her!”

 

When the Warrior returns to the ballroom, Mateus in tow, she finds that Zenos and Caspian
are now dancing in the middle of the room. There is no music playing, but together their
steps are as immaculately paced as though they could hear the ticking of a silent metronome.
Her little girls are all humming different tunes, slightly off key, with their little skinny arms
flapping about.

“They don’t really need to practice dancing together,” Varis murmurs once she is within
earshot. The Warrior chuckles and touches a hand to his elbow.

“Maybe it’s for their nerves.”

“Nerves? What nerves? Zenos and Caspian have been going out dancing for years. Everyone
knows the tales of the prince sneaking out with his paramour to the dinner clubs by now.”

“True, but going out on the town isn’t quite the same as doing one’s wedding dance.” She
smiles and pats his arm. “Or do you mean to tell me you were not nervous on our wedding
day, even though you had plenty of experience interacting with crowds in public?”

Varis just grunts.

“Mama! Mama!” One of the twins is shrieking up at her, though she cannot tell which with
her back turned. “Are we going to get to dance at the wedding?”

“Of course, my dears. As long as you behave.”

“What if we don’t behave?” Regina asks, little arms still flailing like a chocobo trying to take
flight.

“Then, you won’t get any cake or sweets.”

The girls all let out a horrified gasp.

“We should practice dancing more, then!” exclaims the other twin. They nod in unison, and
scamper over to where Zenos and Caspian are still lost in each other’s steps. “Brother! Teach
us how to dance good!”

Varis smiles as Zenos stops what he is doing to crouch in front of his little sisters. He listens
to their very loud, echoing requests with a serious expression.

“Isn’t it a marvel?” he murmurs. “To think, the first time Zenos and Caspian danced was at
our wedding. And soon they will dance again at their own.”

“Things do have a funny way of circling about,” she agrees. “Though, I imagine it will be a
few more years before we marry off another one of our children.”



“Mm. Perhaps. We will have to keep an eye on who the little ones dance with during the
reception.” He winks down at her. “We should have a look at the guest list for any…
prospects.”

The Warrior laughs. “We’ll do no such thing, darling. The surprise is half of the fun!” She
hooks her hand around his arm. “But, I do think we should join in on the dance practice. I
fully intend on dancing with my dear husband at the reception.”

He makes a disagreeing noise, but there is still a sincere smile on his lips. “If my lovely wife
insists.”

“She most certainly does.” The Warrior tugs his arm. “Come on now, we’ve got to show them
how to do it right.”

 

The unofficial official rehearsal dinner for Zenos and Caspian is as much a lively affair as the
completely normal family dinner the night before. The table is also a bit more crowded, and
the princesses squabble over who gets to sit next to Auntie Victoriana–Regina and Rubina
end up winning this battle. Meanwhile, Mateus does his best to politely avoid sitting near
Titus–Nerva was firmly not invited to the meal. The little prince is not a fan of his great-
uncle, and quietly whispers to his mother that the man is ‘full of snakes’.

Otherwise, the meal is uneventful. No commotion is made, which the Warrior considers a
surprise because Zenos did end up sitting in proximity to Titus. Zenos hadn’t wanted to invite
Titus to the wedding, either, but had relented when Varis had told him that Titus had to be
there since his grandfather couldn’t attend. Zenos had grumbled that a statue of his dead
grandfather would have been a better space filler than his great-uncle, but the matter had been
set aside.

“I don’t know what Zenos has against your uncle,” she says to Varis after the dinner. “He
always seemed indifferent to the man’s existence until recently.”

“He did not tell you?”

“No. I tried asking him once, but he said that it wasn’t business I should be concerned with.”

“Oh. I see.” Varis frowns fleetingly, but does his best to hide the look from his pie-fueled
children. He pauses in his step, letting the nanny guide the children out of earshot. “I suppose
you should know.”

“If you feel comfortable telling me.”

His brow furrows. “No secrets. And I have been negligent in not passing on the details of our
conversation sooner.”

“Go on, then.”

Varis stares down the hall at their children. The twins have Mateus in some variety of a
headlock, but the nanny is not making a fuss over it, so the Warrior assumes it to be a minor



altercation.

“Basically, it boils down to Titus being a hateful old asshole.” Varis frowns again, this one
multiplying the ever deepening lines on his face. “At his age, he should not be regularly
reminding me of how deep my grandsire’s taint ran.”

The Warrior lightly presses her hand to the back of his. “What happened?”

“It was when Zenos and Caspian made the public announcement of their engagement.” She
sees his jaw tense. “Afterwards, when I spoke with Titus, he brought the announcement up.
Said that–that it was a pity Zenos turned out to be such a waste. To give up his title and never
be the emperor, to have his command wasted away in a dull, peaceful place such as Bozja,
and to be married off to–” He grimaces and shakes his head. “A Duskwight, though he used
less polite terms.”

“What an arse. He’s lucky Zenos didn’t hear him say that.”

Varis’ lips twitch, trying not to smile. “He did, he was there at the time.”

“Oh dear.”

“Zenos might have punched him.”

“Presumably with his left arm, since the old man isn’t dead.”

“You would presume correctly, my love.” Varis chuckles. “After that, it was mutually agreed,
across the three generations present, that Titus would be permitted to be present at the
wedding, under the condition that he doesn’t speak a fucking word of his thoughts in the
presence of the primum and secunum.”

“Rather generous of you.”

“In truth, I am hoping he says something out of turn. I think Zenos would enjoy throttling the
old man on his wedding day.”

“Varis!” She laughs, and he winks at her. “I mean, you aren’t wrong , but it’s best not to
encourage his old fancies.”

“Indeed. Though, as long as Titus keeps to his word, I daresay Zenos will be far too
distracted by his partner to care that the old man exists.”

“I certainly hope–”

“Mama! Mama!” Mateus’ anxious voice cuts through their banter. They return their attention
to the children in time to see their younger son run up to them, hair disheveled.

“Yes, Mateus? Is something wrong? What did your sisters do to you?”

“Oh, this–” He smooths his hands over his hair. “That’s nothing. But, Mama, I left my
magic–my notebook in the classroom, and I really don’t want to leave it lying about for just



anyone to find!”

“I see.” She looks up at Varis. “Continue on with them, I’ll go get the book. Won’t take
long.”

“As you wish.” He kisses her brow and turns to his son. “Alright, Matty. Your mother will
come to your rescue. Let’s continue back home.”

“Thank you, Mama!”

 

The Warrior takes a detour, cutting back to another hallway. Here in one of the rooms a
classroom has been constructed for the children, so that they might receive lessons from
tutors and the like without the distractions of their own quarters. Every child has their own
work table, and each is covered in their various effects. Theophania’s table is dusted with a
rainbow of pastel chalks–she tends to get as much on herself and the table as any paper when
drawing. Regina’s table has a few of her writing tablets on it, along with a bowl half full of
water. The Warrior knows from reading the tutor’s report that the water was originally snow,
taken from out in the courtyard for an ‘experiment’.

As the Warrior pokes her head further into the children’s makeshift classroom, she is
surprised to hear the soft murmurs of two familiar voices. Zenos and Caspian are seated side
by side at one of the small tables–one of the twins’, though she isn’t sure which. There are
sheets of paper spread out in front of them, and the couple sits so closely that their arms are
touching.

“Oh, I don’t know. That’s embarrassing to say out loud.”

“I’m the only person who will hear it.”

“It’s still embarrassing to admit…”

“Why is it–” Zenos stops, noticing the Warrior’s arrival. “Ah, hello Mother. Did you need
something?”

“Oh, no, I was just stopping by to pick up a book that Mateus left in here earlier.”

“I see. Do not let us get in your way.”

She waves a hand. “Go ahead.” The Warrior goes over to Mateus’ table. Zenos and Caspian
remain conspicuously silent, but she can still hear the soft scratch of pen nibs against paper.

Once she has found the notebook in question, she clears her throat. “So, what are you two
doing? I thought you would be getting some extra sleep before your big day tomorrow.”

“We are just doing final revisions on our private vows,” says Zenos.

“Together?”



“Why not together?” He looks from his paper to Caspian’s, and then up to the Warrior.
“Should we not? The proctor said nothing about it being inappropriate to write them
together.”

“I–I suppose I honestly don’t know.” She smiles and shakes her head. “I guess I was under
the impression that it was something that the primum and secunum kept secret from each
other until the vows were read.”

“Oh.” Zenos blinks owlishly at her. “We did not want to surprise each other. Besides, we do
not keep secrets from each other.”

“Quite commendable, really.”

“We wanted to make sure we didn’t forget anything we wanted to say to each other,” says
Caspian, their voice barely above a conspiratorial whisper. “We wanted to make sure we did
this correctly.”

The Warrior cannot help but chuckle at their sincere statement. “Oh, my dear friend, there is
no ‘wrong’ when it comes to your private vows. What matters is that the words are heartfelt.
That you truly mean what you are saying to each other, deep down.”

Zenos makes a thoughtful noise. “My words are truthful.”

“As are mine, my Lady.” Caspian still looks uncertain. “We just wanted them to be right.”

“It’s okay. I won’t stop you. Just make sure you get enough sleep.”

“Don’t worry, Mother. We will get plenty of sleep.”

“Wait, could you tell us something?” Caspian holds up a hand as the Warrior turns to leave.

“Hm? What would you like to know?”

“Could you, um–” They glance at Zenos, who shrugs. “Could you tell us what you and
Emperor Varis said to each other in your vota privata? We were curious.”

“Well, I don’t think it’s appropriate to tell you the exact details…” The Warrior hugs the
notebook against her chest and smiles. “But I can tell you that I read to him part of the
Ishgardian wedding vows, and Varis, he…” She blushes at the memory of that day. “He read
to me from a letter that he wrote to me but never sent. It was very sweet and heartfelt.”

“So, you both shared things that were meaningful to you.”

“That’s right.”

Zenos scratches at the stubble on his chin with the butt of his pen. “Perhaps we could both
add in a little something at the end, without showing each other what we have written.
Something special.”



“Are you sure?” Caspian’s brows lift in disbelief. “You were worried about something being
too much of a surprise for you.”

“I do not think I would mind a small surprise,” he murmurs. “Like when you sent a little gift
in the mail to Bozja. Or when you send a request for the castrum’s cooks to prepare a certain
type of sweet for me… Those are nice surprises.”

“Okay.” They beam at him. “Then we’ll both include a nice little surprise for each other at
the end of our vows.”

Zenos nods. “Agreed.”

The Warrior smiles fondly at the couple. “That sounds like a wonderful idea.” She leans and
presses a kiss next to Zenos’ third eye. “Take care, both of you. And remember: you are both
loved, so, so much.”



Epilogue #2: Now and Always (3/3)

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

The next morning, it is snowing.

“Always a good sign,” the Warrior muses as she looks out their bedroom window at the lazily
falling flakes.

“Very good,” Varis agrees from the bed. “Must you be up so early? I thought we might
snuggle until breakfast.”

She laughs. “Darling, it’s been years since we’ve had that luxury.”

He rumbles in amusement and pats the disheveled covers next to him. “Alright, then I wish to
snuggle until one or more of our children demand our attention.”

“I suppose I can manage that.” The Warrior climbs back into bed, and wiggles close enough
for him to wrap a burly arm around her. She rests her head against his shoulder. “Are you
excited?”

“For what?”

“For wedding cake, obviously.”

“Oh, yes. Of course. I almost wish we were invited to more weddings. Think of all the free
cake we could have.” 

She giggles. “You’re the Emperor. I’m sure that people would send you cakes on a daily basis
if you implied you wanted it to the press.”

“I would not want to abuse my power. Or my waistline.”

“I have yet to meet the cake that could even touch your waistline, my dear.”

“Mm. Someday. Not today, hopefully. That would be something of an embarrassment.” He
chuckles and gives her middle a playful squeeze. “I must say, I am excited to see you in your
marital gown again. It has been a few years.”

“I’m just glad it still fits. After Theo, I thought I would need a new wardrobe.”

“You are still as beautiful as the day I married you,” Varis says. “Indeed, you are still as
beautiful as you were on the day when I saw you in the light of the Sea of Clouds and… I had
to get to know you better.”

She laughs. “Ever the gentleman.”



“Something like that.” He lets out a gentle sigh. “Yes, I am excited. To see Zenos happy–
sometimes it still feels like a dream.”

“I’m happy for the both of you.”

He chuckles. “Selfish.”

“Mother’s prerogative.” The Warrior tips her head at the sound of squeaky voices echoing
from the other end of the suite. “Who’s the nanny today, Antione or Lucretia?”

“Antione, I believe. Why?”

She burrows a bit more into her pillow. “If it’s him, we have a few more minutes before
Regina comes screaming in here about some injustice in the world.”

“Ah, true.” 

 

The next bell rings before the Warrior and her husband are extracted from the warmth of each
other and their bedcovers. Then, despite the special nature of the day ahead, there is the usual
bustle of frantic little girls and one little boy acting as though he is so completely over all of
their little girl drama. The Warrior confers with the childrens’ nanny after breakfast, to make
sure things are accounted for and that snacks that won’t mess up their pretty little dresses will
be offered around lunch time to keep them held over until the big meal during the reception.

This is all, of course, easier said than done.

The Warrior knows by now that it is likely easier to organize an entire invading military force
than it is to get five young children to stay put, stay quiet, and stay calm for any length of
time. She knows just letting Mateus and the twins attend the wedding is pressing her luck, but
even the slightest implication that she might be left out of having cake was enough to send
little Theo spiraling into a meltdown. So, they are all attending the ceremony and reception
afterwards–at least for a little while. She has already double checked the seating
arrangements in the throne room to make sure that if any of her children decide that today is
the day they want to cause a scene and end up on the broadsheet, either she or Varis will be
able to swiftly remove them from the premises.

After all, war is all about planning and strategies and contingencies.

 

It takes a few hours, but eventually her daughters’ hair is all brushed and neatly braided–
except for Rubina, who currently can’t stand braids–each with a single silk flower to accent
the look. Mateus declines the flowers, but does solemnly accept the responsibility of wearing
the red imperial sash across his dress jacket. The Warrior catches Varis tearing up as he
shows his son how to pin it properly. Mateus also notices.

“Are you alright, Father?”



“Hm? Yes, I’m just fine, Matty.” Varis brushes his fingers over the red strip of silk.

“You look like you stubbed your toe.”

Varis coughs a laugh and smiles and shakes his head. “No, no. I am fine. I am happy. And
proud of you, Matty. For wearing the sash.”

“Why? It’s just a decoration. You and Mama wear them, too.”

“That is correct, we do.” His big hand encompasses most of the boy’s shoulder. “You will
understand in time.”

“It’s one of those grown-up things, Mateus,” the Warrior says. The little prince nods in
understanding, and she can tell he is mentally lumping it away with shaving, cursing, and
looking at people’s rear-ends.

“I’m happy to wear it,” he says. “I get to match with you, Father! Everyone else will be
envious.”

Varis smiles tearily down at his son. “Yes, Matty. They will indeed.”

 

When the children are accounted for, the Warrior makes her way to the room where Caspian
is getting ready for their wedding. Annia and Julia are already present, sipping champagne
and giggling at some memory when the Warrior enters the room.

“Oh, there you are, my Lady! We were waiting for you!”

“Sorry, green dresses still have a distracting effect on my husband.” The Warrior grins at the
guards–her friends. Annia giggles and holds up the bottle.

“We saved you a glass, have to be proper!”

Caspian is already wearing their usual court dress uniform. Their hair is a loose mess, and
they are quietly taking sips from a champagne flute.

“You alright, Cas?”

“Oh, yes, I’m fine! Just waiting for this to be over.” They smile shyly. “Garlean tradition is
almost more than I can handle, that’s all.” They take another sip. “Zenos, too.”

“Well, Varis has gone to make sure the tailor doesn’t have any trouble making Zenos look all
pretty and presentable for the ceremony.”

“Thank you for being our witnesses,” they say softly, the tips of their ears darkening with
pink. “It means a lot to both of us.”

“It means a lot to Varis and I, too. We were both flattered when you asked.”



“I mean, you’re my best friend! And Zenos–Well, you know he isn’t very big on friends.”
They smile sheepishly.

“You’ve taken good care of him,” says Julia.

“And he takes good care of me, too.” Caspian nods and sets down their glass. “Giving him a
chance was the best thing I ever did.” They rub at their eyes. “I’m going to cry, please
someone distract me!”

“Come now, Cas. There will be time for tears later.” The Warrior smiles warmly at them.
“Happy tears, of course. Maybe some sad tears from me because I’ve gotten used to you
being my sidekick for the last decade.”

“You’re making me feel guilty again for retiring from my position as your guard,” they say,
eyes still watering.

“Sweetie, you’ve more than earned it. Don’t feel guilty.” She moves to their side and touches
their arm. “We’re really happy and excited for you.”

“That’s right!” Julia chimes in.

“I mean, I would’ve tried to get a crown out of it…” Annia giggles. Caspian’s blush darkens
and they shake their head.

“Oh, no, I couldn’t! I don’t need a crown. I just…” They duck their head. “I just need him.”

“Aw, that’s so sweet!”

The Warrior lightly hugs their side. “Well then, Cas, I think we should get you into your
niveste so we can get this show on the stage. Don’t you?”

“Y-yes, my Lady.” 

The snowy white robe is retrieved from its stand. Caspian fidgets as Julia and Annia settle it
on their shoulders and then help with getting the arms on neatly. Once tucked into the robe,
the only color left on them is the blush on their gray cheeks. They take a seat in a plush chair
and fidget with the hem of their sleeve.

“My, but don’t you look lovely!” Annia happily picks up a comb and sets to work on
wrangling Caspian’s hair.

“They always look lovely,” Julia says chidingly.

“Yes, well, one’s wedding robes make anyone even more lovely!”

The Warrior opens the box of silk roses. They still smell faintly of the spicy air of Raz-at-
Han, and the memories of her trips to the island nation make her smile. Such trips are now an
annual winter tradition for the Empress of Garlemald, as they give her time to visit with her
Eorzean friends in a relatively neutral setting.



“Ooh, these are going to look so elegant in your hair, Caspian!” Annia leans to look into the
box.

“You didn’t have to go to such a fuss just for me.” Caspian tucks their chin in bashfully. The
Warrior smiles and lifts one of the pale powder blue flowers from the box.

“Don’t be silly, Cas. It's a proper wedding tradition now in Garlemald, and you know how
important traditions and superstitions and whatnot are.” She turns the meticulously folded
piece of silk in her fingers. “Besides, the satrap was absolutely insistent on the gift.” She
brushes the silk against her cheek. “Both Garlemald and Thavnair are doing quite well.
Perhaps more countries would benefit from being led by sentimental old men.”

“My Lady?”

The Warrior blinks. “Oh, never you mind me. I’m just feeling pensive.” She smiles. “I’m
glad your hair is still long enough for braids, Cas. I can’t believe Zenos chopped his hair all
off so close to his wedding!”

“I think he looks cute with it shorter,” Caspian says shyly. “I think perhaps he wanted to
separate himself from his father and forefathers by not having his hair braided on his
wedding day.”

She gives them a playful pout. “That’s no fun.”

“But it is his choice,” is their firm reply.

“Yes, yes. I know. He will look quite handsome, braids or no braids.” She smiles. “The
shorter cut does make him look older. And less like he’s hiding behind his hair.”

“He’s never lacked for confidence.” Caspian’s smile is small and reserved and not meant for
the women in the room. “He just wanted to try something new.”

“I’m just glad you have enough hair to braid properly,” says Julia. “Otherwise, what would
we do with these flowers?”

“You’ll wear one in your hair, won’t you, my Lady?” Caspian turns pleading eyes on the
Warrior. “It would make me so happy if you did.”

“Of course I will.”

“Thank you!” They look into the box and pick through several identical blossoms before
selecting one. “This one will be perfect.”

The Warrior smiles. “I’ll always trust your judgment, Cas.”

 

In time, the Warrior–having turned down anything more than one glass of champagne–
emerges from the dressing room and into the quiet hallway. She closes her eyes, letting her
thoughts settle now that she is away from the guards and their infectious laughter.



“Is Caspian ready?”

The familiar rumble of her husband’s voice draws the Warrior from her musing. He is
standing quite closer than she had expected, she so lost in her memories as to be oblivious to
his approach. She smiles and looks at him. Varis is handsome in his dress coat with the red
sash stretched over the black fabric and golden trim. To her surprise, a single white silk rose
is tucked into the hair just above the braid that crowns his right brow.

“Oh, you got one too.” She touches the flower in her hair. Varis chuckles.

“Yes, Zenos was quite insistent. He said that you and I started the fashion, and so we must
continue it.”

“I’m not complaining. Are you?”

“Not in the slightest.” He smiles and kisses her brow. “Caspian, then?”

“They’re ready,” she says. “And, Zenos?”

“Nearly ready. I do believe that he is nervous.”

“Well, that’s understandable.” The Warrior casts her gaze down the hall. “Should I speak with
him? Or is that against some rule…”

“There is no rule against the mother of the groom speaking to her son before the wedding,”
Varis says. “If anything, I think a few comforting words from you would be a balm to his
nerves.”

She nods. “Good. Lead the way.”

Hand in hand, they head down the hall to another room. Inside, Zenos is standing alone by a
window. He is gazing out, but the fingers of his magitek hand are opening and closing in
sequence. She can hear the faint clicking of the joints over the silence of the room. Looking
at him like this, with his back to her, the Warrior is reminded of seeing him out in the snowy
courtyard years ago, seeming an extension of the foliage in his white cloak. That had been the
day Emet-Selch had come for her. The day Zenos had stood in her defense, and been thrown
into the wall of her parlor for his pains.

Was that the first time he had called her ‘Mother’?

Varis clears his throat. “Zenos, your mother wishes to speak with you before the ceremony.”

“Does she?” The prince turns away from the window, and the Warrior sees his expression
relax and his pale eyes light up once he catches sight of her. He nearly smiles. “Mother.”

She moves to where he stands, beaming up at him. “Oh, look at you. So handsome, like a
proper prince in a storybook.”

“I am a proper prince in a storybook, am I not?” he says wryly. Zenos ducks for a hug, and
she happily obliges.



“You are indeed.” The Warrior touches his hair, and the half ring of silk roses that have been
carefully pinned into place. “Are you alright? Not too nervous?”

“I am not nervous,” he grumbles, eyes cutting toward where Varis lingers at the door.
“Should I be?”

“There’s nothing wrong with being a little nervous,” she says. Zenos just grunts in reply. “I’m
sure you’re excited, right? Getting to marry your sweetheart and fly off into the sunset for a
romantic getaway. That’s certainly something out of a storybook.”

“Quite. I just–” He grits his teeth for a moment, and his brows draw together. “I only wish
that all this fuss and bustle was not a necessary part of the day. I just want to sign the
marriage paper and kiss Caspian and be done with it.”

She laughs softly and smooths her fingers down his cheeks. “I know the feeling. Your father
and I would have much rather just eloped, rather than go through the whole production, but it
was important to him to follow Garlean tradition. Perhaps more so because he’s the
Emperor.”

Zenos sighs softly and closes his eyes at the gentle touch. “So, it is not just me.”

“Not at all.”

“Good.” He opens his eyes and gazes down at her. “Is Caspian ready?”

“Yes. They’re all dressed, and look almost as lovely in their niveste as you do in yours.”

He lets out an amused grunt. “I doubt that I look half as appealing as they do.”

The Warrior smiles and pats his cheeks. “Well, you’ll just have to go and see, won’t you?”

“I shall.” He swallows and gives a sharp nod. “Now, even. I am ready.”

 

Perhaps due to their mutual aversion to public attention, Zenos and Caspian have decided to
follow in the Warrior and Varis’ footsteps and exchange their private vows in the Empress’
parlor. Julia and Annia escort the couple while the Emperor and Empress are led the final
distance by Lazra. Their children, standing outside the doors to the throne room, are being
watched over by their nanny.

“Alright, everyone. Remember what we talked about,” chirps Antione. “You stay in your seat
until either your father or mother tell you to get up, and you keep quiet so that everyone else
can pay attention to what’s going on up front.”

“But, what if we get bored?” whispers Regina.

“Yes, what if we get bored?” Varis echoes. The nanny startles.

“Oh, um–” He swallows. “Then just close your eyes, and it will be over before you know it.”



“Do try not to snore, dear,” the Warrior murmurs to her husband. He chuckles.

“Do not worry, my little ones. The ceremony is not terribly long, and then afterwards we will
go to the ballroom for dinner and celebration.”

“And cake?” asks Theophania.

“Yes, and cake.”

The childrens’ worries seem quelled by this promise.

“I will make sure we all are good, Father,” says Mateus. The Warrior notices that he has a
flower pinned in his hair now, but has no idea when that happened.

“I trust that you will, Matty.”

With that, the doors are pushed open. Lazra enters first.

“Please rise for the Emperor and Empress!”

The gathering in the throne room is far smaller than it was when the last wedding was held in
its echoing space. This is no surprise to the Warrior, as the guest list for the royal wedding is
admittedly somewhat sparse. Zenos had no interest in inviting anyone at all, outside of his
immediate family, but Varis had managed to coax him into agreeing to invite a small number
of people. The majority of those invited, aside from two hand-picked-by-the-Emperor
reporters from the Garlean press, consist of members of the Senate that Varis doesn’t loathe
breathing the same air as, and some other members of the extended Galvus family. Caspian’s
guests include members of the Maristella family and a few from the palace guard that they
consider friends.

Still, those present stand for the arrival of the royal family. Varis and the Warrior lead the
way, with their children training behind them like dutiful ducklings. The nanny brings up the
rear, doing his best to keep Theo from getting distracted by the people and stopping to wave
at those that she recognizes. His efforts are mostly successful, though she does still stop to
show Auntie Victoriana the flower in her hair. 

She makes sure her ducklings are in their seats before taking her place next to Varis in
another chair closer to the wedding altar. She glances around the throne room. There are no
microphones set up for this wedding–all part of it being a more private affair. The reports
written by the reporters will have to be enough to satiate any curiosity that might exist in the
public. The setting otherwise is much the same as before. There are the columns draped in
white cloth and wrapped in silk flowers, the little wooden marriage shrine is in place, and the
officiant waits patiently at the base of the throne. She quietly marvels at how much has
changed in the intervening years, and yet how much has stayed the same.

A short time passes before the throne room doors squeak open.

Julia’s voice rings out into the throne room: “All rise for the primum and secunum!”



The Warrior adjusts the white wrap draped over her shoulders as she joins the rest of those
gathered in standing. She half turns to look toward the open doors. Varis turns as well, and
she hears the soft sound of some bit of emotion catching in his throat. Smiling, she touches
the back of his arm.

Like a pair of snowy statues, Zenos and Caspian make their way down the red carpet that
bisects the throne room. Zenos’ face is set in a reserved mask–hiding his thoughts, his
feelings, his everything, but cannot hide a slight redness in his eyes. Caspian is smiling, but
the Warrior knows them well enough to see the nervousness in their eyes. Their hands are
clasped between them as they make their way to the dais.

At the officiant’s word, they return to their seats. Varis takes her hand in his and gazes at her
fondly. At the fanum, Zenos and Caspian stand facing each other, cermet cards of wedding
vows in hand. The prince reads first, followed by the centurion. Both read in Garlean. Zenos’
voice trembles faintly as he reads. Whether from nerves or some suppressed emotion, she is
uncertain. In contrast, Caspian’s voice is clear and calm as they read from the card. No, not
from the card, the Warrior notices. They are looking directly at Zenos, apparently having
memorized the words ahead of time.

By the time the couple is exchanging their ‘I do’s, they have closed the gap between them
with their hands, fingers tightly entwined.

“Very good. All of Garlemald hears your vows.” The officiant collects the cermet cards and
retrieves a piece of parchment and an ink pen. “We will now sign the marriage contract.
Emperor Varis, Empress Lux, would you please come forward as their witnesses?”

The Warrior feels a shiver of excitement as she gets to her feet. She smooths the front of her
dress and follows her husband to the dais. Varis stands next to Zenos, who is still doing an
admirable job of trying to be expressionless, and she stands next to Caspian. The Elezen is
calm, except for a telltale blush at the tips of their ears.

“That’s my Mama!” Theophania’s voice echoes through the throne room, earning a few
chuckles. The Warrior turns and gives her daughter a small wave, and then brings a shushing
finger to her lips. The little girl gives a suddenly self aware gasp and clasps her hands over
her mouth. She smiles and turns back to the proceedings. The officiant is indicating to Zenos
where he should sign on the parchment. When it is her turn to sign, the Warrior smiles to
herself upon observing Caspian’s neat signature, and Zenos’ somewhat messy lefthanded
looping. She adds her name on the line next to Varis’, and then steps away from the pedestal.

The Warrior looks away when Zenos and Caspian share their first kiss as a wedded couple. It
feels inappropriate to look, to stare during this most important and intimate of moments. She
knows the couple is not all too fond of public displays of affection and the unwanted
attention they bring. So she looks away, until the officiant’s voice again rings out through the
throne room.

“It is my honor and pleasure to declare this man and his partner as a wedded couple before all
the eyes of Garlemald. May their union be joyous and fruitful.”



The applause is not quite so thunderous or deafening as it was at their own wedding, but it is
supplemented by the excited shouts from the younger siblings of the groom. It is, to the
Warrior’s ears, quite the beautiful clamor.

 

The trip from the throne room to the ballroom is something of a blur for the Warrior. She is
repeatedly waylaid on the journey, sometimes by wedding guests, and other times by her
chattering children. By the time she surfaces from the rush, she has just finished helping the
nanny get her daughters seated at their designated table. The room is full of the sound of the
orchestra starting up and the murmur of the guests. 

The newlyweds are standing alone in the middle of the dance floor with their hands clasped
between each other. She cannot see Zenos’ face, as he has his back to the tables, but she can
quite plainly see the doting smile on Caspian’s face and the joyful squint to their teary eyes.
At her side, she can hear her husband speaking softly to their second son.

“I would not fret too greatly over your posture. This is not so formal an occasion.”

“Then, why aren’t you slouching?” Mateus wonders.

“My back hurts if I slouch,” Varis says.

“Because you’re old?”

The Warrior muffles a laugh. She leans to look at Mateus. “Mat, he isn’t old yet. Just getting
there.”

“It is a blessing to grow old,” grumps the Emperor. “Even if your back hurts.” He quiets the
prince as the music for the newlyweds’ dance begins.

If Zenos and Caspian are nervous, the Warrior cannot tell. They glide in a serene waltz across
the dance floor, and are completely focused on each other. She leans against Varis’ side.

“Isn’t it lovely? Look how happy they are.”

“It is, yes.” He chuckles softly.

“Will you dance with me?” she asks. He tips his head to look at her.

“Of course. I said I would earlier, did I not?”

“Just making sure that you haven’t changed your mind.”

“Nay, this is no simple ball or gala. It is our son’s wedding day. I will be happy to embarrass
myself for you, dear.”

The Warrior smiles. “You dance perfectly well, Varis, and you know it.”



“Yes, well. I still hate all the eyes. What if I trip? What if I stumble, and make a fool of
myself? Word will get out, and then suddenly all my detractors will be champing at the bit to
have me replaced, calling me an old man.”

“You’re very good at talking yourself out of things, dear.”

He sighs. “Do not listen to my mewling. I wish to dance with you, my love.”

“Then you shall.”

When the song ends, Zenos and Caspian make their way to their seats at the head table. They
stop briefly to listen to the pleas for cake from Theophania before finally being seated.

“You two dance so gracefully,” the Warrior says to Zenos. “Like a pair of old lovers.”

She sees some sort of protest flicker across his features, but instead Zenos merely nods and
smiles. “Thank you, Mother.”

“Thank you, my Lady,“ Caspian echoes from his side. The Warrior chuckles.

“Cas, you’re family now. Well, more than you already were to me. You can call me by my
name when you’re off duty.”

“Oh, I–” They fluster and reach for a wine glass. “If you insist.”

She grins. “I believe that I do.”

 

After a glass of wine–but before any food is consumed–Varis guides the Warrior out onto the
dance floor. The waltz that plays is slow, and the Warrior enjoys the feeling of intimacy as
her husband’s hand presses against her back. She ignores the other couples on the floor and
focuses on Varis. He is equally focused on her, though she suspects that he is also being
painfully aware of his steps.

As the song continues, the Warrior realizes that she knows the tune beyond it being
something that she has heard countless times before on the radio.

“Varis, is the song we danced to on our wedding day?”

His lips pull into a sly smile. “It might be.”

“How did you manage that?”

“I am the Emperor, darling. Getting a song played for us is the least that I can do.”

She smiles. “That’s very sweet of you.”

“Mm, I had hoped that you would remember.”



They turn slowly on the dance floor. The Warrior thinks that her face will soon hurt from
smiling so much.

“Does it feel like it has been nearly twelve years?” He nods at her. “Since you first wore that
gown.”

“Oh, hm.” The Warrior mulls over the question. “I suppose that it does. We’ve gotten a great
deal done in those twelve years.”

“We have indeed. And the next twelve?”

“Even busier, I am sure. We have children to raise, to guide into adulthood.”

Varis hums in agreement. “And the twelve after that?”

“Mostly you complaining about being old and your back hurting.”

He laughs and bends to kiss her. “If that is the greatest of the problems we face then, I shall
be most gladdened.”

 

The remainder of the wedding reception goes by in a flurry of activity. Cake and a hearty
Garlean supper are consumed, dances are danced, and the head table is a hive of excitement
as the guests stop by to wish the newlyweds well. Things quiet down only a bit when Mateus
and the princesses are eventually escorted off to their rooms for the night. The afternoon
seems to stretch on forever, but in due course the light coming through the tall windows
begins to shift toward the colors of sunset.

The newlyweds say their goodbyes to the guests and depart from the ballroom. It takes only
the gentlest of prodding to get Varis to agree that he and the Warrior should escort them to the
docks. They trail several yalms behind Zenos and Caspian. She looks up at her husband as
they walk and takes in the thoughtful pinch to his brows. She can only wonder what exactly
is going through his head–a look back to the newlyweds shows that they are quietly chatting
while swinging their joined hands between each other.

“You alright, dear?”

“Hm? Oh, yes. Just…wondering if we should return to the party after we see Zenos and
Caspian off.”

“Oh. I don’t have much of a mind either way, so you can decide.”

Varis just rumbles in thought.

The newlyweds wait for them upon reaching the exit to the docks.

“Today was lovely,” the Warrior says. “You two were absolutely perfect.”

“Thank you, my L–thank you.” Caspian blushes and smothers a laugh behind their hand.



“It was not as harrowing as I had anticipated,” says Zenos.

“Now, you two be on your way. Have fun, and don’t worry about anything. We won’t let the
Empire fall apart while you’re on your honeymoon.”

“I trust that you will not, Mother.” Zenos looks down at her with a coy smirk. “Do I not get a
parting hug from my dearest mother?”

“Oh, of course you do! Don’t be silly.”

The prince’s hug is strong but careful. She feels his breath huff against her hair.

“You two will take care of each other, won’t you?”

“Of that you can be certain.” He gives her another squeeze before stepping away. Caspian
gets in their own hug with the Warrior. As the Elezen moves away, hands fidgeting with the
flowers in their hair, the Warrior notices that Zenos is staring intently at his father. 

“Might I?” Zenos holds up his hands. Varis blinks dumbly at his son.

“Might you what?”

“I-” The prince hesitates, and then moves in closer. He wraps his arms around his father’s
broad shoulders. Varis stands utterly still for a moment, his pale eyes looking down at the
Warrior with abject confusion. She smiles.

“It’s just a hug, dear.”

Varis lifts a hand to clap it against Zenos’ back.

“Thank you,” whispers Zenos.

“Whatever for?”

“For… For not giving up on me.”

Now Varis raises his other hand to join the first, and pulls Zenos into his arms. He squeezes
him so tightly that the prince lets out a soft cry.

“I must thank you for doing the same for me, my son.”

They linger like this for a moment before Varis pulls away. Zenos smooths his hands down
the front of his niveste, looking momentarily flustered.

“In truth, perhaps it is Mother who deserves all the thanks,” he murmurs. She shakes her
head.

“Not at all, Zenos. You and your father did all the hard lifting. I just gave you a little push to
get you started.”

“Still. Thank you, Mother.” Zenos looks at Varis. “Thank you both.”



Perhaps in hopes of diffusing their husband’s discomfort, Caspian asks: “Do I get a hug too?”

Varis barks a laugh. 

“Of course, of course. Come here.”

Caspian squeaks against the strength of their father-in-law’s arms. “I guess I get to call the
Emperor ‘Father’ now, huh? There’s a novelty.”

Varis pats their shoulder. “If you should choose, I will not stop you.”

They smile. “I might.” 

 

The Warrior feels a wistful pang in her breast as she and Varis follow the newlyweds out into
the frigid evening. This is no new feeling for her–she experiences it in some form every time
she sees Zenos or Caspian off to Bozja. The melancholy of departure is something that still
readily grips her, even after all these years. Fortunately, these days it does not take long for
the feeling to quiet. She has faith that this is just another in a long string of goodbyes, and
that she will see Zenos and Caspian again in only a week or two. Besides, she knows the
communications network will alert her of their safe arrival at their honeymoon destination.

It is simply her motherly wont to worry.

She hears a soft sigh escape Varis as the familiar red warship fires up its engines and begins
to pull away from its bay. He wraps his arm around her side and pulls her close, but remains
silent.

They watch the airship disappear into the darkening sky.

“Well,” the Warrior says once stillness has returned to the docks. “Now what do we do?”

“Sex?” he suggests. She laughs.

“Everything in due time, my love.”

Varis hums playfully. “We could eat some of the leftover cake.”

“I think I’m good on cake until tomorrow.” She hooks her arm in his, and they start their way
inside from the airship docks.

“Well then. I suppose we should make sure our other children are all in bed.”

“That’s a good idea. Relieve Antione, at least.”

He nods.

They retreat from the cold and return to the dark warmth of the palace interior. 



“Today was good,” Varis muses. “Though, I must admit myself a touch saddened to see
Zenos off. He is far from a boy now, but…”

“Don’t worry, we’ve got five more that will need to be sent off on their honeymoon
someday.”

“And, if they choose not to marry?”

“Hm. Well, then we’ll send them on a nice trip anyway. Just to be fair.”

Varis chuckles. “That is a sound plan, my dear.”

They walk in quiet for a few yalms. Then the Warrior gets an idea.

“We should go on a second honeymoon sometime. Just the two of us.”

“A second?” Varis’ lips purse in thought before smoothing into a smile. “That’s a rather
clever idea. I like it.”

“Good. We’ll have to plan something.”

“Anything you wish.” He stops and bends to give her a kiss. “As long as we are together,
then I will be most happy.”

“And, so will I.” The Warrior gives him a kiss in return.

“I love you, darling.”

She smiles. “I love you, Varis.”

He kisses her again.

“Now and always.”

 

The End

Chapter End Notes

And so, after three and a half years, we have reached the end of A Gentleman of
Garlemald.

I want to thank the folks at the The Wholesomely Debauched and Enabling Book Club
discord, for supporting this fic in its early days.
Thank you to my friend Ven, whose constant support has kept me going (and who
unwittingly saved Zenos from a Bad End).



Thank you to all the people who have left comments over the years. I may not reply to
every comment, but I treasure them all.
Thank you all for reading, whether you have been following the story for three years or
three days.

Thank you.



Please drop by the Archive and comment to let the creator know if you enjoyed their work!

http://archiveofourown.org/works/24187300/comments/new
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