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            A NOTE ABOUT INTERIOR ART

          

        

      

    

    
      I tend to receive feedback after each Towers launch. Most readers understand what makes for good art and have an eye for inconsistencies.

      It is a challenge to get ten different images to accurately and skillfully reflect your favorite characters.

      Please know I’m trying my best…

      To butter you over, here are a few sketches of Tig that Arina Chayka threw my way during the commission.
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      Unbelievable! You’d think he was the sweetest old man in the world!

      Minh giggled in my mind, showing me an image of me landing hard on my ass when fighting Grandmaster Adan.

      He is sweet, Rin. He just doesn’t like you, she said, enjoying the moment far too much for my taste.

      “Your hair is simply vibrant, dear,” Adan said. “Tell me—and I do not mean to be rude, but—do you color it? Or were you just born with more luck than normal?”

      Astra blushed at Adan’s flattering questions. “Just luck, I guess,” she said with a grin. “My father always said it was meant to be, though. I have a fiery heart!”

      Adan nodded emphatically. “Oh, I am sure you do. What would poor Rin do without you?”

      I’d have a lot more peace of mind, I thought. And the cookies would stop “disappearing” in the middle of the night.

      Minh shot back, not at all catching on to my tone, But, Rin, the cookies don’t just disappear… Astra eats them. She is always hungry!

      I groaned, earning a sidelong glance from the woman of the hour.

      Moving down the line, Adan stopped before Brea. He bowed low, holding the pose for a ridiculous amount of time.

      “Brea of the riverlands. Well met, daughter of the soothing Water Mana. Your eyes are as green as the Southern Sea. How lovely!”

      Brea’s cheeks flushed, and she bounced on her toes in front of the old man. “Thank you for saying so. I’m grateful that you are meeting with us. Last time, Rin complained for hours about how hard it was to get up your mountain.”

      The old man scoffed. “Bah! He had help too. That fancy trick of his, seeing runes with his naked eyes—it’s cheating, if you ask me.”

      I bit my lip, holding back my frustration.

      “Well, we’re all so excited to meet you, Grandmaster,” Brea said. “And the view from your mountain is so beautiful.”

      Adan nodded sagely. “It is, isn’t it? I think you’ll enjoy it even more the morning after a rain.”

      Finally, he walked to Siobhan.

      The avian had the decency not to blush at least, but she showed the old man an absurd amount of respect.

      Even before he could bow, Siobhan dropped to a knee, pressing a hand to the ground. “Well met, ancient one. You are wise and gracious.”

      Adan chuckled with delight, then tugged at Siobhan’s arm until she rose.

      After she did so, he bowed in turn. “You are far too kind to me, dear. Siobhan, is it?”

      “Yes, Grandmaster.”

      “Well, Rin at least had the decency to mention you. He did not tell me how striking you are, nor did he utter a single word about your perfect wings.”

      Siobhan glanced at me, her eyes narrowing briefly.

      “Anyhow, I’m honored to have an avian on my mountain again. Did you know that my fifth vessel was an avian?”

      Siobhan shook her head, eyes growing a little wider.

      “It is true,” Adan continued. “She had wings as black as night, and the woman stood even taller than you!”

      Siobhan gasped. “No! You bonded with a dark wing?”

      “Just so. The most powerful Wind Mage I’ve ever seen… Who knows? Perhaps you have what it takes to surpass her.”

      The avian finally did blush, and she barely suppressed a grin.

      This is just insulting now, I said to Minh. I swear, if you blush for him, I’ll—

      “Antigone! Did I get your name right?”

      The little fox kin’s tail rose up straight and tall behind her. “Yes, sir! Adan, I mean… Yes, Grandmaster. And I’ve heard so much about you! Is it true that you faced down an ember wolf in the depths of the Forge Tower unarmed and alone?”

      Adan waved the comment off, laughing merrily.

      His laughter cut off as sudden as it began, and he stared at Tig with intensity. “Yes, it is true. Maybe someday I will tell you the tale.”

      Finally, the old man turned to me and held up his hands. “I have met these four wonderful young women… but where is your first vessel? Can I not meet the creature who helped you climb my mountain in the first place?”

      Minh buzzed in my pocket, cursing at me mentally to remove her.

      I sighed, reaching into my pocket and pulling her out.

      Tossing her on the ground, I stood back as Minh emerged in a shower of bright mana. “Of course you can, Grandmaster!”

      Rather than bow to him out of respect, she launched forward and hugged him fiercely.

      It was Adan’s turn to blush. “Oh! I… I didn’t anticipate… Well, thank you, dear.”

      It took the hard-earned discipline of a cultivator not to outright laugh.

      Adan was a hard man to ruffle, but Minh could throw off anyone. She was that kind of a woman.

      The grandmaster struggled to compose himself. Finally, he settled on facing me instead of looking at the nude woman. “You have such wonderful vessels, Rin. How lucky you are.”

      Minh jumped up and down with unrepressed excitement. “That’s so true! I mean, Rin is handsome, and he fights pretty good, but we are so sexy! You should see Astra when she—”

      “Minh!” I shouted. “Thank you so much, my love, but I don’t think that is appropriate to talk about.”

      Minh rolled her eyes. “It’s only mating, Rin! You and Astra were so loud, I would be surprised if he didn’t hear you two going at it all the way up here!”

      “Minh!” everyone shouted at once, finally putting a stop to the woman’s shameless outburst.

      She rolled her eyes dramatically. “You’re all boring. Wake me when there’s something to kill or eat.”

      With that, Minh shrank back down into her coin form.

      Brea and Astra were equally thrown off, their faces deep crimson. Siobhan and Tig were sniggering, sharing the moment in a way that suggested a deepening of their friendship.

      I shook my head and held up my hand. “Return,” I said quietly, catching Minh as she zipped toward me.

      Tucking the coin back in my robe’s breast pocket, I waited for the grandmaster to recover.

      Flirting innocently was apparently something he excelled at. The girls loved his fawning attention, and I would never deprive them of it out of petty jealousy.

      But knowing he could be so easily disturbed by Minh’s unconscious charms was too ironic not to enjoy.

      Adan fussed with his robes for a time.

      When his face had regained its normal pallor, the old runesmith smiled at us and held out his hand. “My hut is too small to accommodate so many guests, but please, will you join me in the shade of my plum tree?”

      The tree let off a sweet fragrance, its bright blossoms just beginning to open up.

      We chatted idly for a time while the grandmaster prepared the tea, and when he came out, pot in hand, we quieted.

      “No need to be solemn,” he said, again showing a striking difference between the man I’d first met and the man who was serving us now.

      Instead of rebuking me for trying to speak, he was encouraging us to do so.

      Astra was the one who rose to the task. “You know, Grandmaster Adan, I remember seeing an entire grove of trees like this in the foothills west of Ferendell.”

      “Mhmm! The very same,” he said while pouring out the cups of piping-hot tea. “In fact, this was a sapling taken from the mother who produced that very same grove.”

      “Mother?” Brea asked. “How do you mean?”

      “There is more than one way to grow a tree, young one. Seeds are what we all think of, but to grow a seed up on this tall mountain, under the bright sun and blowing winds… that would be a challenge.

      “Many Master Gardeners have learned the art of grafting as well. Taking a limb of one tree and growing it on the trunk of another.”

      Adan smiled as he held out the tray and offered everyone their cup.

      We took them, each whispering a thanks in turn.

      The old man continued, saying, “This plum tree, and all of those in the grove you mentioned, Astra, were produced in a different way. Cutting branches off of a mother tree, cuttings can be steeped in nutrients and water until roots form.

      “The result is an independent tree, and also the same tree, but planted elsewhere. Amazing, isn’t it? Imagining every tree in the grove as one and the same? Identical in every way but for the shape of their limbs?”

      I considered it, and a thought occurred to me.

      I sipped my tea and decided to brave speaking the observation. “At first, I thought of a mother and her child, but that is wrong,” I said. “A natural-born child resembles only a seed.

      “Taking a branch and turning it into its own tree reminds me of the relationship between master and apprentice. Something is passed down directly.”

      I shook my head, seeing imperfections in the metaphor. “Sorry, that’s not exactly right either. There’s no way any apprentice can learn all that is taught so precisely as a tree.”

      Adan chuckled and shook his head. “No human can hope to rival the simple divinity of a plum tree, Rin… No, you spoke well enough, young man.”

      He lifted his cup and bowed to us. “Now, tell me… how did you fare against the wily lindwurm? Have you brought me what I asked for?”
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      “Strangely long tongue, am I right?” Adan said as he sized up one of the items I’d brought back for him.

      Brea shivered. “Creepy, if you ask me.”

      “Just so,” the old man admitted. “Still, you wouldn’t believe what I can accomplish with these items. I nearly considered going myself, but… well, that would be beneath me, wouldn’t it?”

      I looked between the melon-sized eyeballs and the long and curling tongue.

      I simply had to ask.

      “Sorry, Grandmaster, but what can you do with them? Are they reagents in a Spell Shard?”

      Adan hummed in a particularly grandfatherly way.

      Rubbing his hands together, he eyed us each in turn, a devilish grin on his face. “Have any of you heard of a portal of sending?”

      Tig legitimately raised her hand, wiggling as she did so.

      The grandmaster called on her like he would a star pupil.

      “Grandmaster Adan, sir, that is—” The overly excited riordi girl stopped her runaway tongue and tried again. “A portal of sending is a vast and powerful spell usually set into bedrock. It draws power from Acalia’s deep bones, but requires great focus to operate.”

      Tig rambled on, unaware of the amusement she was giving us.

      Got to love a bookworm, I mused. So smart and so completely clueless at the same time.

      “A portal of sending connects to an invisible grid that links many sub-portals. These sub-portals are sometimes referred to as way stones.

      “Travelers can teleport from a portal of sending to any way stone, but the way stones can only connect back to a portal of sending…”

      At last, she stopped talking, a self-conscious look spreading across her face. “Sorry, that was too much. I didn’t mean to.”

      Adan shook his head slowly. “Marvelous. You’ve a marvelous mind, Antigone, do not apologize to me.”

      Astra raised a finger. “So, are you saying you’re going to make one of these portals? And how many are there? I’ve never heard of one.”

      Adan arched an eyebrow. “There are only a few. Long ago, it is written, dozens of portals dotted the land. Each major town and city had one, each tower, and many other key locations as well.

      “But war is a nasty thing. Now, there are only three in existence that I know of.”

      The old man finished his tea in a gulp and sighed. “Sadly, they are all guarded by… well, by assholes, if you’ll excuse me saying so.”

      Brea choked on her tea, and Siobhan let out a harsh laugh, pleased the old man had used a dirty word.

      Curious, I interjected. “By assholes, I’m guessing Cormac controls one of them?”

      Adan chuckled. “Very astute, Rin. Actually, he controls two of them. His home sits atop one, most likely buried deep in his vaults. The other is in the ancestral home of another wealthy family in Ferendell.

      “He controls the head of the family, and thereby controls the portal as well.”

      We stewed over this new information. I felt inclined to mention our ordeal with Cormac’s men, and seeing no reason not to, I finally spilled the beans.

      Adan listened to my version of the story, and then Astra and the others added bits and pieces.

      The old man looked furious when we’d finished. He grew so angry he spilled the rest of his tea on the ground, his thirst apparently ruined.

      “He’s an honorless worm,” Adan growled. “To send a lesser on such a mission in the first place! Worse yet, allowing a mere thug to carry his reputation about? It is a disgrace to all cultivators in Acalia.”

      “I was torn,” I said, cutting in. “My emotions urged me to kill the bear kin. Worga has hurt a lot of people. I’m almost certain he will do the same.”

      Tig cleared her throat and shook her head vigorously. “That was a smart play, Rin. Worga’s actions are now the only leverage we have on Cormac. If he doesn’t treat you fairly now, everyone will know.”

      “Will he really care?” Brea asked.

      Astra nodded. “Yes, he will. Cormac cares more about what people think of him than he does about the people he owns.”

      “I’m afraid Astra is correct,” Adan said after. “He’s a cold and calculating man, but in this one respect, it seems his vanity can be of service to you all.

      “You did well, Rin. I would suggest, however, that when you approach him, it be done in the full view of the public.”

      I took in the old man’s advice.

      It rang true, echoing my own suspicions.

      Cutting through our collective thoughts, Siobhan spoke up for the first time. “This is small concern for now. Cormac is trouble for tomorrow. But today, we face the shadow in the tower. When will we tell Grandmaster this?”

      Adan’s eyes snapped up at the avian.

      His previously relaxed posture stiffened. “What was that? Did you say shadow in the tower?”

      Tig glanced to me, and I nodded at her.

      The scholar took a deep breath before explaining. “It is our belief that Lord Mahuang himself has entered and is controlling the Sky Tower. When we first entered…”

      And on she went.

      I knew the story by heart.

      Nothing in this world would make me forget the fear I’d felt in the bowels of the Sky Tower, nor the pain of its icy power blasting through me.

      Instead I watched Adan, fascinated and terrified by his reactions.

      Unconsciously, Adan gripped the hem of his robes. White-knuckled, he listened to every detail, his tanned face growing pale and disturbed.

      He’s afraid of Lord Mahuang, I realized. He has no fear of Cormac, only disdain… but this shadow creature, this fallen god, scares the hell out of him.

      Tig’s story came to a close, and Adan sighed and bowed his head.

      He let it hang above his lap.

      Astra shot me a worried look. I, too, felt it. Much of the hope and courage I’d been given by being in the grandmaster’s presence vanished as his strength diminished.

      This was the posture of a defeated man.

      Adan suddenly looked like the old man that he was. Eyes staring blindly at the ground, he shook his head slightly from side to side.

      His thin lips worked.

      Even the luster and health of his skin ebbed somewhat, revealing the paper-thin veneer of an ancient man who’d walked under Acalia’s vaulted sky for far too long.

      “I lost much to that shadow, too much,” he said in a haunted voice. “The God of Destruction is a force no man should have to contend with. Even his mere avatar wields more power than any guardian of the seven towers.”

      The memory of his confessed loss came back to me. Compassion overtaking me, I reached out a hand and took one of his.

      “I’m so sorry, Grandmaster. We didn’t mean to bring up that memory. Forgive us.”

      The old man stared down at my hand holding his. He seemed baffled by it for a few moments, and then he squeezed back.

      Some degree of strength returned to him.

      He gripped my hand tighter and looked up at me. Shaking his head, he said, “No, Rin. The story of how my vessels fell cannot be placed at Lord Mahuang’s clawed feet. That transpired because of my own folly and pride.”

      Adan glanced between us then and perhaps saw the fear he’d evoked in us.

      He squeezed my hand once more and released it. Then he sat up and breathed deeply.

      The aura of power that had enveloped him returned. His eyes remained haunted, but his despair had been conquered and replaced by ever-building determination.

      “I faced Lord Mahuang when I was young and had little power myself. With only two vessels, it was a risk for me to enter the Third Tower at all.

      “My master insisted, however, and with his aid, our two parties moved up through the Lake Tower’s chambers.”

      Adan shook his head, eyes squinting as he recalled the memories. “He kept telling me that something felt wrong. Something was off about the tower and its monsters. It was more clever, more malicious than normal.

      “Still, we pressed on since my core was nearing another ascension, and Master Wei insisted that all was well.

      “When we reached the top chamber, we were confronted with a terrible sight. The tower’s guardian, at that time a flying koi with razor-tipped fins, lay dead before us.

      “A malevolent laughter echoed through the chambers, and then a voice colder than the heart of winter spoke to us. It claimed my master was the strongest cultivator in Acalia, and that it had come to claim his core.”

      Adan’s lip twitched in fury.

      “We fought the shadow. It condensed down into the figure of a man, twice as tall and twice as fast as any man should be.

      “My vessels and I did what we could to support my master’s party, but we had far too little strength to slay the monster ourselves.

      “In the end, we watched as, one by one, Master Wei’s valiant vessels fell. They were cut down by blades forged from pure shadow and evil. Each death made Lord Mahuang stronger.

      “In the end, though, Master Wei sacrificed himself. He performed a spell I’d never even heard him mention before.

      “My master embraced the monster even as its blades stabbed through his chest and torso. Mahuang laughed triumphantly, but moments later, that laugh cut off as the spell took effect.”

      Adan paused, holding up his hand and rubbing the tips of his fingers together thoughtfully. “It was like the monster’s very being dissolved into thin air. Lord Mahuang’s shadow was burned away by the light of Master Wei’s core as the two bled out into one another.

      “Even so, my master was less than the creature. The God of Destruction diminished, but a part of him remained after my master’s core disintegrated.”

      The grandmaster’s story ended as he stared at that ghostly image still burned into his memory.

      How terrible would that be? I had to wonder. The old Rin had been there when Yory passed, but it hadn’t been such a terrible death.

      To see one so powerful burned away to chaff would rattle anyone.

      Brea, moved by the story, leaned forward to ask, “Surely you then killed the thing yourself? Or did you somehow scare it away and now it’s returned?”

      Adan met her eyes. “No. As I said, I lacked the strength. But that didn’t mean I could not lend her the power I did have.”

      A grim smile covered the man’s face as he told us the ending. “Theera, my master’s first and only living vessel, hefted her sword and charged what was left of Mahuang’s avatar.

      “I cast a Spell Shard specifically designed to transfer power, adding my strength—and those of my two vessels—into the woman.

      “She struck hard and fast while the monster was still distracted by the pain of nearly dying. Her sword cut through its phantom body three times.

      “The last proved enough to end the monster’s existence. Lord Mahuang’s head crashed to the dungeon floor and burst into a cloud of Shadow Mana.

      “It was so concentrated that Theera was burned by the poison, and those scars are with her to this day.”

      Hope and disbelief warred in my heart as what the man had told us crashed into me.

      “Wait!” I blurted out. “Are you saying Theera is still alive? How is that possible?”

      Adan gave me a weak smile. “She gave much to make it so. Theera tried to live on for some years, but with her master dead and the other vessels she’d fought with buried with him, she could find no joy.

      “So, she asked a favor of me… I, with the help of several other cultivators, bound her core to the Earth Mana that flows beneath our feet.

      “Theera remains at the root of this very mountain, Rin. She asked to be buried away from the sunlight, away from the ravages of time itself. She has sworn to rise again should Lord Mahuang enter Acalia again in a corporeal form.”

      He sighed, eyes sad and wise. “It seems I will have to do so at last.”

      Astra, quiet but still curious, asked, “How has he come back, though? Didn’t you say that Theera killed him?”

      “She killed the body he formed to enter this world. She killed his avatar, Astra. It is not so easy to kill a god outright—in fact, I am not sure it is possible.”

      Suddenly, Grandmaster Adan stood and brushed himself off. He was not a tall man, but in that moment, he seemed a giant.

      Power filled his frail body until I knew for certain he could crack a boulder with his bare fist.

      “I was foolish to think my duty was done. It is rare when cultivators have the luxury to die in peace and old age.”

      Pointing to me, he said, “Rin, you have work to do yourself. You’ll return to Bern with your vessels. There, I need you to train your apprentice and prepare for a battle beyond anything you’ve experienced before.

      “Buy, gather, and steal every reagent you come across. Make what Spell Shards you can, but save most of what you collect.”

      Adan’s eyes burned with conviction as he finished, saying, “I will wake Theera and summon old allies and friends. All of you must meet me back here in two weeks’ time. You’ll need to be trained, each and every one of you, before we storm the Sky Tower.”

      The old man stalked off, leaving us under the plum tree as he approached his hut.

      Adan placed one hand in his pocket and extended his other, palm facing out at the tiny structure.

      A blast of mana shot out from his hand and struck the hut. After suffusing the old wood with power, the spell cut off and Adan stepped back.

      Less than a minute later, the building burst into a shower of light as energy released into the air.

      It expanded—unfolded, even—as whatever enchantment had been laid on the hut broke.

      A huge house was revealed, some thirty feet wide and fifty long. It pushed out in all directions, additional rooms and wings unfolding as it did so.

      Moments later, a large estate sat before us, one wall pushing up against the reaching branches of the plum tree as if it had always been there.

      I stared, wide-eyed, and my companions did the same.

      Brea produced a breathy sound of disbelief that summed up the miracle better than anything I could have said.

      As if he’d performed a trifle, Adan barked out a laugh as a wiry-haired cat leapt out a window and hissed at him. “So that’s where you’ve been, Flea. Should have listened to me when I told you to clear out!”

      Adan walked past the cat and ducked inside.

      The rest of us exchanged dumfounded looks before following him.

      Not comfortable enough to head up the polished stairs, I waited at the estate’s entrance and took it all in.

      The building had an older style to it, like I’d only gotten glimpses of when looking at the older structures in Merrin. The roof had a curved slant that led up to tipped edges, somewhat like a Japanese pagoda.

      Instead of shingles, however, the roof was made of some straw-like material, packed into dense bundles.

      The walls were painted a cobalt blue, and though the paint was peeling in several places, it gave the building a handsome appeal.

      A dozen windows stared out from the many rooms, giving us brief glimpses of what lay within.

      Adan charged back out, a grin on his face.

      He handed me a necklace made of knotted cord, a single gemstone bound at its center. “Take this, Rin! It has only a single use, but that should be all you need. Don’t worry about the horses. I’ll care for them myself.”

      I took the necklace and gave him a questioning look.

      Adan regarded the others with a smile. “Well met, all of you. When I see you next, be prepared to push yourselves harder than ever before.”

      He bowed low before rising up again.

      Adan stepped closer to me and whispered in my ear, “Here is what you need to make a portal key. Return in fourteen days when I’ve built the portal of sending and summoned Acalia’s champions.”

      With that, he tapped the side of my temple with a fingertip, and a burst of light filled my eyes.

      I saw materials, knew the runes that would enable them, and pictured a gemstone like the one the necklace held, only smaller.

      Along with that information, I gained insight into how to use the necklace as well.

      Even as the images floated in my mind’s eye, I placed it over my head and clutched the gem’s smooth surface. “Hold my hand,” I said, reaching out towards Astra, “then hold onto one another as well.”

      I waited until I felt each of them do so, somehow aware now of their linking, as if the gemstone had given me this new ability.

      As my eyes cleared at last, I nodded to Adan. “I’ll see you in two weeks, Grandmaster. I promise we won’t be idle.”

      He smiled at me, eyes sad and proud and stronger than ever. “I know you won’t. Farewell, Rinmarron. See you soon… Oh, and bring your apprentice when you return.”
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      Activating the portal necklace was a simple thing.

      Contained in the stream of knowledge Adan had somehow transferred directly into my brain was information about the device’s function.

      It was a useful item, though one that was anything but efficient. Vast amounts of energy had been consumed in its creation as well as far too many resources to warrant casual use.

      There was a reason the portals of sending were preferred.

      Once created, they made use of the energy of the lines that connected the way stones together.

      Eyes closed and linked to my vessels, I willed the necklace to do my bidding.

      Picturing the smooth grass behind the house, near our lovely little pond, I told the necklace to open a gate in time and space.

      Instead of stepping through the gate, I felt something tug at my core, yanking me away from where I’d stood on Pine Mountain and depositing me far to the north.

      Astra, Brea, Siobhan, and Tig all came with me, each making a different noise of surprise.

      The air boomed, suddenly displaced by our bodies and the energy they held.

      Nearby, a scream tore from someone’s throat.

      I spun to see poor Pim standing at the edge of the pond. She stared at us with wild eyes.
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      Beside her sat an enormous turtle chewing through a large hunk of beef.

      “Everything is fine, Pim!” I shouted. “Sorry to scare you.”

      The mouse kin girl gawked at us, outrage and shock written clearly on her features. “But you—you just appeared from nowhere!”

      “And you befriended Lil’ Frederick!” Astra said with awe in her voice. “How did you manage that?”
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        * * *

      

      I sat on a boulder near the pond soon after everyone had calmed down.

      Poor Pim took the longest to relax, her nerves finally relieved when Brea brought her a cup of tea.

      Pim faced me like a tiny warrior. Her furry face twitched occasionally, and her black eyes were fixed with absolute resolve.

      I gave her a few of the key details regarding our journey, largely focusing on Tig, since Pim had no clue who the fox kin was.

      I only hinted at the problem Lord Mahuang presented and said simply that we would be returning south to train with Grandmaster Adan in two weeks’ time.

      When I finished, I sipped my tea and nodded to Pim. “Please, tell me how things have gone in our absence.”

      Pim grew suddenly stiff.

      She set down her cup, stared off as if reading an invisible list she’d written in her mind, and told me much more than I probably needed to know.

      “The store has done well! Twenty-three Spell Shards were purchased, all at full price, and I have accrued a total of seventeen more custom orders.

      “I collected all the proceeds, including half-payment for the custom orders. After paying for trash and property taxes, you’ve made quite the sum, Mr. Rin.”

      Pim tilted her head to one side, looking like someone slowly draining out the rest of her thoughts. “All the coin was taken to the bank and upgraded to gold and platinum accordingly.

      “The chickens laid a total of two hundred fifty-two eggs, I’ve fed Lil’ Frederick over twenty pounds of meat, and there’s a family of deer that keeps invading the garden.”

      Somehow still on a single breath, the girl finished her elaborate speech by saying, “Great Uncle Goran won’t stop bugging me about keeping everything clean and tidy, so I made sure to make every surface in the shop sparkle.

      “Oh, and Mattias, the weaver from across the street, has come looking for you several times.”

      It took considerable effort to keep myself from laughing. She was working so very hard to impress me, and little did she know, I had already decided her fate.

      Even if a few things had gone amiss, I would have forgiven her considering her effort and the talent she’d shown in the little time I’d spent training her before our trip.

      As it was, I could be fairly certain I’d stumbled upon the world’s most promising apprentice.

      “Pim,” I said in a solemn tone, “how goes your studies? Have you learned much from the book I gave you?”

      A subtle smile graced the mouse kin’s lips. “Indeed, Mr. Rin. I finished the book already and have reread several key passages.”

      Damn, I thought. Now she’s just showing off.

      I kept a placid demeanor as she recited a few of her favorite concepts.

      “…and Nobran’s theory of how a Spiritarm quite literally becomes a manifestation of one’s core! It’s… it’s just so inspiring. I can’t imagine what it must feel like to summon one!”

      I stood up with a sigh.

      She watched me approach, fear and hope vying for dominance in her dark eyes.

      I patted her atop her fuzzy head, so much like a little girl who was waiting to see her grade after an especially demanding test.

      “You’ve done well, Pim. I think you know that.”

      Pim bounced up excitedly, then covered her mouth with both paws. “But… is there a but, Mr. Rin, sir?”

      Recalling how Grandmaster Adan composed himself, I turned my back to Pim. This was a moment she would remember her entire life.

      I wanted it to be as memorable as possible.

      Drawing in a deep breath and clasping my arms behind my back, I channeled every kung fu film I’d ever seen, hoping to look exactly like an archetypal master.

      Chin tilted high, I gave Pim an order. “I want you to return to the shop as quickly as you can. In fact, it would be wise of you to run.

      “On your way, make sure to tell Mattias I’ll drop in this evening to see him.”

      Finally, I turned just enough to peer at Pim from the corner of my eye. Struggling to keep a straight face, I said in a deep voice, “Then you will meet me in the dojo for training, dressed appropriately. Be prepared, young Pim… You wouldn’t want to make a poor showing on your first day as my apprentice.”

      Pim stared at me, whiskers trembling.

      She suddenly let out a shrill squeak, then shouted, “Of course, sir! I mean, Mr. Master Rin! I’ll be ready!”

      Completely heedless of any reply, the mouse kin girl turned around and ran away at full speed.

      She zipped out of sight around the side of the house, heading for the road, I had to assume.

      Astra came out the back door a moment later, a tray of fresh cookies held in her hands.

      “Did you need to give her such a hard time?” she asked with a grin.

      I finally let out a laugh, seeing the girl at last make it to the road in the distance. “Yes, Astra. As if there was any other way to handle that.”
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      The best part about small towns like Bern was that you could leave them for a time, and when you came back, they looked exactly the same.

      After a quick bath, I’d kissed the girls goodbye and headed down the road myself.

      My first destination was the Adventurer’s Guild.

      “Rin! My, my, you’ve been gone quite some time,” Alfred said, his round face flushed, his brow covered in a sheen of sweat.

      I shook the old man’s hand before replying, “I guess it has been. Good to be back, though we won’t be here more than a couple of weeks.”

      Turning around, I gestured to the disorganized room. All of the furniture had been pushed away from the walls, and for the first time, the guild room was actually clean.

      “What is going on? Hope you’re not shutting the place down?”

      Alfred dabbed his brow with a handkerchief. “Not at all! In fact, quite the opposite, my friend.” He glanced over my shoulder and shouted, “In here! In here, good sirs!”

      I turned around and saw two men carrying what appeared to be a massive picture frame.

      When they entered the room, Alfred guided them to a wall that had been stripped bare of its maps and decorations. The men hung the large frame up on nails that had been hammered in ahead of time.

      The two tore off the brown paper covering the picture, and I got a glimpse at what had Alfred so excited.

      It was a map of Acalia, detailed and beautifully wrought. Not only was it hand-painted, but the texture of mountains, hills, and rivers could be seen rising up from the map’s surface.

      The movers left, and Alfred reached into his pocket and produced a small leather pouch. “This will make quite the impression,” Alfred said. “So many young adventurers arriving each day, Rin. Really, I wouldn’t be surprised if Bern finally started to grow again.”

      He stuck his tongue out of the corner of his mouth and started placing little red circles across the map.

      Most were directly around Bern, but Alfred took his time and spanned ever outward.

      A minute later, he’d finished placing well over thirty markers on the map’s apparently magnetic surface.

      “Cultivators can see the quest locations in their mental map,” Alfred said, “but this visual representation will add a more tangible feel to the process, don’t you think?”

      I shrugged. “The old way worked just fine for me, but I’m glad to see the hall improving.”

      “All thanks to you, Rin! I’m not sure if you knew this, but the First Tower claimed more than a few lives in the years before you conquered it.

      “Somehow, it was becoming more and more powerful. Unnaturally so!”

      Not at all surprised, I agreed with the man. “I’m glad that it’s functioning as it should now. The boss was way stronger than I’d imagined. Astra and I almost died there as well.”

      “Good thing you didn’t,” Alfred said with a grin. “You should see them now. At least a dozen promising young men, and even two female cultivators as well.

      “They’ve knocked out more monsters than I could shake a stick at. And though at first we were running out of quests, the surrounding towns and those who live in the countryside have started coming in to register more.”

      I took that as an opportunity to bring up my own business. “I have some slime for you, Alfred. Finished the quest in the Third Tower, and soon, we’ll be hoping to take down the Sky Tower as well.”

      Alfred clapped his hands. “Very good! My, what rapid ascension, Rin. I’ll never know how you manage it.”

      We made our way back to the counter, where I produced the units of slime that the quest had required me to retrieve.

      Alfred paled, most likely not wanting to mess up his newly cleaned Guild Hall. “Hold on!” he shouted, diving beneath the counter.

      He came up again with a large burlap sack.

      Upon closer inspection, I saw the sack had been lined with some kind of pitch. I deposited the slime within, and miraculously, the sack proved watertight.

      “Shall you take another?” Alfred asked, gesturing to the board against the wall.

      I sighed and folded my arms. “You know, I think I’ll pass. I’m not opposed to making a little side coin here and there, but things have gotten serious lately. Another quest will only get in the way.”

      Intrigued, Alfred said, “Serious? That sounds interesting. Can you share a little of the details, good sir?”

      “A little,” I admitted. “Let’s just say that the Sky Tower is much worse off than the other three have been. It’ll be a miracle if we can defeat it.”

      Alfred studied me carefully.

      He was an old man who lived on a steady supply of pastries and gossip.

      Denying him any further details was a cruelty.

      I reached out and patted him on the shoulder. “I promise, if we make it back, I’ll give you a full accounting of our adventures.”

      A smile stole across his fat face, and he pulled out his cash box and counted out my coin.

      Sliding it across the counter, Alfred said, “Very well. A little mystery will only heighten the story when it is finally told.”

      Before I could leave, he cleared his throat and slapped his palm down on the counter. “Speaking of which, you did promise me a story about your exploits in the Lake Tower. You are a man of your word, are you not?”

      “I promise, Alfred. I’ll ask Goran when he’s free. The two of us can come over sometime this week—sound good?”

      The old man beamed.

      We shook hands, as all proper adventurers do, and then I went on my way.

      My next stop was brief.

      I ducked my head into Goran’s storefront and whistled loudly.

      The riordi man jogged out from his back room, his eyes sparkling. “Oh, Rin! Pim stopped and told me the good news! We’ll need a party. No, we’ll need a feast! How does tonight sound?”

      I met the man and embraced him.

      Pulling back from the hug, I held up a hand. “Hold on, Goran. No feast, not anytime soon at least. A lot has happened that you need to catch up on.

      “Before we get to any of that, I need you to do me a favor.”

      Goran turned up his palms. “Anything you need, Rin. Just say the word.”

      I smiled and took a deep breath. “Meet me in Yory’s old dojo in an hour. Bring Wren if she wants to come. It’s time we open Pim’s core.”
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      Pim was fussing with something on the counter when I stepped in.

      She quickly stilled her hands, and her small face pulled back in a nervous smile.

      Giving her a brief nod, I took in the storefront.

      The complete and utter change Pim had manifested was far beyond anything I had expected of her. I had to drop the wise and strict master act at once.

      “Towers above, Pim! How did you manage all of this?” I asked as I turned around in a slow circle.

      Not only was everything spotless, but I noted countless tiny details that improved the look and atmosphere of the room.

      Several of the old paintings caught my eye, their chipped frames repainted.

      A large vase sat on the counter, fresh flowers blooming within. And the counter itself had been oiled and polished to a bright luster.

      As I approached, Pim asked, “Was it too much? I’m sorry if I overstepped.”

      My eyes landed on the elaborate shelves that now displayed my Spell Shards.

      Like any good marketer, Pim had overinvested in packaging. Spell Shards were simple things. You could carry them around in a bucket or set them in rows on a counter.

      Pim must have commissioned the display shelves, for they were far too complex to have simply been her handiwork.

      Each type of Spell Shard sat in a narrow chute, others of its kind lined up behind it. Wooden labels were mounted above each.

      Five rows wide and five tall, the display took up a large portion of the shelf.

      “This is brilliant, Pim,” I said solemnly. “Did you use some of the proceeds to pay for this?”

      Pim lowered her eyes to the ground. “I used some of my own that I brought with me. The carpenter agreed to let me pay in installments, but I was hoping I would earn a small wage here…”

      Her voice trailed off, shame consuming her words.

      I placed a hand on the counter before her. “Look at me, Pim.”

      She started, glancing up with fear written across her delicate features.

      “You will compensate yourself for the money you spent on the display—”

      “Oh, no!” Pim blurted out, cutting me off. “If it displeases you, I’ll simply ask the man if I can return it.”

      I gave her an easy smile, hoping to calm her nerves somewhat. “Listen, Pim. Sorry if I riled you up at the ranch house, but I’m not a strict and terrifying master, okay?

      “I won’t accept you half-assing things or being dishonest, but I think we both know by now that won’t happen. So, can I tell you what I want without being interrupted?”

      Pim nodded vigorously.

      “You’ll compensate yourself for everything you paid for: the flowers and the vase, the paint, whatever you bought, okay? Then you are going to take an additional 2 Silver for every day we were gone.

      “You can use that to buy what supplies you’ll need. Armor, for instance, does not come cheap.”

      Pim’s brows rose incrementally, her surprise seemingly without end.

      When I finished, I gave her a firm nod and then held out my hand to the back of the house. “I’m sure you have a dozen other things to show me, am I right?”

      My suspicions proved correct.

      Pim had applied her paint to many of the other paintings throughout the house, as well as the wooden dowels that hung from the scrolls in the dojo.

      Every nook and cranny was clean enough to eat off.

      Even the larder was well stocked.

      At last, I told the girl I’d seen enough. With a gracious smile, I said, “Meet me in the dojo. I need to review something briefly before we begin.”

      Pim nodded and left me alone in the kitchen.

      I walked back to the old workroom and found a few of the books I’d left behind.

      Most were tomes of the very basic concepts of cultivation. Since Rin had practically memorized each, there was no need to move them to my new workshop.

      Yet I needed to refresh my memory on a very important task.

      I had to perform an apprentice bonding ceremony today, and I had no fucking clue how to do it.

      Searching back in the old Rin’s memories, I could recall what had happened from his perspective. The ceremony had been simple yet profound in every way possible.

      Thankfully, it wasn’t a painful process, though it did border on uncomfortable.

      Having something done to you is not at all the same as knowing how to do it to another, however.

      I rifled through the books, chewing my lip and cursing under my breath.

      Why are you nervous? Minh asked, popping up in my mind suddenly. I thought you were excited about this?

      I am, but I don’t know what I’m doing, I responded. Selecting a book that spoke about the tradition of the master-apprentice relationship, I flipped it open. I don’t want to mess up, Minh. I could hurt the girl.

      The coin shield sent me an image of her lying on the dojo floor, arms tucked neatly under her head as she lazed in the sun. It’s easy, silly! You don’t need to read anything to get ready for the ceremony… just ask me.

      I paused mid-paragraph, then stood up.

      Slapping the book shut, I asked, You were there? You were there with Yory when he bonded the old Rin?

      Minh giggled as if I’d said the funniest joke. I was with Yory every day! From the time he found me up until his sickness became too much for him to handle.

      The woman sighed, and an image of her pouting filled my mind’s eye. He didn’t call on me or anything. But sometimes we still talked. I remember the day you two bonded like it was yesterday.

      Relief flooded through me.

      I put the book back and sighed. Excellent. Now, I know you love mystery, Minh, but I need you to tell me everything you can remember. How did Yory do it?

      After all my time with Minh, I should have known she’d give me a hard time.

      Some people never learn.

      Minh giggled again, then sent me a string of highly inappropriate images, the last depicting her mounting me right then and there.

      Take me out of your pocket, Rin, she said as seductively as she could manage. Take me out, let me transform, and do the sexing with me. Then I’ll tell you.

      I rolled my eyes and prepared to barter with the woman.

      Considering Minh’s personality, she wouldn’t be easily put off.
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      With at least a half-hour to burn, and one apprentice to prepare for the ceremony, I figured a little combat would be just the thing.

      Considering only I had access to a Spiritarm, however, I figured starting at the basics would be ideal.

      “Face me, Pim. Feet apart, right leg back a little. Good.”

      I walked around her and made subtle corrections to her posture. “Straighten your back. Relax your shoulders. Open your hands. You can make a fist when you punch, but there’s no need to commit to that yet.”

      Standing opposite, I mirrored her posture and smiled.

      Deep, deep in Rin’s memories, I could recall doing this with Master Yory. He’d been quite mysterious about the exercise, and when I’d asked him what we were doing, he’d shut me down immediately.

      Pim’s glossy eyes darted around, quite obviously nervous. “Master Rin, I—”

      I shook my head, not wanting to increase her anxiety, but not needing to answer any of her questions either.

      “This is an old technique taught by all cultivators. It is a good place to start down any martial path. Like many old techniques, it has more than one name.

      “The one Master Yory taught me was Honey Hands.”

      Pim’s brows rose slightly, but she pressed her lips firmly together. In that moment, she very much looked like the little girl she still was.

      My smile deepened, and I stepped closer.

      “We will advance this basic technique in many ways. Eventually, we can incorporate strikes and footwork. For today, however, the two of us must start from the beginning.”

      I pushed my hands against hers, then gave her a gentle shove with my left.

      She let her hand move back, eyes questioning me.

      “Push back,” I told her plainly. “Try to keep contact with my hands, don’t let yourself be pushed off balance, and, if you can, try to push me.”

      Pim’s hand moved forward, and I shoved with my right at the same time.

      A tiny smile crossed her lips, and her eyes dropped to focus on our hands.

      “Eyes on my chest, Pim,” I told her, alternating more shoves with both hands. “No need to get lost in an opponent’s eyes, and you should feel their hands rather than watch them.”

      She nodded, her gaze shifting again.

      As we worked, taking absolute baby steps, I noticed something quite promising.

      Pim relaxed further. She shifted her weight back slightly so it was evenly dispersed over both her front and back foot.

      I increased the power of my movements, forcing Pim to both speed up and also adjust her balance often in order to avoid being thrust backwards.

      Soon, Pim was competent enough to keep contact with my hands and avoid losing her balance, and was even starting to give me occasional pushes of her own.

      I advanced the technique slightly, pushing her right hand out and away from her center line using the space just below my wrist to do so.

      “Don’t let me open you up like that,” I told her. “Circle around and take the center again.”

      Pim’s brow furrowed as she tried to figure out what I meant. Instinctively, she managed it.

      Rolling her own wrist under and around mine, she took the center from me.

      “Good! Now let’s keep going. Slow and smooth, okay?”

      Pim nodded, and we worked the beginnings of Honey Hands together. It would be some years until she was good enough to call herself proficient.

      I could only hope I would be around to help her achieve that goal.

      Knowing what was in store for me and my vessels, I had the suspicion that Pim would need to train with other cultivators before too long.

      Our pace remained slow and steady, but incorporating both hands, working on pushing as well as protecting the center line, and trying to keep contact with one another the entire time was a challenge in and of itself.

      When we’d worked in this fashion for twenty minutes, I noticed Pim’s arms starting to shake.

      My core had ascended far beyond fatiguing over ordinary exercise, but Pim had not even formed a core yet.

      I stood up and called an end to the technique.

      Then I stood shoulder to shoulder with her, and we went over a few basic attacks while still keeping Honey Hands in mind.

      “Okay, so let us assume you gain the center,” I said, swirling my arm around as if I had shoved my opponent’s arm out and away from their chest.

      “Before that gap is closed, you can strike with either fist. Ideally, use the opposite, since it will allow you to do so quicker.”

      I repeated the initial motion again, then shot my right fist forward, dead center of my imaginary enemy.

      Pim tried the move as well, and after half a dozen attempts, she could do so with less awkwardness than I might have expected.

      I had her continue with the basic technique for five minutes straight before switching hands.

      We moved on, and I showed her an attack using the elbow as well. This one slowed her down a lot more, forcing her to concentrate and stumble through the motions for twice as long as the jab.

      Despite this difficulty, Pim caught on very quickly.

      I finally called a stop to our brief workout. “Well done, Pim,” I congratulated her. “Tell me, though—you must have some experience in martial training. Am I right?”

      Pim blushed and her eyes dropped to the floor. “Goran made me work with him for twenty minutes every night since you left. He is…”

      I laughed, patting her on the shoulder. “Yes, he most certainly is. Well, I won’t complain about his preparations.”

      She quirked a nervous smile. “You’re not mad? It is a little presumptuous.”

      “Goran has the right to be,” I answered truthfully. “Your uncle has done more for me than any single person in Acalia. He’s kind, generous, and wise… Also stubborn as a mule, but let’s not mention that.”

      Pim snorted, then covered her mouth, eyes going wide.

      This caused me to laugh, and she finally let go and joined me, leaving a bit of her self-consciousness behind.

      Just then, right on time, Goran announced his arrival. The front door rattled open, and his voice called out, “I hope I’m not too early!”

      “Not at all!” I shouted back. “Come on in, Goran!”

      The old riordi man met us in the dojo. He had changed clothes, and his whiskers were combed.

      Wren strode in behind him.

      I took in the sight of the old couple, as polished as I’d ever seen them. Goran’s robes were completely bereft of wrinkles, and they were cut from a bright green cloth that reminded me of limes.

      Wren had arranged her hair intricately atop her head. She wore a fine gown with an old-fashioned floral design that repeated itself.

      I whistled as I walked closer. “Have any plans later, Wren? You are downright gorgeous.”

      She waved a hand at me, scoffing and also enjoying the compliment completely. “Stop it, Rin, or I’ll tell Astra. Is everything ready?”

      I hugged the woman and then moved on to Goran. “Not quite. Pim is, but I have something to prepare. Will you two wait here with my apprentice?”

      Pim practically fell over when I called her that, and Goran shot his niece a quick wink.

      As soon as I stepped out of the dojo, an explosion of whispers followed, most of which I could easily hear.

      “You are sweating, Pim. Were you two training?”

      “My, my, and you told me Honey Hands was a waste of our time.”

      “I wish you’d have told me you didn’t have a better robe than this. You look like a bumpkin.”

      Finally, Goran added, “Enough, Wren. The girl looks fine. This is a ceremony where modesty is appreciated.”

      The rest was cut off as I moved further down the hall. Hearing the three lovingly fuss over this or that, their nerves high, brought a grin to my face.

      Alone in the kitchen, I filled the kettle and lit the stove. The water wouldn’t take long, considering the enchantments I’d placed on the device when Astra and I had lived here.

      I dug under the counter and found an old tea set.

      It was a ceremonial thing, each component perfectly designed for display as much as function. A clay pot was used to pour hot water, and another smaller one would steep the tea. Five cups not much larger than a shot glass each came with a small plate of their own.

      My mind flitted through ancient memories, and I couldn’t help but marvel at how much I had changed since coming to this world.

      Not only could I access Rin’s previous life, but the faded memories no longer felt borrowed. They felt like moments I had enjoyed myself.

      It was an odd sensation, especially considering how I could still remember much of my life back on Earth.

      Soon, the water was boiled, and I’d placed a generous wad of tea into a silk pouch.

      Placing everything on a tray, I made my way back down the hall. Silence hung in the air, a sign my friends had finally calmed down.

      Wren and Goran were kneeling at the back of the dojo, their hands folded formally in their laps.

      Pim kneeled in the center of the room, mirroring their posture identically.

      I kneeled before her, setting the tray down on the ground. “Wren, Goran, will you join us, please?”

      The two shuffled over, Wren silent and Goran humming softly with delight. When they had found a position beside Pim, I began the tea ceremony.

      Just as Yory had done for me years ago, I did for Pim and her aunt and uncle. “Water to cleanse and water to bless,” I said, surprised that the words came back to me.

      Pouring some of the hot water out of the larger pot over the cups and the teapot, I cleansed the area.

      Steam rose in the dojo, lit from the sunlight streaming in sideways through the room.

      After emptying each cup again, I placed them atop their tiny plates and then started the second phase of the ceremony. “Thrice the tea will be cleansed, and once to steep.”

      I poured water into the smaller teapot, just enough to wet the tea. I dumped it out again, using the larger tea tray to catch the excess.

      Twice more I did this, and then filled the teapot entirely.

      Smiling at Goran, I counted in my head a full minute. After scalding the tea three times, the leaves steeped quickly, filling the water with color and flavor.

      Then I poured the cups. “Tea to bless the body and fuel the core,” I said at last, completing the abbreviated ritual.

      Apparently, in some parts of Acalia, the tea ceremonies were so intricate they took an hour or longer to finish. Not only did I lack the knowledge to do such a thing, but I wanted to move on to the more exciting task ahead.

      Everyone took up their cups, blew on the tea, and, after a short while, sipped their drink down.

      Though the water had been piping hot, being poured into such small cups meant it cooled quickly, allowing you to enjoy the tea much quicker than normal.

      Goran finished his first, sighing in contentment.

      When I finished mine, I asked Goran if he had anything to say to Pim before she began.

      The old riordi man chuckled softly and looked to his young niece. “I would like to say that you will become a fine cultivator. You may not be my child, Pim, but you’ve always had a place in my heart.

      “When you said you wished to come and live near me, to seek a better life in Bern, I hoped that Rin might accept you as an apprentice. The thought popped up in my mind and spread like wildfire.”

      He gave me a sheepish grin. “Sorry, Rin. I know such a task should be decided solely by a master. It was not my place to insist. But Pim is the best of my people, a mouse kin who is both brave and diligent.”

      Pim blushed, the fair skin beneath her beige fur darkening slightly.

      Wren smacked her husband on the arm. “Enough, Goran. You’re making everyone uncomfortable.”

      He, of course, ignored her. “I’m so proud of you, Pim. And I’m proud of you as well, Rinmarron. Yory is with us right now; I just know it.”

      The old man’s eyes welled up suddenly, and he lowered his head and let the tears fall.

      I was surprised to find a knot in my own throat as well.

      Goran’s show of emotion made Pim tear up as well, and even Wren’s frown softened a bit as she rubbed her old husband on the back. “He is with us,” she said with confidence. “Yory’s presence has never left this shop.”

      I sighed, knowing the woman was right.

      Even back when I’d first entered Acalia, stumbling through this place in a weak body with a busted core, it had never felt quite empty.

      This place had the same inviting atmosphere as the house my grandparents back on Earth had lived in before they passed.

      Smiling to my friends, I clapped my hands together. Then I informed Pim of the most important step of all. “Well, Pim, if you are ready, I think it is time that you formed a core of your own.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            6

          

          

      

    

    







            SOUL SPROUT

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      My heart raced in my chest, the importance of this moment truly dawning on me.

      Looking across into Pim’s eyes, I saw she was practically terrified. Her whiskers twitched every few seconds, and her black eyes were wide.

      Don’t mess this up, Rin, I told myself. Focus and calm down.

      Minh spoke up then, reminding me that I was not in any way alone. Don’t be so worried, sweetie. Here, start like this.

      Suddenly, an image of Yory kneeling before me, our knees almost touching, came into my mind.

      Yory’s face was stern, but his eyes were shining with an obvious joy. He was much younger than I’d remembered, a man in his forties with dark hair and only a few streaks of gray.

      Another image followed, this time of Yory holding one hand over his belly, the other extended towards me.

      I copied the motion, making sure my posture was exact. “Do as I do, Pim. And touch my palm with your own.”

      She did so, wetting her lips nervously as she fidgeted, trying to get everything just right.

      “Don’t worry, Pim,” I told her. “Everything is going to be just fine.”

      Minh sent me an image of her grinning, her thumb held up emphatically. Now, focus your mind and bring up the Apprentice Interface, she told me as if all of this were easy and obvious.

      Seriously? There’s an Apprentice Interface? Why didn’t I see this before?

      My vessel sighed in my mind, then sent me an image of her with arms folded over her breasts, a smirk across her lips. Did you check after announcing that she would become your apprentice?

      I repressed a sigh, not wanting to alarm Pim. No, of course not. Just give me a second.

      Closing my eyes, I brought up my Spiritual Interface and then searched around until I found it. Sure enough, a new tab had opened up.

      Selecting Apprentice Interface, I was given the following information.
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      Apprentice

      Pimwol Runesmith III

      Core: Locked

      Rank: N/A

      Spirit Reserves: N/A

      Progression: N/A

      Vessels: N/A

      Tower Keys: N/A
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      By the Seven Towers! I thought, reading the woman’s new last name. It’s like we’re family now. She’s the third in my line of cultivators. Unbelievable!

      Briefly, I wondered how Yory had been chosen as a Runesmith. He must have been selected by the towers themselves, but he’d never told me the story.

      I just recalled feeling incredibly special to be the one person Yory had picked to follow after him.

      Now Pim was the third.

      At the bottom of the screen, I found a small icon that read: Sprout Core.

      Minh confirmed this was the right thing to do, so I mentally selected the icon. A message popped up in my mind.
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      Sprout Apprentice’s Core?

      Note: This is a permanent decision that may not be revoked.
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      I selected Yes.

      Opening my eyes again, I felt a flood of energy pooling in my stomach. More and more of it filled my abdomen until slowly it began to rise up my body and then down into my arm.

      It continued to do so until it reached my wrist.

      Then the energy bridged the gap between Pim and I, and she gasped. The girl’s arm shook as my Spirit flushed out of my body and into hers.

      Tell her it is okay, Minh reminded me. Yory had to calm you down as well. Remember?

      I saw a brief flash of the old Rin, his face much younger, eyes wide with terror. Yory sat across from me with a generous smile. Then I recalled the words he had told me on that day.

      “Be still, Pim,” I said as I echoed my master. “This is the water that will cause your core to sprout. The seed of a core lies dormant within everyone. Without Spirit to nourish that seed, it will remain dormant.

      “Do not worry, Pim. Your own seed is about to become something beautiful.”

      She nodded and swallowed hard.

      Despite her nerves, however, I could tell that she’d latched onto my statement.

      She was holding onto it for support.

      Another image flashed in my mind, again sent by Minh. I think the next step is coming, Rin.

      I saw the old Rin again, his hand held over his stomach. Then I remembered what I had been responsible for during the ceremony. A master could only complete half of the process. The rest needed to be fulfilled on the part of the apprentice.

      “When the Spirit fills you completely,” I said as the last of the warmth left me, “you will be able to open your Spiritual Interface for the first time. Close your eyes, Pim, and focus on those words. Spiritual Interface.”

      Pim did so, and a moment later, she gasped.

      “There should be only one option for you there. When you are ready, select Sprout Core.”

      Pim’s eyes stayed closed, and I watched her sweet face with the affection one feels for a younger sibling. This girl would someday become a powerful cultivator.

      Right now, however, all I could see was a kid doing her best to hold it together.

      Time ticked by, and nothing happened.

      I cleared my throat. “Pim, is everything—”

      “I’m scared,” she said, face wrinkling slightly. “I’m scared, Master Rin. I’m sorry!”

      I pushed my hand into hers, making sure she could feel that connection. “Your uncle is here with you. And so am I. You will be okay, Pim. I promise.”

      One of her black eyes popped open slightly. “But does it hurt?”

      I suppressed the chuckle that nearly escaped. It was such a human question, one that was both overly simple yet profound.

      I smiled at her, hoping to ease her worries. “Only a little,” I told her. “When I sprouted my own core, it felt more like a great pressure, like a river expanding within me.

      “It will hurt some, Pim, but it will also feel wonderful. I promise.”

      After a few more seconds, she closed her eye again and took a deep breath. Then she selected the option.

      I could tell, for the last thread of warmth connecting the two of us severed. My own core recoiled slightly, and I knew that though what I’d done seemed simple, it had also drained much of my strength.

      Pim hunched over, and her eyes shot open. Taking in a lungful of air, she clutched at her robes, her arms and torso going rigid.

      Next, she arched her back, and a flash of Spirit filled the girl’s eyes. I recalled the times I had bonded my core with my vessels. This was entirely different, but the similarities were enough to make me hope I hadn’t underestimated the intensity of the experience.

      Pim grit her teeth and shuddered. She started panting, looking more like a mouse than ever before.

      Goran sighed behind us, and I looked to see Wren holding the old man’s hand. He would want to shelter the girl from everything if he could.

      Some experiences were unavoidable, however.

      With tense shoulders and sweat beading on the fur over her forehead, Pim finally started to relax.

      And then her panting subsided.

      She blinked at me in surprise, a smile creeping across her face. “Oh!” she said in wonder. “That is…”

      “Amazing?” I suggested.

      The girl giggled, then composed herself, eyes flitting to her elders.

      Minh spoke in my head then. Good job, Rin. The last part is pretty easy. Do you remember the oath Yory swore to you and you to him?

      I thought about it, and I found that I could remember most of it, if not all. I can, but Minh, can you still show me that moment as well? So it feels like Yory is here with us?

      The image that followed struck a deep chord of emotion in my heart. Yory’s eyes had been so serious that day, dark and brooding like a storm rolling in on the wind.

      I remembered his words exactly then, and when Minh showed me my own face, sweaty and equally solemn, I knew the rest of the ceremony.

      “Pim, I swear to serve as your master, to teach you the path of cultivation as well as the art of our Occupation. In this, I promise never to deviate.”

      With as much intensity as I could muster, I finished by saying, “Only death will break this oath. I will teach you until you have become a master to walk in my footsteps.”

      The little riordi girl stared at me in wonder.

      Then I helped her through her own oath, giving her the words in increments. She finished a minute later, saying, “Only death will break this oath. I will learn from you until I have become a master to walk in your footsteps.”

      I drew back my hand and bowed.

      Lowering my face all the way to the mat, I said, “Congratulations, Pim. You have begun your journey as a cultivator.”

      When I rose up again, Goran and Wren got to their feet and tackled the poor girl. They fawned over her, pinching her cheeks and stroking the fur atop her head.

      “You did wonderfully!” Goran said. “I wanted so much to hold you when the sprouting occurred. Was it terrible?”

      Wren cut over her husband. “Ignore him. I know you are strong, girl. No need to exaggerate. Well done, Pimwol.”

      I chuckled, letting them have their moment.

      Aren’t they so cute? Minh asked. A lot like my old pack. I would give anything to spend a little time with them again.

      A spark of curiosity flared inside me. Minh, did you ever have babies? Cubs, I mean?

      She sighed mentally. Only one litter, but they were fine cubs, she said, and then—wonder of wonders—she sent me an image of four blue-furred little beasts, all looking a little like jaguars.

      My jaw dropped.

      The revelation now seemed so obvious. Why hadn’t I asked her earlier? She’d had a long life as a Divine Beast before being transformed into a Divine Artifact.

      How did that even happen? I wondered a second later, realizing that the two of us had a conversation to catch up on.

      “So! How does it feel to be Pimwol Runesmith III?” Goran asked with an ecstatic grin.

      My apprentice giggled and shook her head, searching for the right words. Everyone waited for her to compose herself, and then finally she answered, “Grateful. I think most of all I am so very grateful.”

      Smile fading, she turned to me and bowed.

      Her forehead touched the mat of the dojo, and she said in a trembling voice, “Thank you, Master Rin. Before the ceremony, I thought only of the opportunity, the chance to grow strong and to work in a sacred Occupation…”

      Her head moved side to side, as if she were not able to accept her new fortune.

      Tears splashed to the mat below her sweet face.

      “Pim,” I interrupted in a calm tone, “rise, and then speak to me face-to-face.”

      Slowly, she did so. Her face was contorted as she wept. Still, she looked at me bravely as she fought for the strength to continue her thought.

      “I know now,” she said at last, “that what you gave me was a true inheritance. You gave me your own master.”

      Holding up a hand, she clarified. “I know I haven’t learned much of anything yet, but… I will. You gave me the right to learn all that Yory taught you. And that is so unbelievably vast.”

      She pressed her two small hands to her face and closed her eyes.

      Fresh tears sprung free, and I found myself moving to her, wrapping my arms around her tiny frame.

      Goran was nearly as bad when I looked his way.

      I sighed, then chuckled a little as a few tears fell from my own eyes. “Come on, guys,” I said after a few moments. “We should celebrate, not waste the day weeping. How about more tea?”

      Wren helped Pim clean her face, and I poured another round of tea for everyone to drink while the emotions subsided.

      Holding up my cup, I smiled and said, “To Pimwol Runesmith, the third in our line of cultivators!”

      Wren added sternly, “And to Yory! May we remember all that he did for Acalia!”

      As I drank the tea, I felt a surge of emotion bursting from Minh as well. She sent me a startling image: a blue-furred beast atop a mountain, craning back her head as she roared into the night sky.

      My heart hummed with it, my mind echoing that roar until, slowly, the righteous call subsided.

      Then Goran set down his cup and jumped to his feet. “Enough of ceremony! Pim, get up! Get up! You must show us all your Spiritarm!”
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      The shimmering hammer that emerged from Pim’s hand was relatively small, and the Spirit it was forged with had a dull gray color.

      It was, regardless of its perceived quality, still a divine manifestation of Pim’s newly awakened core.

      She gawked at the thing, absolutely stunned that the hammer existed. Then she did what anyone in her position should: she swung it around a few times.

      Squatting deep and holding up her left arm, palm out as if to defend against a raging monster, Pim let out an adorable growl.

      Then she jumped forward and swung her Chasing Hammer through the air.

      Her attack was too hasty, and she landed off balance, stumbling a bit. Her hammer winked out of existence as she did so.

      Blinking up at me sheepishly, she apologized.

      “No need,” I told her. “I do expect you to take training seriously, though. You should work on the basic attacks with the hammer before you try anything fancy.

      “The scrolls in this room are filled with that information. I will, of course, be there to help you train as well. I think I need to leave soon, however. The girls will want to spend a little time with me as well.”

      Goran whispered something to Wren, and then cleared his throat. “Of course, Rin. We understand you are a busy man… but I would like to throw a formal celebration.”

      His eyes sparkled as he continued. “Something quite grand, I think. How do you feel about a dinner party, tonight maybe, or tomorrow night? And then in a week or two we can invite the entire town to a feast!”

      Wren rolled her eyes. “Goran, you are not a rich man. How do you intend to pay for all of this?”

      My friend puffed up his chest and tilted up his chin. “I am a man of substantial means. It isn’t so hard to feed a town this small.”

      His wife held up a finger to scold him, so I butted in. “Hang on! I might have a solution.”

      The two let their anger go for a moment and faced me.

      “First off, no, we won’t have a dinner party tonight or tomorrow. Pim must earn such an honor first.”

      Smiling to the young woman, I added, “After she gets a taste of some real training, and she has proven herself with long hours of work and plenty of sweat, then we can throw a party.

      “Let’s aim for ten days from now. I think that will give Pim plenty of time to push herself and take steps towards ascending her core to Level 2.”

      Pim’s eyes flared wide, but Goran and Wren merely smiled, devious expressions gracing their features.

      They knew exactly what I meant to do with the girl.

      “And when we host the party,” I said as I finished my proposal, “Goran and I shall share the expenses.”

      The old man bristled again. “I am willing and capable, Rin. There’s no need to—”

      “I mean no offense, Goran,” I said, cutting him short. “I just think it makes more sense in the long run. Pim will be earning coin of her own, enough to buy and upgrade her equipment.

      “And soon I will be leaving again on a very dangerous and potentially extended trip. I’ll need your help in keeping things running while we are away.”

      The old man arched an eyebrow. “Pim is capable of doing that on her own, is she not?”

      I leveled a solemn gaze at my oldest friend in Acalia. He would not want to hear what I was about to say, but it needed to be said. “I don’t intend to leave her behind, Goran. She’s become my apprentice… though I don’t plan on bringing her into the Sky Tower with us, there is much she can learn and do along the way.”

      My statement threw Goran completely off balance.

      His mouth worked as he tried to respond, but Wren merely kissed him on the cheek and whispered, “All is well, my love. Rin knows what he is doing.”

      Goran nodded vigorously, convincing himself of his wife’s assurances more than anything else.

      I thanked the two again and told them respectfully, “I appreciate you joining us for the ceremony, but I need to speak with my apprentice before I leave. Do you mind giving us some space?”

      “Of course!” Goran practically shouted, some of his mirth returning again. “Pim! Meet us back at our house tonight. The three of us will have a small celebration of our own. See you then.”

      The two left, Wren shooting me a wink and a wry smile as they did so.

      Then Pim and I stood alone in the dojo.

      I walked over to one scroll and pointed to it. “This shows the first fighting stance you should master. It assumes you will use a shield to defend yourself.

      “That means we’ll need to buy you one soon. For now, just hold up your arm like this.” I showed her how I held Minh with my left arm in a defensive posture.

      “Then run through the eight basic attacks. You can take a break or get something to eat if you need, but I expect you to work on this for two hours today before you quit.”

      She nodded, mouth closed and eyes intent as she absorbed my instructions.

      Then I gestured for her to follow me.

      We entered the old workshop and I dug out another tome. “This book is the next thing you must study. It contains two hundred common runes as well as their meanings, interactions, and possible uses. I expect you to master it in no more than two days.”

      She accepted the book and stared down at its dusty cover.

      It wasn’t a large book, and many of the images within took up a lot of space. She could read the thing in a single night, but this required memorization.

      Knowing Pim, she’d read the thing four times over in the time I’d given her.

      Unable to stop myself, I reached out a hand and mussed up the fur atop her head. “You did well today, Pim. I chose the perfect apprentice. Now, get on with your tasks and make sure to eat well and stretch your body when you’re finished training.

      “I’ll be back at first light. Be ready to push yourself.”

      Pim bowed at the waist, and I left her in the dojo. As I exited the shop, I flipped the store’s sign and locked the door.

      No doubt, if someone needed something, they would knock until she opened. I wanted to discourage as much distraction as possible, however.

      My apprentice needed to train.

      I smiled, feeling satisfied and hopeful about this new chapter in my life.

      So far, my time in Acalia had been dedicated to me and my vessels, focusing every resource I had to improving our situation. It was Pim’s turn to benefit from all I’d been given, and that thought was comforting.

      I hadn’t made it twenty feet down the street before I heard a door slam shut nearby and a voice call out, “Rin! Excuse me, Rin! May I have a word?”

      I sighed but managed to keep a smile on my face as I turned to greet none other than Mattias Weaver.

      “Hey, Mattias,” I said with as much patience as I could muster. “What do you need?”

      He awkwardly jogged up to me, then stopped, mouth held open and eyes stern.

      Mattias glanced at his feet and folded his hands, looking much younger and less confident than his usual self. He cleared his throat and shook his head.

      “I have been working with Yurek a great deal lately. He’s become a fine weaver and is much closer to mastery than he realizes. I… I couldn’t be more proud of his accomplishments.”

      Unsure of how to react, I said simply, “That’s good news. He’s always had a willingness to learn, so I’m not surprised.”

      Mattias nodded and smiled almost apologetically. “Indeed, and… well, yes, of course you are right. It is only that a man of my talents finds himself entirely more suited to threading a needle than some of the other tasks that fall to cultivators.

      “I’m not without skill myself, Rin, I assure you. It is only that you have gained such a reputation. Not only in Bern, but I have heard your name and that of your mighty vessels on the lips of travelers as well.

      “So, you can understand why I might request your aid in this matter. The only problem is that you are an excessively busy man. I wouldn’t impose upon your time, Rin. That would be disrespectful, and if I should but—”

      “Mattias!” I said, interrupting his nervous ramblings. “What are you talking about? If you need a favor, please, just ask me.”

      He sighed deeply and let his hands hang at his sides.

      Then, self-consciously, he said, “I have been taking Yurek to the marshes to battle monsters. It is not my strong suit. If you have the time, I would be willing to pay you to come with us, teach him what you can.”

      Suddenly, all of his meandering thoughts made sense.

      It was no secret that Mattias preferred his Occupation more than the call to adventure.

      Not all cultivators were built to enter the towers and push the limits of their prowess. Yurek was as nervous and awkward as his master, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t learn confidence and courage if given the chance.

      A grin crossed my face, and I turned my hands palms up. “I have a better proposition, Mattias. I don’t want your coin, not for something that could benefit me as well.”

      “Surely, it would not help you or your vessels to tromp around killing weak monsters,” Mattias amended, his face screwing up in offense. “I don’t need charity, Rin.”

      I shook my head, dismissing his worry. “No, I’m sure you don’t. But you’re not the only one in town with an apprentice who needs to be dragged through the mud, so to speak.

      “Give me three days, Mattias, and then, if Yurek is willing, I can take him to the marshes with my apprentice Pim. It would be good for the two of them to work with someone else at their own level.”

      Holding out my hand to shake, I asked, “What do you say, Mattias? Sound like a deal?”
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      The sky was overcast, the gloom having become more and more prominent as winter approached.

      Not a drop had fallen on us, however, and our spirits were high.

      “You’d be surprised,” Tig said, pushing her point a bit further than perhaps she should have. “The three-horned elk only migrate once every five or six years. That is why so many hunters pursue them in the riverlands when they do show up.”

      Astra scoffed, striding ahead of our group beside the fox kin. “And you’ve seen this for yourself? Or is this information from one of your precious books?”

      Tig’s shoulders stiffened at the question.

      The two had started a conversation about these elk after a random comment by Brea about seeing a beautiful beast with three horns and white stripes on its hide.

      Afterward, we’d all been subjected to a waterfall of information that nobody had asked for.

      “Books are reliable, Astra,” Tig said defensively. “I read that in The Fauna of Acalia’s Grasslands, which is a volume that most scholars rely upon heavily in their studies.”

      The redhead laughed at that, tossing her head back and letting it out. “That’s the problem, though, isn’t it? Why should scholars rely on any book when you can simply go out and see for yourself?”

      “So, you’re saying you know more about the elk’s migration than S. Peters Grubhornson?” Tig asked with scorn.

      “Yes, of course I do.” Astra looked at her companion askance and shook her head. “I swear, you make it too easy sometimes, Tig. Look, I don’t know who S. Peters Grubhornson is, but the man is obviously wrong.”

      Tig laughed then, an odd imitation of Astra’s own show of mockery. “S. Peters Grubhornson was a female cat riordi, first of all, and she spent an entire season among the elk. She would know.”

      Astra stopped dead in her tracks and faced Tig.

      Minh spoke up in my head, excited by the tension. Oh, this is good. Do you think Astra is going to attack?

      Brea cleared her throat, suggesting, “Hey, guys, why don’t we talk about something else?”

      “Or not speak at all,” Siobhan added, arms folded over her chest in frustration.

      Astra ignored them both.

      “An entire season? Tig, I hunted the elk with my father every three years, when they migrated like clockwork, four seasons in a row.

      “He has hunted them every three years, without missing an interval, for no less than thirty-nine years.”

      Tig’s brows rose a little.

      “It isn’t always about what scholars say, Tig. I admit, your books are useful, but don’t try to school me on an animal that I have tracked, killed, skinned, cooked, and even tended for more than half my life! Got it?”

      To Tig’s credit, the little riordi didn’t wilt under Astra’s glare. She held her ground and went further than I’d hoped.

      Nodding, Tig said, “I trust your expertise, Astra. Perhaps I should write a letter to the School of Learning in Ferendell. Such misinformation should be corrected.”

      This seemed to catch Astra off guard too, for she had to close her mouth, clear her throat, and smooth the hem of her dress before answering.

      “That would be a good idea,” she said at last. “Anyway, sorry if I got a little worked up. There are only a few types of animals I know as well as the three-horned elk.”

      Then, a flash of mischief in her eyes, Astra asked, “What do you know about their breeding habits?”

      Siobhan, Brea, and I shouted, “No!” at the same time.

      Astra and Tig had the good graces to look a little embarrassed, and for the first time in our hike, they walked ahead in silence.

      I sighed, strolling beside Brea.

      The woman had continued to open up around the rest of us, and though she was still the most high-strung of our group in some ways, I recognized a shift in her character.

      As if wanting to prove my point, the woman slipped her fingers through my own, winking at me as she did so.

      We walked up the trail, hand in hand, enjoying the day.

      After another ten minutes, I heard a faint buzzing. We were headed toward a famous local waterfall, so at first, I thought we must be getting close.

      I checked Minh’s map and shook my head.

      The marker I’d placed was at least two or three miles away still.

      The buzzing continued to get louder, and then Astra spoke up. “Hey, you guys hear that?”

      Tig’s ears twitched. “Yes. That rushing sound, yes? I assumed it was the waterfall.”

      Astra shook her head, and a huge grin spread across her face. “Nope. That, my friends, is the sound of something sweet.”

      Without explanation, Astra charged off the trail and into the woods. Tig and the rest of us followed, pushing ourselves to keep up with the spry-footed woman.

      Even Siobhan could not match Astra’s pace in the forest. She’d spent far too long breaking brush for anyone to compete. That experience paid off in many ways, allowing her to not only spot ways to pass through the trees, but also to do so quietly.

      Five minutes later, I ducked under the heavy bough of an oak tree and found the others standing at a distance from a buzzing mess of bees.

      Hanging from an inner branch of a nearby tree was a massive hive.

      Unlike Earth bees, these were all the size of ping pong balls, cumbersome things floating around happily. As innocent as they looked, I didn’t want to learn what it felt like to get stung.

      “You guys want to nab some honey?” Astra asked with a devilish grin.

      Brea shied away, keeping to the edge of the small clearing. Siobhan didn’t look much more optimistic.

      Tig outright refused to leave the shelter of the nearest tree. “Astra, those bees can be dangerous. If we disturb their hive, we’ll be covered head to toe in stings.”

      Astra shrugged. “It isn’t so bad. I mean, I did take honey from a hive once like ten years ago, but… it was a lot smaller than this one.”

      I waved the woman over. As she approached, I told her calmly, “Why don’t we just have the picnic as planned? I can come up with a Spell Shard that will pacify the bees, maybe. Or even put them to sleep for a bit. We can come back in a few days?”

      Astra sighed. “But I want honey now, Rin! Still, maybe you’re right. I just wish I had a bee net. It was pretty easy last time.”

      Rin! Let me out of your pocket, Minh demanded suddenly.

      I reached in and pulled the coin out. Then, guessing what she wanted, I tossed the coin to the ground.

      Minh burst into existence, her beautiful, naked body growing up from the coin.

      “Honey,” she said in a low growl as she walked boldly toward the hive.

      “Minh!” Brea called out. “Be careful, you don’t know—”

      Minh swung her head around and hissed. “I know everything!” she snapped back, earning a scoff from Tig and an eyeroll from Astra.

      Heedless of her surroundings, Minh stalked boldly up to the hive, her curly hair soon covered with the large bees.

      Then I noticed something strange.

      The bees not only didn’t seem upset by her presence—they were landing on her body, almost like they were attracted to her.

      Without hesitation, Minh reached an arm into the massive hive. Her bright eyes became distant as she worked her hand deeper inside.

      Then she smiled.

      Pulling back, Minh removed sticky fingers from the hive.

      Immediately, she stuffed them in her mouth and moaned. “Oh, guys,” she mumbled. “Issooo good!”

      “Rude, Minh!” Astra snapped. “What’s the point if none of us can have some too?”

      The Divine Artifact, my first and most stubborn vessel, didn’t so much as pause in her gluttonous feasting.

      When she’d licked her hands free, she did something unexpected, though. Taking a step back, Minh swung her hand through the air in a streak of light.

      She must have drawn Spirit from within her to form a blade, for a large section of the hive fell off.

      Deftly, she caught the portion and held it in place as honey poured out. “Quick! Come and drink your fill!”

      Tig dashed forward, slinging her pack off. “No! Use these jars instead!”

      Astra took two large jars from Tig, then ran to help Minh. Stooping down, Astra held them in place as the hive let a portion of its trove drip free.

      She filled all of the first jar and part of the second before the flow ebbed.

      The bees continued to buzz around in the air and crawl over Minh’s skin and hair. She didn’t pay them any mind.

      Instead, the woman fell to her knees and scooped out the comb within the section of hive she’d cut free. The hive itself seemed to be made of wood, but I figured the bees must have constructed it in a similar fashion to the papery hives back on Earth.

      It was fascinating to see how hard the material was, however, as Minh broke off chunks to access more of the comb.

      She ate in a selfish stupor, ignoring the rest of us while she sated her hunger.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      A few minutes later, she dropped the rest on the ground and grinned at me. Honey clung to her cheeks and her chin, flecks of the bark-like hive spotting her face.

      “So good,” she said. “That was so good.”

      Astra chuckled. “You’re insane, Minh. You really let your hunger control you.”

      It was Brea’s turn to laugh.

      The woman from the riverlands cackled so loud that Siobhan stared at her, seemingly concerned for her friend’s wellbeing.

      “What?” Astra asked.

      Brea worked to get herself back under control. As she did at last, she stared at Astra in disbelief. “This coming from you? The Cookie Queen? The Mistress of Molasses?”

      The others started laughing as well, myself included.

      “I’m not that bad,” Astra said sternly. “Don’t exaggerate.”

      Tig arched an eyebrow and added, “The Sheriff of Sugar.”

      Siobhan chuckled before throwing one of her own in the mix. “The Pig of Pies!”

      Brea’s eyes narrowed slightly. “No, not quite, Siobhan. Good try, though.”

      Astra’s mood was darkening, so I called an end to this crazy side quest. “Come on, you guys. We have a few miles to go, and I for one am hungry as well. Let’s get moving, okay?”

      “Good idea, Rin,” Astra said with more than a little self-importance. “Not everyone has all day to waste playing with honey.”

      The girls snickered quietly, but none seemed ready to truly anger Astra. She’d already had her patience tested by Tig, and a grumpy Astra was no fun to be around.

      Still, as Minh picked herself up—licking her fingers clean one at a time—and everyone headed back to the trail, I knew I had to poke the bear just one more time.

      We found the trail again, and I marched ahead at a brisk pace.

      “Hurry up, everyone!” I shouted over my shoulder. “We don’t want to be late. The Siren of Sweets will get angry if she doesn’t get her lunch on time!”

      My face split into a wide grin as Minh, Siobhan, and Tig busted out laughing.

      Brea snorted so loud that even Astra had to join in the fun, apparently deciding it was best to be with us rather than against us as we laughed at her expense.

      The woman caught up with me soon after.

      I expected a mild rebuke, or at the very least a sour look.

      Instead, she reminded me of why I loved her. Astra took my hand in hers and looked up the trail, smiling. “Nice day, isn’t it, Rin?”

      I sighed in contentment and agreed. “Yes, Astra. It sure is.”
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      The waterfall was a lot less dramatic than any of us had hoped for. After seeing the wonders within the Lake Tower, the twelve-foot stream of water was underwhelming to say the least.

      Still, the water was clean, and a wide pool rested at the bottom, deep enough to swim in.

      Minh jumped in right away, scrubbing herself clean before crawling out and lounging on a grassy mound.

      The sun had emerged, and we all appreciated its warmth, no matter how fleeting it might be.

      Brea took out a fishing rod and, in five minutes, pulled out a half-dozen brook trout.

      By then, Astra had struck up a small fire, and Siobhan and Tig had arranged the rest of our picnic. We all sat on a big quilt and snacked on this and that while the fish roasted beside us.

      The bread and butter we’d brought with us would have been nice on their own.

      With the addition of the honey, however, it had become a proper treat. Everyone ate their fill, drinking some mild wine I had purchased the day before.

      As we did so, we drummed up more fantastic names for Astra and her cravings.

      All agreed that while Minh might be a bit more intense with her own hunger, nobody was as consistently excited about eating. The redhead packed away more food than anyone else, grinning all the while, and then she collapsed backwards on the quilt.

      “I’m so full I’m going to explode,” she declared.

      Siobhan remarked ruefully, “You say this every time. Too much eating for you, girl. Best to take break in the middle. So you know how much you need.”

      “She’s not gonna listen,” Brea muttered.

      Astra shook her head from side to side. “No, Brea, I won’t.”

      Finishing the last of my trout, I walked over to the edge of the water and washed my hands. Then I came back and asked a question that had been brewing in my mind since the day before.

      “Hey, Minh. Can you tell us more about your previous life? I mean, you were a Divine Beast, were you not?”

      Minh’s head lolled to one side, and she opened a sleepy eye. “The most divine,” she said before rolling onto her back and yawning.

      Tig’s ears twitched, and she shifted in her seat. “What species were you? I have narrowed it down to three, but I have a hunch.”

      “Oh? What three did you come up with?” Minh asked as she sat up and rubbed her eyes.

      “Well, you have said previously that you had blue fur. There are three greater cat species in Acalia that can fit that broad of a description.

      “There is the cobalt lynx that lives far to the north near the Shadow Tower. Then there’s the azure caracal that really has more of a greenish-blue coat, but I think that still counts. They live in the desert north of the Forge Tower, pretty close to my home.

      “But!” the fox kin said, holding a finger up in exclamation. “Considering how deep of a blue your skin and eyes are, as well as how you pretty much seem to be a terrifying monster inside, I think both of those choices are a bit too tame.”

      Tig beamed at Minh and bit her lip. “Were you a sapphire lion?”

      Minh nodded sagely. “I was! Pretty good guess, Tig.”

      “It wasn’t as much of a guess as a deduction based upon—”

      “Those other two you mentioned were probably weak little kittens,” Minh said, interrupting Tig’s self-indulgent rant. “Sapphire lions are the most powerful cats in Acalia. Even an ordinary beast can grow as large as the emerald tiger Rin faced near the Forest Tower.

      “I was special, though. Not every beast can be gifted with divine power, after all.”

      Tig disregarded Minh’s smug tone and crossed the quilt to sit beside her. “How did it happen? Were you just born with that gift, and as you grew, you slowly gained power? Or—”

      “When I was just beginning to reach my full strength,” Minh said, cutting Tig off yet again, “I challenged an older lion in my pride. She fought well, and I lost the match, getting cut to ribbons.

      “I ran off, bleeding everywhere. I traveled far enough away that she wouldn’t find me again, moving to a place I had never been before.

      “Each day I healed in the coolness of a cave I discovered, drinking from a spring at the bottom. I couldn’t hunt, so on the third day, I explored deeper within the cave, hoping to find something yummy to kill.”

      Minh looked down at her hands as she spoke, her voice becoming quieter for a moment as she relived the memory.

      “Deep in the ground, I found a special place that glowed bright. At first, I thought there were shiny gems all around, but they were eggs!

      “I must have eaten a hundred of them, all delicious and gooey. I ate until I almost felt sick, and then I fell asleep.”

      Minh paused briefly, and Brea remarked, “You murdered a bunch of babies? That’s how you become a Divine Beast?”

      Minh rolled her eyes. “Quiet! You don’t know what you are talking about. I ate eggs, which everyone knows is a good food to make the body strong and the coat shiny.”

      Her face relaxed as she smiled, already back in her memory once more. “I don’t know how long I slept, but when I woke, everything felt different!

      “My wounds were healed, I was bigger than ever, and my mind was so clear. I could see the world in a new way, almost like I do now, though not as much.

      “Being bonded to Rin makes me… well, almost human.”

      Minh stopped her story and then crawled past Tig to dig inside the picnic basket. She pulled out the rest of a salted ham and took a big bite.

      “Hang on!” Tig complained. “So that’s the secret? You ate some shiny eggs and you got bigger?”

      Minh nodded emphatically. “A lot bigger,” she said, still chewing. “I grew until I was twice as big as our alpha.”

      Minh swallowed and laughed, slapping her naked thighs as she did so. “He was so upset when I fought him. You should have seen his eyes when he saw how powerful I’d become!”

      Tig continued to question Minh, asking at least a dozen questions. In the end, the fox kin declared that Minh must have stumbled upon the nest of another Divine Beast.

      Eating its eggs had infused Minh’s body with a vast amount of Spirit, and the transformation had begun.

      I found the entire exchange fascinating, but there were other matters that interested me more.

      Waiting until Tig had at last exhausted her curiosity, I asked Minh a more personal question. “You don’t have to answer me if you don’t want to,” I started, worried I might ruin her mood, “but I was just wondering, how… how did you die?”

      Astra smacked my arms, hissing, “Rin, how could you?”

      Brea’s green eyes flicked between Minh and I, worried but more patient than Astra’s.

      Minh didn’t react strongly at all.

      She ran her fingers through her curls, her breasts lifting slightly as she did so. The woman was so unconsciously beautiful that, even in her human form, she reminded me of an animal.

      “I didn’t die, Rin,” she said after considering for a while. “I was… transformed.”

      Minh dropped her head to one side then the other. I wasn’t sure if she was reliving the old memory or if the word transformed had fascinated her somehow.

      Either way, the partial answer wasn’t nearly enough to satisfy my curiosity.

      Somehow, she’d turned into a damn coin shield, and then Yory had found her. I wanted to know how that had happened.

      Patience won out in the end.

      Minh stretched out on the ground and propped her head up with one arm. With an expression trapped somewhere between nostalgia and sadness, she told us the rest of her story.

      “For years, I was the strongest beast in my territory. Time and again, I would sniff out monsters. Tracking them down and devouring their gem hearts drove me.

      “But they were never a match for me. I killed them all, and each time I did, my claws got sharper, my tail longer, my fangs stronger.

      “Then, one day, I smelled something different. It was strange, a mixture of smells so complicated I could not identify the animal that had left the trail behind.”

      Her blue eyes sparkled as she sped up her story, excitement building with each word. “I followed it for days, and finally, I found the source: strange animals that walked upright on two legs. They were carrying many things on their backs, all made from different materials.

      “I had found a cultivator and his vessels!”

      Siobhan’s wings stiffened, and she sat bolt upright. “This will not end well,” she muttered.

      Minh bared her teeth unconsciously, a burst of anger filling her eyes. “I wanted to eat them all! So small, and yet they had taken the hides of strong beasts and covered their naked bodies in them!

      “I followed them as they made their way closer and closer to a huge lake. In the middle, I saw a tall and skinny mountain. It was so strange! Now I know it was a tower—the Lake Tower.

      “That night, while the humans made camp, I snuck into their tents and tore their bodies to pieces. Two of them woke before I had finished the group, and they attacked with powerful bursts of energy.

      “I fought on, but the sound of the attacks was so loud it frightened me. So, after wetting my claws, I ran blindly through the night. I ran until my paws touched the edges of the lake.”

      Minh pressed one hand to the ground, stroking her fingers like she was touching the phantom waters of her past.

      “Something came over me—a desire, a strong urge—so I swam out into the lake. I swam, and the moon was bright, and the tower shone like a sun-bleached rib in the night sky!

      “Rising from the waters, I walked closer and pressed my nose to the cool, white stone, and then it happened.

      “A voice spoke to me in words that I had never known, yet I could understand completely. It claimed me—the tower, or the spirit within the tower… It claimed me, and I became a part of it.”

      Minh paused.

      She licked her lips, and her eyes flicked from side to side in her beautiful face.

      The waterfall splashed in the distance, and insects thrummed in the air, but no other sound broke the tension she’d built with her epic tale.

      Finally, she chuckled privately. “Sometime later, maybe weeks or maybe many years, a brave soul entered that tower. He crushed the monsters within, and he and his companions killed the guardian at the very top.

      “As a reward, the tower gifted me to this man, forging a fine shield from my soul for him to bear in the years to come. That’s when I met Yory, the first man I did not want to kill and eat.”

      The woman glanced over at me and sighed. “The only sad part was that Yory never wanted to sex with me. At least I have you now, Rin!”

      Chagrined, I nodded in acknowledgement, grateful for the story of Minh’s origin if not for her lack of modesty.

      “Rin is good enough to have the sex with all of us,” Astra said as she stood up. Then, brows lifting sheepishly, she apologized to Tig. “My bad. I’m still getting used to you being with us.”

      Tig shrugged. “It is fine. When my heat comes upon me, I am hopeful that Rin will bed me as well.”

      I almost choked on my tongue.

      Like she’d said nothing significant at all, Tig stood up and walked over to the pool. “Hey! Anyone want to go swimming?”

      Astra snorted and whipped off her dress in the blink of an eye. “I’m game! Let’s do it, Tig!”

      Brea was blushing so fiercely the tips of her ears were red. She buried her face in her hands before rolling onto her back and saying, “Have fun, guys. I’m gonna nap.”

      Siobhan shot me a wink as she stood up. She unbuttoned her blouse far too slowly not to be intentional.

      Shrugging from the garment, she took off her trousers as well, exposing her fair skin and impossibly long legs.

      “Come on, Rin,” she said in a sultry voice. “How often do you get the chance to swim with four nude women?”

      Minh squealed and stood up as well. She stifled a yawn and shouted, “Wait for me!” before running across the grassy shore and barreling into the water.

      It was a divine torture that I beheld.

      Astra was splashing Tig, their breasts bare and lovely. I couldn’t help but admire Tig’s body, her muscular little frame, and the bright purple fur of her tail that ended at her sacrum.

      Siobhan waded out just ahead of Minh. The avian’s perky ass slowly disappeared into the water.

      Minh bounced along after, her soft bits jiggling slightly as she caught up, laughing all the way. Her blue curls caught the faint sunlight still streaming through a gap in the overcast sky.

      “It’s less creepy if you just go over with them,” Brea muttered beside me.

      I couldn’t stop a laugh from coming out of my mouth. “Yeah, that’s probably true. Just not sure how to hide my… appreciation for them all.”

      Brea sighed, then I heard her standing up. She unclasped her belt and arched an eyebrow at me. “Rin,” she said firmly, “I don’t think any of us give a damn. In fact, Minh will probably love it.”

      She pushed down her pants, revealing the patch of dark fuzz over her sex.

      Then she pulled off her shirt and bra as well, her heavy breasts bouncing free.

      Face still red as a radish, she turned toward the pool and said over her shoulder as she left, “If I can manage to overcome my modesty, so can you.”

      Grinning, I hopped up and undressed as quickly as possible.

      The towers were tainted, and we all had hard work to do before we were ready to take on Lord Mahuang.

      Yet this was our one and only day off, a day we’d all agreed upon, desperately needed before turning back to the danger and the toil that awaited us.

      And I would be damned if I wasn’t going to enjoy every second of it.
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      A knock came at the front door, light and timid.

      I knew who it was straight away.

      Unfortunately for Pim, who was probably shaking with nerves on the other side of the door, so did everyone else.

      Astra set down her mug of tea so hard it spilled. Rising to her feet, she raced to the door, even as Brea cursed and stooped with a rag to clean up her spill.

      “So,” Astra spat out as she opened the door, “you are Pimwol. I suppose I should invite you in.”

      I leaned back in my chair, wary of the odd pitch in Astra’s voice. She was a sweet and loving woman, by all standards, but she did enjoy a bit of fun.

      “Thank you,” Pim said, taking a few tentative steps inside.

      Siobhan and Brea walked over as well. Brea asked, “Tea? I have some made already.”

      Pim tried to respond, but Siobhan merely sighed, saying, “A bit small, if you ask me,” and stalking back to the table.

      Astra grinned and held out her hand in invitation. “Come! Sit with us, Pim. You hungry?”

      Pim huddled in the center of the table, a stack of uneaten cookies resting on a plate before her. The mouse kin woman’s eyes flitted from right to left like shields attempting to waylay enemies from all sides.

      “Why don’t you all introduce yourselves,” I suggested firmly. “That way this isn’t so damn awkward or creepy.”

      Brea gave Pim a big smile and opened her mouth.

      “Name’s Astra,” Astra broke in. “Question, Pim—why do you feel you’re a good candidate to be Rin’s apprentice?”

      “Astra!” Brea snapped.

      “He was kind enough not to consult any of us,” Astra continued, “so you must be quite special. Still, I’d like to hear it from you.”

      Siobhan walked over to the little mouse kin and held out her hand. “The redhead is crazy. Sometimes, best to ignore.”

      Pim shook Siobhan’s hand, mouth hanging open an inch.

      The sound of a book slamming shut pulled everyone’s attention to Tig, who was sitting in a chair in the corner of the dining room. “To think, I was sure I could get a little reading done.”

      Tig tossed the massive book on the chair behind her as she stood and gave Pim a nod. “Nice to meet you, Pim. I’m Tig… Siobhan is right, by the way. Astra is just trying to pluck your whiskers.”

      “Do you have any skill you’re proud of?” Astra threw in again as soon as the room was quiet. “Are you stronger than you look?”

      Brea landed a surprisingly hard punch to Astra’s shoulder and then dragged a chair between the two.

      Smiling apologetically, Brea offered her hand to my apprentice. “I’m Brea. Excited to go shopping with you today!”

      Astra fell back into her chair and groaned. “You guys are no fun. Fine, welcome aboard, Pim. We are all generally kind people, and I’m sure Rin chose you for a good reason.”

      The redhead stomped out of the dining room and called over her shoulder, “I’m getting my coat! I’m coming on the shopping trip too, and we’d better be stopping at the bakery!”
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      Bern was busier than normal.

      Several new, young cultivators had shown up, their vessels in tow. This had encouraged every shop owner to push their wares with more enthusiasm.

      And the arrival of a chain of supply wagons—traders bringing goods from Merrin—meant that Bern’s little economy would get a good kick in the pants.

      “Great idea getting sweets first,” Astra said happily. “It will let us all focus on our goal.”

      “We did it for you,” Brea snarked beside her friend, still taking small bites of her own pastry.

      Astra shrugged. “Same thing… So, where do we go first? Boots, clothes, equipment?”

      “We’re headed to see an old friend. Nothing better for a new adventurer than a motley of used and ill-fitting armor,” I said, patting Pim on the back as I did so.

      We found Cade outside of his newly improved shop. Staves, Swords, and Equipage used to be little more than a table loaded down with armor and weapons standing before a barn.

      Ever since the influx of travelers and cultivators, Cade had built a proper storefront onto the barn’s entrance. It even had a large awning to prevent customers from having to stand in the rain while they perused his wares.

      “Rin!” Cade said, taking my hand with a grin. “Haven’t seen you around town lately. Here to sell some loot?”

      “No, sir. I’m here to buy for a change.” I gestured to Pim beside me. “This is Pim, my new apprentice. I’m taking her on a little adventure, and I need to make sure she doesn’t die.”

      “Wise decision,” Cade shot back, nodding to Pim and then Brea and Astra in turn. “No good in hiring new help if they won’t live longer than a week.”

      Cade was a big man, his body gnarled with muscle and scar tissue. He hadn’t told me as much, but it wasn’t hard to see that he’d had his own share of adventures in his youth.

      Squinting at Pim, he said as politely as possible, “She’s a bit small. Not sure how well plate mail will help. Any idea of what you’re looking for?”

      Pim visibly shrunk. I patted her on the back, hoping to encourage her. “No worries, Pim. You’re big enough, especially if we can get your core ascended.”

      Glancing down at the equipment set out on the counter and hung up on racks behind Cade, I told him my ideas. “A buckler to start. Smaller the better, but she needs to train her left arm and get used to blocking.

      “For the rest, I’m thinking leather armor will do best, but with a chain or scale mail shirt to go with it. And, if you have a breastplate for the girl—something that will fit—I’ll take that as well.”

      Cade nodded along with me, and then told us to wait while he rummaged in his barn.

      “Rin, I don’t think I can afford anything very fancy,” Pim said in a soft voice. “I’ve saved as much as I can, and I don’t even have a gold coin yet.”

      Astra wrapped an arm around Pim’s shoulders and squeezed her in a side hug. “Don’t you worry. If you head out on an adventure, you need protection. Simple as that, Pim.”

      The mouse kin girl eyed Astra, most likely confused by her sudden change of character. “Thanks?” she said in a half-question.

      Cade tromped back and threw down a pile of rusty gear.

      He sorted the items, describing them one at a time. “Got bracers and greaves for you. Normally, a minor enchantment is set on the leather to add some protection, but these are brigandine.

      “Thin layers of steel are set in under the leather, giving some protection against piercing as well.”

      Cade pointed to a large heap of chain mail, mud still clumped in among the rings. “This is much too big for her, but I can send it over to the smith to cut it down to her size.

      “And this,” Cade finished, thrusting a finger at a chest piece, “either came from a dwarf or some other small folk. Leather straps can be resized easily enough, and I’m pretty sure that will cover up most of the important bits.”

      The breastplate riveted to the leather straps was not much bigger than a dinner plate. Considering Pim’s size, it was perfect.

      Curious, I inspected the item, wondering how much protection it truly gave.
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      Item Name: Rusted Breastplate

      Quality: Poor

      Condition: Used

      Properties: Wearer gains a minor boost to piercing, slashing, and blunt damage in area covered by plate armor. Wearer gains minor protection from Water elemental attacks.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Now, that is curious, I thought, then switched on Runic Vision. Sure enough, glowing in the center of the steel plate were three runes.

      I read them and deciphered that the magical resistance must have come from them.

      “We’ll take it all,” I told Cade. “Can I throw in a little extra if you have someone drop this off at the smith for us?”

      Cade grinned. “Almost anything is possible… for a little extra.”

      Astra stepped forward, eager to start haggling. I threw up a hand. “Hold on! Before you start getting into it, I’d like a small dagger as well, and a helm if you have one.”

      Ten minutes later, our little group left Cade behind.

      He’d scrounged up a decent enough dagger, including a belt and thigh strap to keep it in place while Pim fought.

      The belt was stout enough that she could make sure her greaves were supported as well, and the iron helm Cade pulled out of the barn, though ugly and dented, actually fit Pim fairly well.

      I paid for everything, including the fee the smith would inevitably charge for resizing and refurbishing.

      Normally, Cade did that work himself, but he’d become busy in the last couple of months.

      We made our way across town and got Pim sized for a new pair of boots. Of course, she insisted that the purchase wasn’t necessary.

      Her shoes were made from cloth, and though the material was far more durable than one might imagine, I wanted her to have properly enchanted leather on her feet.

      “Don’t worry, Pim,” I told her as we checked out at the cobbler’s shop. “This one, you can buy yourself.”

      I left her facing the man. Briefly, he got an excited look on his face, almost like he was anticipating fleecing the girl for every copper she had.

      Astra stayed behind, however, making sure everything was fair.

      Our last stop was at Terrific Textiles.

      Mattias was sorting bolts of cloth on his counter when we came in. The dour-faced man did his best to smile as he approached us.

      “Here to discuss strategy, Rin?”

      I shook my head. “Not a chance. No, Mattias, we are here to buy Pim a set of adventuring clothes that will help her stay on her feet.”

      Mattias arched an eyebrow dramatically. “Ah! I see… In that case, what sort of enchantments are you looking for?”

      We made our way over to the main display that covered nearly the entire wall. “Here, I have some material I call might wool,” Mattias said. “I have placed enchantments of strength and constitution on it.” He spoke with a note of pride in his voice.

      Moving to another section where every shade of green cloth could be seen, he added, “This is my concealment line. The hunters can’t get enough of the stuff. They are enchanted to disguise both the physical form as well as obscure scent!”

      As the man rambled on about another bolt of cloth, Astra whispered, “Sure loves fabric. His lack of a wife is making more sense now!”

      Brea pinched the woman’s arm, and I stifled a laugh.

      Whatever Mattias did or didn’t do in the privacy of his own home was not my business. It seemed more likely that he’d had his heart broken long ago and just hadn’t been brave enough to open up again.

      I cut the man short by holding up a finger. “Pim is new to all of this. She will never be a powerful warrior, not in the traditional sense, at least.

      “And we have some decent enough armor to increase her defense. I am looking for anything that benefits dexterity and movement speed.”

      Mattias nodded approvingly. “In that case, let me guide you over to the thief’s gambit.”

      “Ooh! That sounds exciting!” Astra exclaimed. “I didn’t know we had any thieves in town.”

      “There’s a thief in every town,” Mattias said cynically. “I just named the cloth that to make it sound more dramatic, though. Go ahead, Rin. Inspect this pair of gloves I had stitched up at the tailor’s.”

      I took the sable gloves from Mattias, admiring how thin and pliant they were.

      Then I used Inspect.
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      Item Name: Thief’s Gambit Gloves

      Quality: Excellent

      Condition: New

      Properties: Wearer gains a minor boost to all combat-related movement as well as attack accuracy. Wearer becomes sure-footed, reducing the chances of tripping or making loud noises.
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      “This is amazing,” I told the man. “Must cost a fortune.”

      Mattias’s smile widened, reminding me a little of a snake. We were allies, and possibly on our way to becoming friends, but his appearance didn’t help a thing.

      “For a man of your means, Rinmarron, it shouldn’t be too much at all.”

      I sighed, knowing the man was right. “We need to get some training in today. I want a set of trousers, a shirt, gloves, and a cloak made of this or similar material.”

      Glancing Pim up and down, I finished with, “If you have something that will boost dodge ability as well, I think a mix of the two materials would be best.”

      Mattias agreed to put in an order with the tailor, letting me know that they owed him a favor. “I’ll make sure to have it all ready by nightfall. Yurek can drop it off when it’s finished.”

      “I can do what?” Yurek asked, popping his head out of the back room.

      The young man spotted me and the girls next. He waved at me, and then froze when he glanced at Pim. “Oh, sorry, I didn’t mean to—”

      “Yurek!” Mattias snapped. “Come and meet your fellow adventurer! This is Pim, Rin’s apprentice.”

      The awkward young man stumbled out, his robes covered in flecks of lint.

      I held my smile back as the two shook hands.

      A cloud of infatuation filled the small shop, mostly coming from poor Yurek, who couldn’t seem to operate his tongue any longer.

      Pim helped him out by bowing her head and greeting him. “Nice to meet you, Yurek. Master Rin says this is the best weaver’s shop in northern Acalia. You’re lucky to have such an accomplished master.”

      “Yes!” Yurek shouted. “I mean, you’re right, P-Pim. And Rin, well, he’s great too! Lucky for us both, I suppose!”

      “Yurek,” Mattis whispered, “calm your nerves. You’ll set the cloth ablaze if you don’t cool down.”

      Yurek blushed, his eyes blinking rapidly. “Sorry!” he squeaked, fidgeting in place for a time. Then he did something most wise.

      He changed the subject. “I’m excited about our adventure. Have you used your Spiritarm yet?”

      Pim shrugged. “In training, yes, but never in a real situation. I’m pretty nervous, to be honest.”

      “Me too!” Yurek agreed. “I’m practically shitting myself thinking of fighting real monsters!”

      Brea snorted and Astra hid her mouth as she laughed.

      Mattias smacked his apprentice on the arm, snapping at him to watch his mouth.

      Pim just giggled. “Yeah, I think I’m shitting myself too. Thank you for summing it up so precisely.”

      The two youths laughed together, their faces flushed with excitement, all but oblivious to the rest of us.

      Mattias shook his head, muttering, “Oh, dear. This is sure to be trouble.” He snatched up the bolts of cloth and shouted as he ducked out the door of the shop, “I’ll send you the bill, Rin! Do me a favor and look after that one.”

      Yurek was already talking to Pim about the various qualities of cotton that “few people stop to appreciate.”

      Astra was whispering to Brea, probably pointing out how smitten Pim had become as well.

      I could only shake my head and smile.

      Fate had a firm hand when it came to matters of love. It was not my place to dissuade the two from courting… I only hoped it wouldn’t get in the way tomorrow.

      A cloudy head could be a dangerous thing in battle.
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      “Listen up,” I told my charges. “I’ve never done this before, okay? Looking after you two dumbasses, no offense, scares the hell out of me. I’m just as nervous as you are.”

      Looking at the bead of sweat trickling down Yurek’s temple, I qualified my statement. “Okay, maybe not quite as nervous, but I’m just trying to make a point.”

      I pointed my finger in Pim’s face and then Yurek’s. “You listen to me, every damn word I say. If I tell you to run, you run. If I tell you to attack…”

      “We will attack, Rin!” Yurek supplied enthusiastically.

      Mattias let out a disappointed sigh. He is really good at those, I mused. A truly underappreciated talent.

      Pim answered as well, much less dramatically. “We’ll listen to you, master. We promise.”

      I transformed Minh into a shield and accessed her storage. Depositing a sack of Spell Shards into my palm, I got to work.

      “That’s good to hear,” I told the pair as I removed two shards from the pouch. “This might feel weird, but trust me, you’ll be happy I cast the spell.”

      Pointing one hand at Pim first, I spoke the words of the incantation. “Hangry Core.”

      A thread of Spirit leapt into the girl’s chest, and she gasped as the spell took effect.

      Gripping the second Spell Shard, I took aim at Yurek next. Casting it in the same fashion, I explained the spell’s effect to the apprentices.

      “I believe you meant Hungry Core, Rin,” Mattias muttered before I could do so. “Hangry is not a word.”

      I rolled my eyes. “It absolutely is a word, Mattias. You’re just not cool enough to know it. Anyway, your cores will now draw in Spirit at a faster rate than normal.

      “It took me a while to figure out the spell, and it won’t work after your first or maybe second level, but it’s a lot better than nothing.”

      I pulled out a handful of other shards and distributed them among Yurek and Pim. “This is Ice Dagger. It shoots a small projectile of ice at an enemy. This one is Boulder Bash, and it does the same but with a ball of Earth Spirit.”

      Pointing to the last, I added, “And this one is a new one I devised just for the two of you. It’s called Spherical Bulwark. If you cast it, you’ll be protected from all sides for thirty seconds.”

      I smiled, trying my best to stress the point. “This is your panic button, okay? If everything goes wrong and you’re about to die, use it! Understand?”

      Yurek and Pim nodded, eyes fixated on the dark crystal.

      The two tucked the Spell Shards into the cloth bandoleer I’d asked Mattias to make for them.

      It was a simple device, but one that would allow them to touch the shard with their offhand and cast at a moment’s notice.

      I looked them over, examining their awkward armor and eager faces.

      Yurek wore a bulky cuirass and pauldrons that made his thin neck look even more fragile somehow. His lower body was protected by leather armor—enchanted to the teeth, I was sure.

      In his left arm, he held an odd device known as a lantern shield. A plated gauntlet attached to a small buckler made up the shield, but it truly distinguished itself by its other features.

      A plate could be removed to reveal a small, Spirit-fueled lantern within. Woven through the buckler was also a short rapier, just over a foot long, that could be drawn as a backup weapon.

      Mattias had some strange ideas about combat.

      The lantern shield was a bit more eccentric than I preferred, but his apprentice was his responsibility.

      Pim looked just as strapped down and silly in her own armor, but the sleek thief’s gambit fabric underneath made up for that a bit.

      I shrugged, knowing I’d warned the two enough times, and that only a little experience could help them now.

      So, without further preamble, we headed off on our adventure. At first, Mattias had wanted us to go downstream to fight gremdaw warriors like I had done so long ago.

      Instead, I took our group upstream into the forest northwest of Bern.

      Hunter trails crisscrossed the river so frequently that it wasn’t hard to make our way. After a couple hours of traveling, we came across our first monsters.

      To call the beasts monsters was a stretch of the term.

      This was Pim’s chance to shine, however, so I didn’t try to downplay the encounter in any way.

      Stopping behind a pair of tall boulders, I gestured for Yurek and Pim to come forward. “See there? Use your Inspect ability and tell me what you see.”

      Pim went silent for a bit, then she read off the creatures’ information.
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      Furious Badgerling

      Rank: Level 1

      Monster Type: Humanoid

      Disposition: Aggressive

      Elemental Affinity: Earth
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      “Good. Now, there are at least two of them,” I whispered. “What would be a good way to attack?”

      Yurek’s eyes widened, and he offered, “Ice Daggers, Master Rin. We can kill them from over here!”

      I shushed the young man, who had nearly alerted our prey. The badgerlings looked around, searching for the source of the sound, but soon they fell to digging around in the shallows of the river again.

      “Those are for emergencies,” I reminded Yurek. “They cost me good coin. If you use one out of convenience, I’ll box your ears. Any other ideas?”

      Pim smiled sympathetically at Yurek as the young man hung his head. Then she gave me her own idea. “Yurek can come at them straight on, his shield ready to defend with. I can run around those bushes there and come from the other side.

      “That will let us attack from two angles at once, and possibly surprise the monsters.”

      I shrugged. “Sounds good to me. Now remember, a plan will almost always fail in some way. Go ahead and try that, but if something goes wrong, just hunker down and fight.”

      I smiled at the apprentices, hoping they would see to the task. They stayed put, nervous looks on their faces.

      Clearing my throat, I gestured with my head. “They won’t kill themselves. Get to it. And don’t worry. If I think something bad is going to happen, I’ll step in.”

      This last, more than anything else, got them going.

      Pim dashed off down a connecting game trail, hoping to flank the monsters like she’d planned.

      Yurek waited some sixty seconds and then blundered out from hiding, heading straight for the badgerlings.

      The monsters were half the size of a human, their bodies covered in black-and-white fur like a honey badger. Broad and thick in the limb, they reminded me of the badger riordi who had made our clay steel armor.

      These creatures hissed and cackled at one another while they scrounged in the shallows.

      One plucked up a writhing crawfish and devoured it in a second. They were obviously not as intelligent as a riordi, but nor were they base animals.

      I had no clue what to expect from the battle, but I would come to think back on this memory with the greatest fondness.

      Yurek came to stand within forty feet of the badgerlings, shifting his weight from one foot to the other.

      Mattias leaned against the boulder beside me, eyes wide as he peered over at his apprentice.

      Yurek held his Tapestry Needle. The Spiritarm had the rough shape of a spear, thick in the handle with a broad tip. He pointed the weapon at the badgerlings then proceeded to show the world exactly how thick his skull was.

      “Come on!” he shouted. “Come on and fight!”

      The monsters spun on Yurek, both falling to all four legs as they hissed.

      They made quite a fuss, and instead of attacking as he should have done, Yurek took a step back.

      Both badgerlings sprang at the same time.

      Yurek could have skewered one straight away by simply lifting the tip of his needle. He recoiled instead and tried to block with the Spiritarm.

      One badgerling smashed into the Tapestry Needle, shoving Yurek back another step. This must have jarred him, for he released the Spiritarm and nearly fell on his ass.

      The second badgerling came at the young man’s leg. Yurek shrieked as the monster bit into the flesh just above his ankle.

      “Rin!” Mattias shouted. “Rin, we must save him!”

      “No,” I said firmly. “You must let him learn the hard way. Shut up and watch!”

      Yurek crashed back onto his ass, howling from the pain as the badgerling shredded his leg in its mouth. The other monster was about to pounce on his chest.

      Knowing a bite to the neck would be fatal, I prepared a spell.

      But then Pim sprinted toward the monster, Chasing Hammer held high. My heart filled with pride as I saw her preparing for a devastating attack.

      My own hopes were crushed when the girl lowered her shoulder and shield-bashed the badgerling with her buckler.

      Alerting her presence to both creatures, Pim found herself facing two very pissed-off hunks of fur. She swung her hammer awkwardly, clipping one on the snout.

      The other dove at her and, against all odds, she moved her buckler up in time to defend herself.

      The beast hit so hard that Pim fell to her ass next, however, and I feared I might have to step in yet again. Thankfully, Yurek had decided to join the fight.

      “Get back!” he screamed, summoning his Spiritarm again and hobbling to his feet. Limping forward, he thrust the weapon at the nearest badgerling.

      The beast turned its attention away from Pim and hissed, which gave her an opening.

      Rolling forward onto her knees, Pim swung her Chasing Hammer, grunting with effort as she did so. The Spiritarm collided with the monster’s skull and made a hollow popping sound.

      The badgerling collapsed, and its limbs twitched as it died almost immediately.

      Its companion jumped at Pim, and since she wasn’t on her feet, it plowed into her chest full on. The only saving grace was that she’d instinctively moved her buckler into place again.

      Pim crashed into the ground, her helm clanging on a stone and rumbling away.

      The badgerling growled, chewing on the edge of her buckler with all of its simple-minded might.

      Yurek limped closer and drew back his Spiritarm. Then, evoking some long-buried sense of chivalry, he boomed, “Lay off her, fiend!”

      He plunged his needle through the badgerling’s body in a single motion.

      The beast shrieked in pain, thrashing on the shaft of the Spiritarm.

      “Towers above,” Mattias declared beside me. “The wound isn’t mortal.”

      Watching the apprentices struggle to finish the monster, I could only shake my head. “No, Mattias. No it wasn’t.”

      Pim threw her hammer at the monster three times, only wounding it slightly as she did so. The badgerling pushed off the ground with all of its considerable strength.

      Since Yurek was injured, he fell yet again.

      To his credit, he maintained his Spiritarm. The monster scrambled up the shaft of the weapon, its stomach distorting as it did so.

      Somehow, Yurek must have missed everything vital in his attack, punching straight through the monster’s gut.

      The young man bashed the badgerling in the mouth, knocking its sharp fangs away seconds before it got to his upper body.

      Then Pim seemed to focus.

      She stood up, black eyes focusing on the monster clawing her friend.

      That’s it, I thought. Remember what I taught you, Pim!

      Sure enough, the girl fell into the same basic stance, legs shoulder width apart and right leg staggered back a little. She swung her hammer down in a clean arc, exerting control for the first time in the fight.

      The blow took the badgerling on the back of its skull, stunning it instantly.

      Pim pulled back the hammer and struck again, this time putting a little more weight into it. Just like the first had done, the monster went limp but for the twitching of its legs and claws as the nerves died out in its body.

      Yurek dismissed his Spiritarm and slumped back on the ground.

      Pim fell to a knee beside him.

      Our eyes met at that moment. She was frightened and tired. She’d nearly seen a new friend killed in battle, and she was aware of how terribly she’d performed.

      Yet behind it all, I saw a tiny flame burning.

      Pim had gotten a brief glimpse down the dark maw of combat, and she had come back ready for more.
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            BLOODED, THROUGH AND THROUGH
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      The two sat cross-legged, eyes closed as they absorbed the wispy fumes of Spirit.

      Two monsters did not produce much energy, but with the Spell Shard active, the difference was significant.

      I watched in my Interface, fascinated that I could observe someone else’s Progression.
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      Apprentice

      Pimwol Runesmith III

      Rank: Level 1

      Spirit Reserves: 100/100

      Progression: 4/100

      Vessels: 0

      Tower Keys: 0
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      Not bad, I thought. If they can do this a couple dozen more times, they will both hit Level 2.

      That thought alarmed me when I remembered we had no vessel for the girl to bond with. We’ll have to stop when she’s close. I’m sure we can find a male vessel when we head back south.

      Tig, Siobhan, and Astra all confirmed that the southern cities would have access to such vessels. Since female cultivators were rare, so too were trained male vessels.

      The towers will find a way, I told myself, taking comfort in the fact that, so far, everything had worked out just fine.

      Minh snorted in my mind. That was funny, Rin. The little man did not fight very well at all! He would have died if Pim wasn’t there.

      You’re not wrong, I admitted. But be nice. I sucked at fighting when I first went out too.

      Mattias cleared his throat, drawing my attention. The man hadn’t said a word since the battle ended and I’d healed Yurek, telling the two to cultivate afterward.

      “I thought you were just being cruel,” he whispered so that only I could hear. “But I believe I know what you were doing. By having them finish the battle, no matter how pathetic it looked, you gave them confidence that they could do so again.”

      I tilted my head to one side. “Hope so. Not sure about Yurek. He’s… going to need a little more time, I think. Pim, though, might just be a natural.”

      “Yes, I thought that as well. Fierce little thing.”

      I smiled at the girl sitting some thirty feet away. Her face was serene now, but I would not forget the intensity of her glare after the battle.

      Standing up, I gestured for Mattias to follow. “Alright, you two. That’s enough for now.”

      Yurek and Pim opened their eyes, blinking as they adjusted to the light.

      Pim glanced around, curious. “There is more Spirit in the air. Shouldn’t we wait until we get it all?”

      “There isn’t much left. Trust me. Come on, we have more monsters to find.”

      Our party headed deeper into the forest. Soon, I found more of the six-clawed badgerling tracks and veered away from the river on a hunch.

      My intuition paid off as we stumbled upon another of the creatures.

      Pim and Yurek pounced on the thing decisively, killing it in under a minute. Again, they sat and cycled, inching their Progression up a little more.

      Following the trail another few miles, we found exactly what I’d been hoping for: the badgerlings’ den.

      “There are too many!” Yurek hissed. “There are five visible. How many more are inside the den itself?”

      I nodded at the man, happy he was finally using his head. “Good, Yurek. That is a very important question. I would assume there are more of them—a lot more, potentially.”

      Pim huffed, scratching her little chin with a clawed finger. “I don’t know how we can get in there without being surrounded immediately… What if we draw them out? Lead them to an ambush?”

      While she spoke, her voice became more and more excited.

      The beast awakens inside her, Minh whispered, apparently intent on observing Pim as well. Her fangs are small but sharp!

      “Not a bad idea, Pim, but how will you do that?”

      She chewed her lip, considering my question carefully. “Would be nice if we had a bow or something,” she muttered. “I mean, running up and shouting at them might work, but it seems pretty dumb.”

      “Could throw a rock at them,” Yurek offered quietly, unsure of himself as he spoke the words.

      They both turned to me and waited for a response.

      “A rock might do the trick, but I have the feeling there are a lot of badgerlings up there. Could be ten or more. So… might be a good time to test out a Spell Shard.”

      Pim’s mouth fell open. “Those are for emergencies, though.”

      I shrugged. “Yes and no. Casual use is wasteful, but if you two can kill that entire den on your own, it will be well worth it.”

      I winked at Mattias, who sat quietly nearby. “Besides, you should both have some experience using a Spell Shard in combat.”

      Yurek, finally getting excited himself, said, “If so, then the Ice Dagger would be ideal to draw them out. And… if too many follow, a Boulder Bash might be good to use for the ambush.”

      Grinning at the young man, I remembered how often we had played in our youth. The old Rin had always looked at Yurek like a younger brother.

      Now, though our differences in age weren’t vast, my experiences had broadened that gap considerably.

      “Excellent idea, Yurek,” I told him. “I want both of you to consider the landscape, find an ambush position, and assign roles during the battle. Oh, and you can use Mattias as you see fit.”

      “Me?” Mattias blurted out.

      Yurek chuckled and then slapped his hands over his mouth.

      Pim’s eyes merely shone a little brighter, taking into account how she might use the man in her plans.

      I patted Mattias on the shoulder. “Why not?” I asked the man. “It might have been years, but I know you’ve learned the basics of combat yourself. Now, let’s see what these two can cook up.”
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      I’d climbed a tree nearby, its lower bough giving me an ideal view of the zone of combat below.

      With Minh chittering away in my head, I pulled out an apple and snacked while my charges prepared.

      Thirty minutes later, the scene was set.

      Pim crept up the slope, keeping low to the ground as she went. As soon as she crested the hill that gave her a view into the den, she acted.

      Stretching out her furry hand, Pim cast Ice Dagger.

      The projectile raced through the air and caught a badgerling in its back, sinking deep into the monster’s spine. It fell down and thrashed about, but its legs were unmoving.

      She had disabled the creature in a single shot.

      And a good thing she did, I mused. Looks like the anthill has been roused.

      Three badgerlings turned on her at once, all hissing loudly. A handful more poked their heads out of the den.

      Pim muttered some word or phrase I could barely hear—an expletive, if I had to guess. Then she turned and ran down the hill.

      With a total of seven badgerlings on her tail, the mouse kin girl moved like a shadow across the ground.

      Fear is a highly motivating emotion. Man, she is faster than I thought.

      Minh giggled in my head. Yes, she runs like a lion is at her heels. This was a great idea, Rin. We should do this more often.

      Pim streaked down the hill, eyes flared wide.

      Heading toward the fallen limb that stretched across the trail, Pim slid underneath, popping up on the other side between Mattias and Yurek.

      In a heartbeat, she had her Spiritarm in hand, buckler held before her defensively.

      The badgerlings had done precisely what Pim had predicted. Since the trail narrowed just above their position, the creatures clumped together as they ran.

      Yurek flung out his hand. Even at this distance, I heard his shrill voice cry out, “Boulder Bash!”

      The spell flung out a ball of Earth Spirit. It connected thirty feet up the trail, crashing into two of the badgerlings. One of the monsters died immediately, while the other was severely wounded, its shoulder broken.

      Five more monsters bounded past their companions, quickly closing the distance.

      Just as they’d discussed, Pim and Yurek closed together, their small shields held low to defend their position. Yurek and Mattias attacked first, their long, spear-like weapons lancing forward.

      Mattias struck true. He killed a large badgerling by stabbing it straight in the heart. Wisely, he didn’t try to pull the weapon free afterward.

      He simply dismissed his Spiritarm and summoned it again after.

      Yurek’s attack gouged along his target’s ribs. No doubt this caused the monster a great deal of pain, but it hardly slowed in its approach.

      Pim swung her hammer last of all.

      The Chasing Hammer came around smoothly, pounding a badgerling on its snout mid-air.

      Still driven by momentum, the injured monster collided into her buckler a second later. Pim grunted, and her boots slid back two feet… but she did not fall this time.

      Look at her, Rin! Minh shouted in my mind. I think you chose a fighter! I would not have done the same. Someone bigger, stronger… but Pim is learning fast.

      Yes, she is, I noted as I watched the battle unfold.

      Mattias stabbed another badgerling, this time having to attack it twice to finish the beast. Then, betraying his loyalty to Yurek as a master and teacher, the older man backed away.

      He must have told the two as much, for Yurek and Pim stepped even closer to one another, reinforcing their position.

      The two defended against another snarling attack, but the badgerlings weren’t content to use the same tactics repeatedly. One darted to the side, drawing Pim’s attention.

      She moved her shield to defend and swung her hammer. The beast dodged, and one of its fellows leapt into the gap created by her repositioning.

      Pim shouted in pain as the monster latched onto her thigh. The brigandine greaves provided excellent protection, but I was willing to bet that the badgerling’s teeth had clamped around one side.

      Though it wasn’t pleasurable to see my apprentice get injured, I couldn’t help but be impressed with how she reacted.

      Hefting her buckler, Pim hacked down on the badgerling’s face three times before it let go. As it stumbled away, she shattered its spine with her hammer.

      Yurek managed to bat a badgerling aside with his lantern shield. He followed up the move with an accurate attack for once. Pinning the badgerling to the ground with his Spiritarm, he held the beast in place.

      Pim limped forward and struck it twice more.

      The apprentices relaxed a little, thinking that the battle was finished. I bit my lip, watching one final badgerling limp out of the underbrush.

      It clamped its mouth down onto Yurek’s hamstring, and the young man howled in pain.

      He made matters worse by spinning in a slow circle, swinging his lantern shield behind himself in an effort to remove the monster.

      Pim finally screamed at him to stop, and then she ended the monster’s life.

      As the two panted to regain their composure, Mattias glanced up at me. His long, horse-like face was as solemn as usual, but I thought I sensed a hint of a smile there.

      I wasn’t the only one that found this ordeal amusing.

      Yurek and Pim cycled, drawing a great deal more Progression from the monsters. Afterward, we all marched up to the den where a handful more were slain.

      This last skirmish was relatively easy.

      Only the matriarch presented the apprentices with a challenge. Even so, since she arrived last and fought the two alone, they managed to bring her down without further injury.

      By the time the badgerlings had been defeated, Pim’s Progression had risen to 28%. Since the kills were spread apart, a larger portion of Spirit had evaporated before Pim and Yurek could cycle.

      Regardless, it was incredible progress for a cultivator without a rune of Hunger etched on her core.

      My Spell Shards were working wonders.

      “I think that’s enough for the day,” I told them. “Let’s keep moving until we find a good place to camp. Then we can rest for the night and finish up in the morning.”

      Everyone agreed, and we hiked onward. The sun was setting by the time we’d found a suitable location and drummed up a campfire.

      Fire crackling and badgerling meat roasting, I figured it was the perfect time to get to know these people.

      Pim broke the ice by retelling the story of a time she’d bloodied a boy’s nose for calling her friend a bad name. The story didn’t surprise me in the slightest, though when she mentioned that the bully was twice her age, I had to shake my head and laugh.

      Yurek stared at my apprentice in open admiration. When she finished, he said, “That is impressive, Pim. You are a born fighter.”

      “No, I don’t think so,” she replied.

      Yurek’s brows pulled together in a scowl. “Most certainly! I am already learning and getting better but, Pim, you fight well. I’m going to be twenty-four soon, and you gave a better showing than me.”

      Pim didn’t argue.

      Mattias watched the two, his eyes shrewd and observant. As usual, though, he kept his thoughts to himself.

      Curious, I simply had to press the man. “Mattias, what about you? Your master must have taken you out adventuring.”

      He arched an eyebrow at me, his expression somewhat unappreciative.

      Then he chuckled and relaxed a little. “He did. I won’t say I enjoyed the experience much, but… my master was a harsh teacher, a bit like yourself, Rin.”

      I held up my hands innocently. “I’m not harsh at all. What are you talking about?”

      “The first day you took your apprentice out, you let her and her companion be mauled by monsters,” he said, making his point dryly.

      I laughed nervously, seeing both Yurek and Pim were a bit upset by the reality of their adventure.

      Nodding, I accepted the criticism. “That’s fair. I still think it helped. Yurek, you were a total mess in your first fight. But the second… well, you fought with purpose if not skill.”

      The young man eyed me, but he didn’t argue.

      Pim tilted up her head and smiled bitterly. “Getting bit by a badgerling hurts… a lot. But I can admit I learned fast because of the experience.”

      The group fell silent for a while until Mattias brought the conversation around to its head. “My master took me to the Stone Tower straight away. I fought Earth elementals before I fought anything else.”

      His dark eyes reflected the firelight as he recounted his past in more detail. “He was always there, watching my back… but only when I was near to dying did he step in to defend me.

      “I fought in the First Tower for weeks until we finally defeated it. My core was close to ascending a second time. He asked me when I would like to head to the Forest Tower, and my answer did not please him.”

      Mattias sighed heavily.

      His head sagged, and an awkward tension spread through the camp.

      Pim’s eyes questioned me, but I shook my head.

      The man was revealing something deep and honest—and possibly shameful.

      He should do so in his own time.

      Finally, Mattias sat up and smiled. “I learned weaving fast. The Occupation came easily to me, much more so than battle. So, when I told my master I had no desire to adventure again, he dismissed me.

      “I was declared a master in my own right, and he traveled south to Ferendell to seek a more… enthusiastic apprentice.”

      Noticing the man’s story had come to an end, I spoke at last. “Sorry, Mattias. No offense, but your master doesn’t sound very loyal.”

      “No, I suppose not.”

      “Well, ascending your core once still earned you a vessel. And now Yurek is taking up the torch again—or the loom, I should say.”

      Mattias smiled at my attempt at levity. He looked to the gangly young man who had become his one true companion.

      Mattias’s vessel was a middle-aged woman whom he’d allowed to marry. She was faithful, but spent more of her time away, only coming to the shop occasionally to help out.

      “Yurek is brave,” Mattias said plainly. “And he wishes to adventure and ascend his core like a proper cultivator. Thank you, Rin, for letting us join you.”

      “It’s our pleasure. Besides, Pim needs help too, Mattias. Don’t forget that.”

      His smile was sad when he replied. “She has a fierce master to learn from. It is Yurek and I who are in debt.”

      Then, sensing perhaps that he was making the mood a touch too solemn, Mattias added, “And who knows? Maybe tomorrow you can actually show them how you fight as well.”

      I opened my mouth to reply with sarcasm when a low growl rumbled through camp.

      Spinning to my left, I summoned Minh in a heartbeat, strapping the coin shield onto my arm.

      There, just twenty feet away, I spotted two glowing orbs. Though I couldn’t see the beast’s body, I knew it must be huge, since its eyes hovered a full five feet off the ground.

      A massive paw stepped into the firelight a second later.

      In the back of my mind, all I could do was hope that I could draw the monster’s attention, for it stood closest of all to Pim.
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      I pushed up to my feet, time moving slow as I ran toward the monster.

      My Spiritarm appeared in my hand, the glowing hammer lighting up a shaggy monster’s face. Green lichen or moss dangled down from its jowls.

      All I could focus on were the fangs, however—too many to count at a glance and jagged like splintered glass.

      My instincts screamed at me to unleash hell with one of my more powerful Spell Shards, but Pim was in the way.

      “Pim!” I shouted. “Behind me!”

      The mouse kin girl turned, eyes wide with terror as she sensed the thing inching closer to her. I wanted to curse her hesitation, but such reactions were difficult to avoid entirely.

      As it turned out, she hadn’t quite frozen.

      The monster released the sequence of muscles that had been loaded to pounce. Its hind legs bulged, and its mouth flared open. Its form was hard to distinguish, yet it had a vaguely canine shape even though its head was lost in a tangle of plant growth.

      Pim’s hand moved upwards slowly, and then she touched the bandoleer. Mouth moving as she whispered the incantation, Pim managed to cast the spell just in time.

      A bubble of pure light exploded from her chest, expanding rapidly.

      The monster’s jaws rebounded from the shield, sending up a splash of liquid Spirit in all directions. The force applied to the sphere finally shoved Pim down and out of my line of sight.

      “Boulder Bash,” I growled, still stalking forward.

      My spell pounded the beast in its chest, shoving it back out of the light of the campfire.

      As it recovered, I noticed a half-dozen other sets of eyes blinking all around. These were shorter, most likely the monster’s spawn or its pack.

      “Form up!” I roared. “Stand your ground and stay near the fire!”

      I had a few seconds before I crashed back into combat with the huge beast. In that time, I activated Inspect.
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      Mossy Fenrir

      Rank: Major Spirit Beast

      Monster Type: Mammalian

      Disposition: Predatory

      Elemental Affinity: Water, Earth
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      I cursed when I read the monster’s rank.

      How the hell a Major Spirit Beast had gotten so close to Bern was a mystery I would have to solve later.

      Right now, I needed to put the bastard down.

      Triggering Runic Vision, I spotted a patch of dull runes on the monster’s chest. Drawing back my hammer, I swung. “Peening Strike!”

      The hammer’s head rotated, and it sped in a tight arc. The blow landed cleanly, but the fenrir had been retreating, which reduced some of the impact.

      It grunted in pain. Then, drawing upon its considerable strength, the monster crouched low. A surge of energy coalesced in its body before exploding outward.

      A cloud of glowing green spines rocketed toward me.

      Several punctured my leg and torso, causing significant damage. I had left my armor back in town, convinced such a minor excursion would be easy.

      The other monsters took that moment to attack. Maybe their leader had sent them a silent signal, or else its spine technique spurred them on. The way in which the pack pounced in coordination was alarming, though.

      I spared a brief glance behind me.

      Mattias had taken up a fighting stance in front of Pim, and Yurek stood on the other side. No less than six monsters, all a bit larger than a wolf but nowhere near their leader’s size, were bounding toward the three.

      The weaver was aiming his Spiritarm at an incoming fenrir, his face a mask of fear and determination.

      They are fine, I told myself as I turned back to the Spirit Beast. This is the one that will give us trouble.

      Not wanting to waste time, I stepped closer to my prey. A dozen injuries smarted, but I ignored them. None were vital.

      Drawing upon a large portion of Spirit, I pushed Core Flash to its max. The blaze of light exploded in the fenrir’s face, showing me far too much of its ugly visage than I’d wanted to see.

      Shrieking in pain, the monster twisted its head to the side.

      It was fortunate I’d stunned it, but a spear of Earth Spirit streaked out of its opened maw a split second later.

      The attack flew off course and sunk through the ribs of one of its pack mates. I ignored the death rattle over my shoulder and focused on the monster.

      Time for you to die.

      “Vindictive Vise!” I shouted.

      The Spirit-forged jaws snapped shut around the monster, trapping both of its front paws.

      I swung my Chasing Hammer.

      “Anvil Onslaught!”

      A sequence of shimmering anvils dropped from the sky, pounding into the monster’s back. They disabled it by shattering several ribs and cracking its spine just before its haunches.

      The attacks missed its head, however.

      I stared into the fenrir’s glowing eyes, seeing hatred and anger burning there. Above all, I saw fear.

      My hammer struck a dull rune in the flat expanse of his forehead. The monster’s skull caved in, and the viridian energy in its eyes vanished as it collapsed to the ground.

      Turning to my companions, I took in the scene.

      Though I’d been prepared to unleash a Spell Shard or two to thin out the monsters, I found myself relaxing.

      The battle was all but over.

      Pim was standing with her back to Mattias and Yurek. The three had formed up a few feet to one side of the campfire.

      Yurek was busy stabbing a fenrir at his feet, putting the monster out of its misery.

      Pim’s buckler was trapped inside a monster’s mouth, its strength unable to crush the armor. Seemingly undaunted, Pim hammered the fenrir’s hindquarters time and again.

      Finally, she struck the spine square on, and the monster’s legs went limp.

      Pim kicked its chest to free it from the shield. Then she brought her hammer down, screaming in rage as she did so. The fenrir died on the first hit.

      Yet it was Mattias who captivated me.

      The dour-faced weaver preferred a good book and the tidiness of cloth or silk to the grit of battle. He had soft hands, and not once had I considered him a true warrior.

      Despite all that, here the man was, Spiritarm couched beneath his arm, mouth agape and eyes blazing with the heat of battle.

      Three of the fenrir lay at his feet, all having bled out from precise attacks. Their blood had begun to seep into the fire pit itself, turning the flame a yellowish green.

      In that sickly light, I beheld a different aspect of Mattias.

      His well-wrought composure had fled completely.

      Robes torn in a few places, and blood dripping down his left hand in rivulets, the man stood ready for more.

      Even as I studied the man, his gaze shifted to the final fenrir emerging from the darkness.

      It jumped into the air, front paws closing together to impact the chest of its target.

      Mattias swept his offhand back, retracting his robes effectively if not gracefully as he sidestepped. His teeth flashed as he growled out the words to a skill.

      Right arm lancing forward at the same time, Mattias called, “Precision Puncture!”

      His Spiritarm transformed, elongating in a blink and streaking through the fenrir’s neck. The wound was fatal, I could tell in an instant, and as Mattias dismissed his Spiritarm and summoned it again, his eyes panned the darkness for danger.

      Only then did the monster land at the weaver’s feet.

      And still he stood ready. His lungs labored, and his grimace betrayed that the man was in pain.

      “It’s done,” I said, pulling the man from his reverie. “They’re all dead.”

      Pim and Yurek looked to me. Their eyes were wide in shock.

      Mattias held his posture the longest, seemingly unwilling or unable to relax.

      Finally, I walked up to him and rested my hand on his shoulder. “Well done, my friend. The beasts have fallen.”

      He wet his lips and nodded. “Of course. Of course they are.”

      Mattias staggered but steadied himself quickly. He rubbed his hand in the small of his back, most likely feeling the exertion he’d just forced his body to endure. He’s found his inner warrior, I thought wryly, but that doesn’t mean he’s in shape.

      A thick cloud of Spirit was filling the air, and I felt suddenly tired. “Come. Let’s clean up this mess. We can sleep on the uphill incline so as to avoid the blood. We need to move the bodies, however, and you three need to cycle.”

      The apprentices nodded, but Mattias stiffened slightly. “I have no need, Rin. Thank you for your consideration, though.” The weaver glanced down at a fenrir at his feet.

      I caught him by his sleeve. “Enough of that shit, Mattias,” I snapped. “You will cycle with the other two.”

      He jerked his arm away. Anger clouded his eyes, and Yurek and Pim stopped what they were doing to watch the confrontation. “There’s no need for me to gain Progression. And I am my own master. Do not forget that.”

      I moved closer so our faces came within a foot of one another.

      A seething rage begged to be released. I must have been repressing it for quite some time, for it was stronger than I could have imagined.

      Pointing my finger in his face, I let a portion of it go. “You’re full of shit, Mattias! I won’t listen to your lies anymore!”

      “What are you talking about, Rin?” the man retorted, a hint of doubt filling his dark eyes. “You don’t know what—”

      “Yes I do! I have seen you, Mattias, for what you truly are!” Pointing at the pile of bodies, I shouted, “You’re not a coward, not by any means. You fight like any proper savage, and I will not let you lie again!”

      Taking a deep breath, I turned to Yurek and Pim. “Pim, recount what you saw. How did Mattias conduct himself during the battle?”

      “I…” She faltered for a moment.

      I nodded at her, insisting.

      My apprentice straightened up and tried again. “He fought like a master. Every single one of his attacks was accurate, and he never hesitated… not once!”

      “And you, Yurek. What did you see?”

      The young man glanced at his master, and a partial smile tugged at the side of his mouth. “Master Mattias, with all due respect, you fought like true cultivator… It was amazing.”

      Mattias took a step back, unwilling to accept these remarks. “Enough of this, Rin. I didn’t ask for any of this.”

      I shook my head. “Nor did I. I was handed a fate I never expected, Mattias. That is how life works.” That was closer to the truth than anyone but me realized. “You have two choices, and only two.

      “You can refuse my request, let a large portion of this Spirit evaporate since neither Yurek nor Pim can cycle fast enough to claim it all…”

      I let my voice trail off.

      Relaxing my posture and lowering my voice, I finished by saying, “Or you can sit and cycle with these two. You have proven that you would use your strength in the defense of others. What other calling is more noble?”

      Mattias blinked at me.

      A riot of emotions flitted behind the gleam in his eyes. But seemingly only one surfaced.

      Gratitude.

      The weaver bowed at the waist before me. In a stern voice, he said, “I will accept your wisdom, Rin. Thank you.”

      I didn’t speak another word as the four of us dragged the bodies away, tossing them into the bushes a hundred feet away.

      And I held my tongue again as the three prepared to cycle.

      Mattias simply asked me, “Will you stand guard?”

      I nodded and turned my back to the fire.

      Minh pinged around in my mind, sending me several flashes of Mattias as he had been when fighting the fenrir. Every lunge, every stabbing thrust had been precise and unwavering.

      For a man who’d only ascended his core once, I was impressed. This sentiment intensified as I reminded myself that he had not faced danger in years.

      You did it, Rin! the woman practically screamed in my skull. You turned Mattias into a real warrior!

      No, I responded solemnly. No, Minh, he was one before I came along. All I did was help him dust off his armor and oil his blade. Still, I’m glad we did.

      Staring into the yawning darkness of the forest, I stilled my thoughts and listened.

      I heard the creep of a thousand animals and insects around us, the air humming with their subtle lifespans.

      I heard the crackle of the fire as it continued to pour out light and heat for all near enough to enjoy its offering.

      But most of all, I heard the sound of three cultivators breathing. They had synced up their inhalations, drawing thin shreds of Spirit into their cores as they did so.

      Mattias sat among them, the man at last allowing himself the privilege of moving forward.

      A smile touched my lips along with a deep and resounding sense of satisfaction. This had been a true victory, one that I was not soon to forget.
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      The following day, our party struck deeper into the forest. Mattias and I fought alongside our apprentices after that, though the two youths were allowed the greater share of the action.

      We killed a few wolves and then fell upon a gaggle of monsters called lichen lizards.

      These smaller beasts kept us busy for the better part of the day, allowing Pim and Yurek to continue their Progression steadily.

      When the two sat to cycle one last time, I shot a questioning glance at Mattias. He chuckled and shrugged. “What can I say, Rin? My core is full, and I find myself in need of a vessel.”

      My eyes widened, and then I crushed the man in an embrace.

      Yurek and Pim stood up as well, intending to shower the man with congratulations.

      Mattias and I pointed at the same time, shutting the apprentices down simultaneously. “Sit and cycle!” I said after I’d finished chuckling. “And don’t stop until you hit 85%.”

      I chatted with Mattias while Pim and Yurek finished.

      We spoke primarily of OVA, and how the association had changed many of its rules in recent years.

      Mattias was set on returning to Bern and purchasing a contract for a vessel. He tried to say that an artifact might serve the purpose, one of the lanterns or other devices meant to bond the core of a cultivator who could not afford a higher price.

      I shot that proposition down quickly.

      “Think of Yurek,” I reminded him. “I’ll be gone soon, and you two plan to head out. No, Mattias, you don’t need to waste this opportunity. You need the help of a fighter.”

      He nodded, one brow arched sagely. “And I could use a little more help in the shop if I’m being honest. Oh, I suppose you’re right again, Rin.”

      We cut back toward town and only had two more skirmishes with monsters.

      Pim and Yurek both rose above 70% Progression. They had a way to go still, but I was satisfied. There was no point in getting Pim to fill her core if it meant getting stuck with a poor vessel.

      Pim and I waved goodbye to Yurek and his newly awoken master. Then I gave the girl expansive instructions. She would train with Goran and Wren for several hours each morning, study Runecraft during the day, and train with Mattias at night.

      The schedule was grueling, but the girl’s passion burned behind every action.

      At this point, she needed to focus on pushing herself, and I did as well.

      Returning to the ranch, the girls and I started our own regimen. Each had a specialty when it came to various weapons.

      The following week turned into a hellish progression of sparring, grueling exercise, and preparations for our trip to Pine Mountain.

      This last sent me on several small journeys. I bought nearly everything Annis Merchandiser had in store at Spirit and Spell Miscellany. Considering the importance of our upcoming journey, and the request Grandmaster Adan had given me to acquire as many reagents as possible, I took my business elsewhere too.

      I cleared the shelves of Magical Miscellaneous and Hashem’s Herbs, then tracked down a retired herbalist who lived ten miles from town.

      Day in and day out, I increased my stock, loading Minh’s storage with everything I could think of that might be helpful. Considering most reagents were relatively small—tiny vials of magically infused liquid or sprigs of rare herbs—her storage went a long way.

      All in all, I spent over 30 Platinum, a small fortune that was sure to boost Bern’s small economy for quite some time.

      The sacrifice would be worth every copper, however.

      The dangers we faced ahead were so dire that I dared not hold back.

      I was investing in my life and those of the women I loved.
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      At the end of the week, Goran’s huge party finally arrived. He had sent out invitations to every citizen in Bern as well as the few surrounding towns.

      I was certain many wouldn’t show, but the chance at free food, drink, and entertainment was an offer most would snatch up happily.

      Knowing that many would be up-and-coming cultivators had me hoping that none would start trouble.

      I dressed in my finest robes and endured a thousand questions from Astra and the girls. Even Tig and Siobhan, normally the least concerned with their looks, fussed to no end.

      When they were ready at last, I made sure to give them each a well-deserved compliment.

      Walking over to Brea first, I stroked my finger across her smooth cheek, eyeing the arrangement of flowers she’d tucked into her hair. “This is lovely, Brea. You’re as pretty as a rose yourself.”

      She blushed as I’d expected, lowering her eyes in that way she did that only made her look more appealing.

      Stepping up to Siobhan, I smiled and told her simply, “Your gown and this necklace you’ve picked up… they complement your wings perfectly.”

      The avian wiggled her hips from side to side, betraying a rare display of vulnerability. “Thank you, Rin. Astra helped me pick them out.”

      The silver jewelry and white dress only accentuated Siobhan’s natural grace. Astra had a knack for bringing out the beauty that was already there.

      “Tig, I am in love with those boots!” I exclaimed as I moved down to the fox kin girl, who was practically dancing in her new footwear.

      The boots had been painted black, but swirls of purple accentuated the toe and heel, matching her bright fur perfectly.

      Tig bounced on her toes a few times, glancing down. “I admit, Rin—when I first heard of this party, I thought it would be a total waste of time. But these boots are something else.”

      Finally, I made my way to stand before the last two women. Wonder of wonders, Minh had been wrangled into an actual dress.

      The thin-strapped item might barely qualify.

      It had been cut from sheer material, with an open back and the belly snipped out. But… it was a dress, and I knew the citizens of Bern would appreciate the woman covering her sensitive bits.

      “Minh, I wanted to thank you for making this sacrifice,” I told her before amplifying my compliment to another level to suit her ego.

      “Everyone knows that you have the finest breasts and your skin shines like a river under the moonlight. This was a good decision, though.”

      Minh wiggled around, making a frustrated face.

      She picked up one of her feet and shook it. The thin sandal Astra had convinced her to wear was as minimal as her dress.

      Still, it didn’t appear she liked it much. “You forgot to mention my butt, Rin,” Minh growled as she stooped down and tore off the sandal.

      The woman flung it across the room, where it smacked against the wall. Her second sandal followed.

      Sighing in relief, she added, “My butt is probably the cutest part about me, am I right?”

      Astra snickered beside her. “Yes, Minh. You have the cutest butt for sure.”

      Standing tall and regal beside her, hair swept up off her shoulder into a tight bun, exposing an elegant neck, was my Astra.

      She wore a necklace of sapphires and rubies, the gemstones contrasting with her eyes and hair.

      More striking was the cobalt dress she’d had made for the occasion. The seamstress had cut free a few portions as well, making the style match with Minh’s, though it was much less revealing.

      Three crimson stripes cut across the chest and down at the skirt, bringing the color theme of her outfit together in a more eye-catching fashion.

      “And you,” I whispered, stepping closer to the woman who held my heart most firmly in her hand, “you are a queen.”

      Our lips met, and I stared into her blue eyes.

      From just inches away, I watched her amusement sparkle in her gaze. She was happy, I realized. Happier than I’d ever seen her.

      “That means you’re my king?”

      I kissed her again, this time on the cheek. Tracing one finger from the back of her silken hair down her earlobe and jawline, I had the satisfaction of seeing her shiver.

      Then I retreated and bowed dramatically to them all. “Me?” I asked. “A king?”

      The women watched me, all waiting to hear what I had to say. I shook my head as I rose up again. “No, I’m just the butler in this house.”

      That produced a few chuckles, breaking the tension that remained. Then a knocking came at the front door as my first surprise of the evening arrived.

      “Your carriage awaits,” I said simply.

      The girls made all the appropriate noises as they bustled outside. Taking the short, careful steps that women do when they wear evening gowns, my vessels practically assaulted the poor man waiting for us.

      They climbed inside, chatting like a tree full of birds.

      Our trip to town was a short one, but I had been right. Paying for a private carriage had been the perfect way to start the evening off right.

      At least three hundred people had already arrived by the time we did. A field south of town had been appropriated for the party. Long strings of rune-enchanted lights hung above, and a dozen musicians were already playing music.

      I found Goran and Wren, Pim tucked between them and wearing her thief’s gambit adventuring clothes to fit the part.

      Goran fawned over my vessels, which made Wren jealous. Seeing this, he redoubled his efforts.

      I took advantage of the small window and approached my apprentice. Pulling her off a ways, I asked, “So, how are you feeling?”

      “Happy, I guess. Also kind of nervous. Uncle Goran is already drunk, and the night has barely started.”

      I gave the girl a side hug, surprising myself at how comfortable I’d become with her in such a short amount of time. We’d trained together throughout the week on a few occasions, but it was our adventure that had bridged the gap.

      “Your uncle will be just fine,” I told her. “You’ll survive any embarrassment he might cause… Besides, we leave in two days. If anything dramatic happens, everyone will forget by the time we get back.”

      Pim sighed. “That’s a good point. May I ask, where are we going? Where is Pine Mountain, and what is there that’s so important?”

      “Remember what I said about the shadow in the Sky Tower? The fallen god known as Lord Mahuang?”

      She nodded.

      “Well, we are going to train with some of Acalia’s best warriors. This time, it will be me and my vessels who are pushed to their limits.

      “You’ll have plenty of time to learn yourself, but I’m pretty sure I’ll be the one sweating the most. Grandmaster Adan really enjoys kicking my ass.”

      Pim chuckled. “Is it bad if I’m looking forward to seeing that?”

      I gave the mouse kin girl a pinch, and she swatted my hand away. Pressing my attack, we fell into the rhythm of Honey Hands briefly, both attacking and defending in a cyclical exchange.

      She’d only been training for a short while, but it was obvious she’d progressed.

      “You’re getting pretty good,” I said. “Goran must have been pushing you hard.”

      Pim rolled her eyes. “He’s too lazy. Wren has done most of my training. She is downright terrifying. I swear, I’ve never met anyone so sweet and so mean at the same time.”

      “I heard that, little girl!” Wren snapped.

      Pim flinched and shot the woman an apologetic smile.

      I hugged my apprentice again and moved on to greet more of our friends.

      I shook hands and said hello to Collin Trapper. He told me a bit about his expanding trade routes, all thanks to the resources I had brought to his table.

      Cade had come as well. The man wore the same, if slightly cleaner, clothes.

      He stood beside a few gorgeous women, however. His vessels, I had to assume. “This is Minda,” he said, introducing me to an elegant woman that had a feral beauty rivaling Minh’s.

      “Nice to meet you,” I said. “I’m Rin.”

      She smiled knowingly. “I’m quite aware. Your exploits have made my Caderick more than a little jealous. Be careful in those towers, will you?”

      I squinted at the odd comment.

      It had been stated casually, but the way she’d said towers felt almost like she knew more than she should have.

      Perhaps Cade was more involved as a cultivator than I gave him credit for.

      I shook hands with a woman taller than Siobhan, her bronze skin and muscular arms making quite an impression on me.

      Afterward, I met a shorter woman with horns atop her head. I might have thought she was a faun of some sort, a goat riordi, but her purple skin threw me off entirely.

      Finally, Cade introduced me to a woman with fiery eyes and hair that practically glowed in the dark.

      “I had no clue you were a Level 5 cultivator,” I said to Cade. “That’s very impressive. If you and your vessels ever wish to join us on a tower run, let me know.”

      The man chuckled privately and shook his head. “I’ve only ascended my core three times. These are my wives, Rin. We’ve known each other a long time… But yeah, if I ever decide to brush off my old axe, perhaps I’ll do just that.”

      Astra approached the women with Brea at her side, and the two introduced themselves while I used the opportunity to leave.

      There was someone I wanted to meet here; I just had to search among the crowd.

      Not having Minh in my head was strange. I nearly asked her if she could keep an eye out for me.

      Then I found them, both rigidly standing near one of the food tables. Mattias wore the most gaudy robes, bright purple-and-yellow trim making the charcoal-gray outfit stand out from a mile away.

      At his side, clutching a small handbag, round eyes nervously scanning the crowd, stood his newly bonded vessel.

      I laughed to myself. They complemented one another nicely. She had a bookishness to her that just felt right beside Mattias.

      The woman had a round face, brown hair matching her eyes. She was beautiful, to be certain, and I’d guess she was somewhere in her upper twenties.

      That was old for a new vessel. It made me wonder how much Mattias had paid for her contract and what skills or abilities she possessed.

      I hoped he’d done as I’d suggested and found someone who was just as capable with a blade as she was with a needle and thread.

      Shrugging off my concerns, I weaved through the crowd until I stood before the two.

      It took a few seconds for my presence to register. Then Mattias started as if I’d jumped out at him from a bush. “My goodness! Rin, you didn’t need to sneak up on me like that.”

      I glanced over my shoulder dramatically. “Not sure I was sneaking, buddy. Anyway, sorry I startled you. Is this—”

      “Indeed, Rin!” Mattias practically shouted. “This is Melanie, my second vessel. She is a skilled seamstress, and she has a passion for flower arrangement and gardening!”

      I stifled a laugh.

      To chuckle at Mattias’s obvious discomfort would do the man a disservice. He’d done a great many things that were well outside his comfort zone lately.

      Melanie held out her hand, her cheeks flushing from the absurd introduction. “I’m also a fair hand at cards,” she added, showing off a little humor.

      I laughed, happy she’d broken the ice a bit. “That’s good to hear. I’m so happy to meet you, Melanie. You know, Mattias here is one hell of a fighter.”

      She eyed her companion, glancing up and down his body quickly. “Truly? He claims otherwise.”

      “Ignore Rin—he’s just trying to ruffle my feathers,” Mattias said, obviously uncomfortable with my comment.

      I shrugged. “You should ask Yurek sometime. Mattias is a downright killer. Was inspiring to watch, honestly.”

      Mattias released a loud and rather inappropriate sigh. Melanie’s expression fell flat, like she wasn’t sure what to do with the man.

      Then I asked the woman for a quick favor. “Melanie, would you help me out a bit? Do you see that young mouse kin girl over there? Her name is Pim. She’s having a hard time getting away from her dear uncle. Could you snatch her up and get her a drink or some food?”

      Melanie nodded gratefully, then excused herself.

      I stood beside my awkward friend and patted him on the back. “So, Mattias… I have to be honest. You seem about as happy as a wolf in a bear trap. What is going on?”

      He hunched over, both hands coming up to run through his hair. “Rin,” he said, pleading, “you must help me. I’m afraid I’m in far over my head here.”
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      I pushed down the urge to laugh at Mattias for the hundredth time in the last week.

      He was so somber and intense, and yet he handled some of his emotions like a schoolboy.

      Wrapped up in expensive robes, brow knit so tightly he looked furious, the man opened up to me about the sudden onslaught of feelings that had assaulted him.

      “She’s kind, Rin. And ever so diligent in all of the tasks and duties I have assigned her. But I don’t know what it is… It’s like she’s moved into my mind. Everywhere and everything is somehow Melanie!”

      He glanced about, perhaps checking if the woman was near.

      Then he leaned closer to me and whispered, “I am afraid to say it, Rin, but I believe I’ve become infatuated!”

      Finally allowing myself a chuckle, I held up my hands to avoid offending the man. “Mattias,” I finally got out, “it’s clear you like the woman. I’m sorry, I just don’t see the problem.”

      “The problem is, Rinmarron, that not all cultivators are so free with their vessels. What will the townsfolk think if I dally with this girl? And besides, I am not so far from forty years of age! The whole thing feels… imprudent!”

      I stared at him in wonder.

      There was nothing in his demeanor that wasn’t sincere, however, so I tried to take him at his word.

      “First of all, Mattias, Melanie is not a girl. She’s not some young slip of a thing like Pim. Melanie must be close to thirty herself.”

      Since he wasn’t at all convinced, I pressed a little harder. “Listen. I need you to hear my words and also the intention behind them, Mattias. You are a bit of an asshole.”

      He scoffed, eyes flaring as if I’d struck him.

      “Hear me out!” I demanded, chuckling again. “You are, though. You’re the sour grump who just happens to be a first-class weaver. Do you think anyone in Bern is going to mind if you have a little good cheer in your life?”

      “I have plenty of good cheer!” Mattias said defensively.

      I lifted my eyebrows and smiled a little wider.

      He stared back until he broke. “Okay, fine, I am not always in a chipper mood. But how is a woman to change that?”

      I didn’t answer, rather waited, watching his dark eyes as they moved among the people already dancing before us.

      He of course caught me looking and then chuckled. “Okay, well, fair enough. I suppose there’s that. If I’m to be honest, though, Rin, I’m… I’m afraid I would make the poor woman miserable.”

      “Might want to let her make that decision, Mattias. Besides, I spent a few days with you, and I only wanted to kill you a few times.”

      We shared a laugh, and I was happy to see the man’s tightly wound shoulders relax a little.

      Mattias was like a ball of yarn that someone had wound up until it was about to burst. I wouldn’t be the one to tell him, but I thought the best thing to help him out was some one-on-one time with a sweet and attentive kitten.

      Lowering his voice much quieter than was necessary, Mattias asked, “Rin, suppose you are right… suppose I would like her affections… how am I ever to know that she feels the same in return?”

      I was about to tell the man how simple it was to ask when Astra and Tig barreled into us.

      “Mattias!” the redhead hissed, her blue eyes wide and ecstatic. “Melanie is the cutest thing I’ve ever seen! I can’t believe you’ve been hiding her away!”

      “I certainly have done no such—”

      Astra gave him a playful push. “You know what I mean. Don’t be silly. But come on, Mattias—when are you going to make a move?”

      The weaver shuffled nervously, looking to me for some support.

      I gave him none.

      “Astra, I was just speaking with Rin here on the same subject,” he finally admitted, showing more honesty than I thought him capable of. “The problem remains: I have no assurances that the woman shares my interest. I’ll most likely wait until—”

      Astra and Tig giggled at the same time, both whispering to one another briefly.

      Tig shook her head and rolled her eyes, muttering something about men.

      Astra, taking a more helpful approach, lifted up on her toes and whispered sharply in Mattias’s ear, “She is crazy about you. Can’t you see that? Don’t wait for a damn thing!”

      The man’s eyes slowly widened. By the time Astra finished, he had the most solemn expression on his long face.

      “Are you quite certain?”

      Astra nodded. “She just told Tig and I that she thinks you’re handsome and asked if you had anyone special in your life. She’s very much interested, Mattias.”

      Suddenly, he stepped back and bowed low. Rising up again, he stated dramatically, “Thank you, Rin and Astra. I appreciate your assistance in this matter. Please excuse me.”

      He strode away through the crowd, his cloak billowing like a windswept hero.

      Astra gripped my arm and squealed, eyes locked on the retreating man.

      We watched him as he wove through the citizens of Bern, making for a very specific destination.

      Mattias found Melanie chatting with Cade’s purple-skinned wife. She smiled at him nervously, probably alarmed at the thunderclouds looming on his brow.

      Then he bowed again.

      “Oh, god,” I muttered. “Does he need to be so dramatic?”

      “I think he does,” Tig said. “It suits him, though.”

      After telling Melanie something, the woman’s eyes lit up. She nodded emphatically, and then Mattias turned his back on her and quickly walked away.

      A look of confusion crossed her face, but then Mattias stopped in the very center of what had become the dance floor. He glanced back and watched her awkwardly.

      “He is a disaster,” Astra said, hands over her mouth. “I’ve never seen anyone quite so…”

      “Yeah,” I finished. “He is a special guy for sure.”

      Melanie got the hint, eyes going wide for an instant before a bit of her smile returned. She hustled out to meet him, and then, after an uncomfortable reunion, Mattias swept the woman into his arms and began to dance.

      His hesitation, his indecision, had suddenly vanished.

      Shaking my head, I had to give it to the man—the bastard had certainly made up his mind.

      “Wow!” Tig commented. “I did not expect that.”

      Astra giggled beside me. “Right? If you would have asked me if I thought Mattias was a good dancer, I’d have bet my horse against him. But…”

      I took up where her words left off. “But the son of a bitch moves like a prince in heat.”

      Tig snorted at my joke, then the three of us fell silent as we watched the beginning of something quite beautiful.

      Mattias and Melanie moved with purpose. Their bodies soon found a rhythm together, guided by the weaver’s firm hand. They danced so assertively that the crowd parted for them, and soon all were cheering them on.

      My strange friend didn’t even notice until the song had exhausted itself.

      As soon as the musicians lapsed, a round of clapping and cheers rose up. Mattias looked temporarily alarmed, but then he bowed formally several times.

      Melanie waited for him to finish.

      Then, miracle of miracles, she rose up on her toes and kissed him. It was a perfectly placed kiss too, landing somewhere in that uncertain realm between the mouth and the cheek.

      My vessels squealed and bounced around.

      I chuckled with them, my own heart warmed by the display as well.

      Before any of us could comment on it, however, a sharp whistle split the air. “Attention, please!” Goran shouted. “May I have your attention!”

      A murmur of objections ran through the crowd, but after a few moments, the party quieted enough for Goran to speak.

      With several hundred people in attendance, absolute silence wasn’t possible. Thankfully, the old cultivator knew a trick or two about projecting his voice.

      “I wanted to thank you all for coming tonight. I’m sure it delights you all to eat my food for free for once!”

      This caused a ripple of laughter, but several faces among the crowd looked offended instead. Goran’s eyes were a bit glazed from drinking, so I doubted he noticed.

      “Seriously, it delights me to give you all a chance to eat and drink and have a good time. I wanted to remind you all of the occasion, however.

      “My grandniece, Pimwol Runesmith III, has officially begun to walk down the cultivator’s path!”

      Cheers filled the air, coming from all in attendance.

      Though most here weren’t cultivators, all were connected to those that were. They were wives or husbands of cultivators, or at the very least neighbors.

      And all benefitted from the Spirit-enhanced Occupations that made the cultivators so important in everyday life.

      “Pim!” Goran said at last. “If you would join me for a dance? I am afraid I won’t have a chance to do so again before your master takes you away on the adventure of your life.”

      I spotted the girl emerging from a cluster of women, Wren chief among them.

      It was too dark to see her blushing, but I had no doubt that poor Pim was mortified. I could only hope that Goran wouldn’t bumble through the dance.

      As it turned out, the old man was sure-footed.

      He lacked the elaborate flourishes that Mattias had performed, and considering his age, his movements weren’t always precise or perfectly timed.

      Yet the dance was well received, and everyone was happy enough to watch them for a time.

      As the song wore on, I kissed Astra on the cheek and excused myself. I stole up on the couple and tapped Goran on the shoulder. “Pardon me, Goran,” I said with a grin. “If you are finished, I would like to dance with Pim as well.”

      Pim rolled her eyes, but her uncle obliged, clapping his hands after and raising up a wordless salute.

      “Sorry,” I said to the girl as we began to move about to the rhythm of the song. “I did want a brief word with you, though.”

      “Oh? Is something wrong?”

      “Not at all. There’s been so much happening that I haven’t had a chance to tell you how pleased I am with your progress. You made huge improvements in such a short time.”

      Pim smiled, relief pouring off of her. “Oh, good. I thought you were going to say you didn’t want to take me with you guys.”

      I searched her face, only to see absolute conviction there.

      She didn’t just want to go; this was a deeply rooted need. Whether out of a desire to prove herself, to fit in, to gain strength, or a combination of all three, I didn’t know.

      That conviction eased some of the guilt I felt, however.

      “I was going to give you the choice again,” I told her honestly. “If you want a more quiet life, in Bern, it can be yours.”

      Fear entered her black eyes, and I chuckled. “I’m not going to make you, Pim. It was just a choice. There are other things in life besides adventure.”

      “Like what?” she asked me, a smirk resting at the corner of her mouth.

      “Like Yurek.”

      Pim blinked, looking both startled and sick at once.

      I laughed, unable to control my response. “Sorry, but it was kind of obvious. You two have the freedom to choose one another. I would never try to forbid it.”

      The girl was young and still quite immature.

      But she surprised me by taking a deep breath and facing the matter directly. “I do like Yurek. He’s kind and handsome in a goofy way that I find… appealing. There are my vessels to consider, though, Rin. And Yurek’s as well.

      “What if I fall in love with one of my vessels?”

      I quirked an eyebrow. “I wouldn’t know anything about that personally…”

      We shared a laugh, then I told her plainly, “Just know that if your feelings for Yurek are true, you shouldn’t pass them up. Many cultivators marry someone other than one of their vessels. Others do not marry at all. It’s up to you, okay?”

      Pim nodded, then her eyes flicked behind me.

      A second later, I felt a tap on my shoulder. “If you will excuse me, Sir Rinmarron of the Runesmithery!” Astra said, mimicking some absurd noble’s voice. “I should much be appreciative to dance with Pimwol!”

      I bowed low, matching Astra’s playful mood.

      Then the redhead swept Pim around the floor at high speeds, landing well-aimed hip thrusts against the flanks and backsides of the other couples that had joined in.

      Moments later, everyone was laughing and acting silly as well. Only a few of the citizens glared at Astra, something that couldn’t have been avoided.

      “Rin,” a delicate voice said beside me, “will you dance with me too?”

      It was Brea, her eyes soft and glossy in the lamplight.

      “Of course. You been having a good night?”

      I wrapped my arms around her waist, and her hands folded around my neck. We moved to the music for a time before she answered.

      Smiling self-consciously, she admitted, “I don’t love crowds. It has been nice, though, and I did have a few cups of wine to help with the nerves.”

      “Really? I think I’m a little behind. I’ve been talking up a storm myself.”

      Brea sighed, looking up at me with a confusing bundle of emotions in her green eyes. “Sometimes I’m jealous. Astra is so good at talking to everyone. Siobhan literally doesn’t give a shit. And Minh…”

      Her voice trailed off and she giggled. “Minh is so weird that she doesn’t even know what being nervous means.”

      I shook my head. “No, she wouldn’t. She comprehends fear, but none of that extends to social situations. I can get being jealous of that but, Brea, you’ve loosened up so much socially. Why is this coming up now?”

      The woman stopped dancing, and she slumped against my chest.

      I held her like that for a minute or two, aware she needed to be held.

      Then she glanced up at me and urged me closer with a wiggle of her finger. I stooped and she whispered in my ear, “I know Tig is a good addition to our party. And I love Siobhan like a sister! But… but ever since they’ve come along, I haven’t felt comfortable asking.”

      “Asking what?”

      She rolled her eyes, and a deep blush ran up from her neckline into her cheeks.

      “Oh,” I said, getting the gist of what she was talking about. “Well, is it easier if you just ask me directly?”

      “Maybe. I mean, yes, but Astra has her calendar thing. We are all supposed to request days, and honestly, that’s just… It’s creepy, Rin!”

      I laughed and kissed her on the cheek. “Yeah, it is pretty damn weird, I’ll give you that. Listen, how about I talk to Astra about it? I’m sure we can modify her system and make sure you’re comfortable.”

      Brea gave me an embarrassed smile, and I stooped lower, planting my lips over hers. “Thank you, Rin,” she whispered after. “Come on, let’s get another drink. I’m still not numb enough for this crowd.”

      We made our way to a table that held five types of ale and a dozen varieties of wine. I took a drink in both hands, promised Brea I would reserve my bed for her that night, and then waded back into the throng of people.

      And as I did so, I had the satisfaction of seeing the woman relax.

      Before too long, having cleared her mind and taken down another cup of wine, she even started to have fun. And Brea wasn’t alone.

      One by one, I searched out all of my vessels.

      Astra and Minh were ravaging the dance floor, causing more chaos than harmony as they darted between our friends and neighbors.

      Siobhan had struck up a friendship with Cade’s tallest wife. The bronze-skinned woman had a similar severity to her gaze. Guessing by their postures and expressions, the women were most likely talking about combat.

      Tig had cornered Goran. She had that feverish look in her eyes that meant she was asking him this or that, filling in gaps in her expansive knowledge.

      I sighed, feeling both happiness and sorrow.

      This was our last night of leisure. After this, we would all band together and prepare for our return to Pine Mountain. Life would be challenging and full of dangers yet again.

      I took a deep breath and forced those thoughts away.

      It wouldn’t do to ruin the moment for the sake of worrying. The Sky Tower will wait for us, I reminded myself. No need to think about it now.

      So, tossing back my second cup of wine, I snatched up a third and waded into the throng. I would have fun tonight, even if the price was a headache in the morning.
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      The night progressed, and soon many of the townsfolk retired. All those that remained redoubled their efforts at the food and drink so generously offered.

      I found myself laughing after trying to keep up with Astra on the dance floor again.

      The woman was tireless, and I had no doubt she would persist for another hour at least.

      Then an arm wove through mine. By the softness of the touch, I knew it was my Brea.
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      She’d come for me, and I appreciated her timing.

      Any more of this and I’d be a mess in the morning.

      “Just a second, okay?” I asked Brea before taking a quick five minutes to say a dozen goodbyes.

      Siobhan promised to drag Astra back when the party had ended. Tig had long since retired back to the ranch, intent on looking up some story Goran had told her.

      And Minh… Well, I couldn’t find the blue-skinned woman. She was strong enough to kill anyone here if she had a mind, and I figured Astra and Siobhan could help her back home.

      Finally, I started out of town and up the street, Brea holding my hand all the way.

      The walk wasn’t overly long, but since the night was cool, I relished every moment. It helped me sober a bit and clear my head.

      “Nice night?” I asked.

      Brea sighed. “Actually, yeah. I think four cups of wine is my sweet spot.” She laughed. “I even made a new friend. Melanie is really nice.”

      “That’s what I keep hearing. She and Mattias really—”

      “Yeah!” Brea blurted out. “And last I saw, the two were hand in hand, leaving toward Mattias’s shop. If you ask me, they’ll be well acquainted by morning.”

      I laughed and shook my head. “Ah, man. I’m happy for the man, I truly am… Kinda wish I didn’t know that, though.”

      Brea sniggered, but we didn’t speak any more after that.

      We simply walked up the road to the ranch house. The silver moon lit the way, the cloud cover having all but vanished.

      I held her hand the whole time, our palms growing sweaty. It was the heat and the closeness that I wanted, though.

      The house was quiet when we entered.

      Tig had likely retreated to her room, so the two of us acted as if we were the only ones in the house.

      Both half-drunk and dehydrated, we drank water in the kitchen, chuckling at each other’s disheveled state.

      Then I set down my cup and kissed the woman.

      Brea tasted like sweet wine. She moaned softly as I held her, our tongues dancing slowly.

      When she pulled away, she shocked me by taking my hand and sliding it up under her dress. “I have wanted you all night, Rin. I’m a mess right now.”

      Long gone was the shy girl I’d bedded in Ilinan.

      This was a woman who knew what she wanted. Her sex dripped as my fingers found her, her lips hot and flushed with desire.

      “Dear god,” I muttered. “Let’s go to bed. I want you too, Brea.”

      I grabbed her hand and jogged down the hall. We laughed as we did so, quite aware of how silly we were being.

      Then I opened the door to my room and stepped inside.

      It was dark, so I blindly found my way over to the rune-enchanted lantern in the corner. Brea giggled, the sound of her dress falling to the floor coming a second later.

      Then orange light spread across my bedroom.

      Brea’s scream followed shortly after. “Minh! What in the hell are you doing here?”

      I spun to find the blue-skinned woman lounging in the middle of the bed. She wore a wicked smile, body naked and legs curled in and spread wide.

      Her hand danced between them.

      “I am here for Rin,” she said in a sultry voice. “What else?”

      I sighed and bit my lip. This was not going to be pretty.

      Brea covered her chest and groin, eyes blazing with rage. “Excuse me? No, Minh, not tonight. I asked Rin. This is my night!”

      Minh shifted suddenly, rolling forward so her perky breasts hung below her as she rose to all fours. “Watch your mouth, Brea. I will scratch your pretty face if you talk to me like that again. Rin… is… mine!”

      “Hold on,” I said, stepping between the two. “Just hold on. Minh, Brea did ask me. This doesn’t need to be a fight.”

      Minh wilted, her glowing blue eyes suddenly growing moist. “But I spent almost all of my energy on tonight. It was a lot of fun, but I won’t be able to take on this form for a long time! Please!”

      Brea sighed, and I could see the anger leave her as well.

      Minh was a simple woman. She hadn’t planned this to ruin Brea’s night. She was just acting according to her instincts.

      “Fine. I… I’ll just go to my room,” Brea said, her shoulders slumping forward. “I don’t want to hurt anyone’s feelings, okay? I’ll just go.”

      My heart sunk, and I held up a finger, not willing to let Brea lose her night.

      Minh spoke first, though. The woman rose up on her knees and gestured to Brea. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have growled at you. Don’t leave. I’ll let you have him first while I watch.”

      Brea’s eyes widened, and she took a hesitant step back. “I’m not sure—”

      Minh moved like a shadow, quick and liquid. She was standing in front of Brea in a heartbeat. “Please? Oh, come on. It’ll be fun. I can kiss your sex if you are not ready to receive him yet.”

      Brea practically choked on her own tongue.

      “Let’s go slow,” I said, holding back a laugh. “No matter what, let’s all just move a little slower, okay?”

      Brea locked eyes with me, a pleading in her gaze that begged for some reprieve.

      I answered with a shrug.

      She sighed again and bit her lip, looking to Minh next.

      Minh let out a mischievous laugh. Then she stepped a little closer, placing her hand on Brea’s chest. “Rin says slow,” Minh whispered. “Nothing slower than a kiss.”

      With that, Minh leaned in, eyes closing trustfully.

      Brea shook her head and nearly recoiled. But something in her, most likely that resilient empathy that guided her every decision, held her in place.

      Brow furrowed in worry, she watched me with nervous eyes until Minh’s lips met her own.

      Something softened in her expression.

      I knew exactly how sweet Minh’s lips were, so it wasn’t surprising. Brea’s eyes fluttered closed, and she endured two more kisses, each lingering a bit longer.

      Minh started to purr, a rhythm that filled the room and dispelled the last of the tension.

      I felt my manhood respond as I watched the scene unfold.

      Brea’s mouth started to work with Minh’s, opening to accept the woman’s tongue inside.

      Then Minh’s hands began to wander.

      She ran her fingers up Brea’s neck and down her curved waist. Finally, she found the darkness between Brea’s legs and gasped. “Oh, Brea. You are so wet.”

      Brea chuckled nervously, but Minh had been aroused. She would not be willing to move slowly any longer.

      Minh growled softly and pushed Brea to the bed. I removed my cloak and undressed to join the two even as Minh fell to her elbows.

      Brea moaned softly, obviously still anxious but unwilling to stop Minh from giving her pleasure. Minh lapped at Brea’s pussy, her purr becoming louder and louder by the second.

      “You taste wonderful, Brea,” Minh said before resuming her kiss.

      Soon, Brea had relaxed.

      She rolled back onto the bed and closed her eyes. Brea arched her back to better receive Minh’s affection.

      I lay beside Brea, naked now, and kissed her mouth.

      Brea shuddered in my arms. “Oh, Rin. This is so strange, and so...” Her words trailed off as she moaned again, Minh now exploring her with two fingers.

      I teased Brea’s nipples as I kissed her neck and collarbone. Her skin flushed, and a sheen of sweat covered her body.

      Minh, perhaps satisfied with what she’d tasted, rose and crawled atop Brea’s body. Her blue eyes flicked across Brea’s lovely form, taking in the soft curves that made her so sweet to look at.

      “Not strange, Brea,” Minh said, her lips gleaming and slick. “This is natural. You will see.”

      She kissed up the woman’s stomach and then caressed Brea’s breasts one at a time.

      I took Brea’s face in my hands one last time. “She’s right,” I whispered. “Minh doesn’t always show it, but she loves you. She has wanted you since the day Astra and I met you in Bern.”

      Eyes widening, Brea asked, “Really? But she—”

      “But I hiss and bare my claws?” Minh shot back. Brea groaned as Minh buried her fingers between her legs again and kissed her collarbone.

      Seeing that Brea had truly begun to relax, I rose from the bed and moved below. I took up the position Minh had abandoned, spreading Brea’s round legs and admiring her sex.

      The woman’s thatch glistened wetly, her lips plump with arousal.

      I dipped my head and ran my tongue up and down her folds briefly. My touch was light and fleeting, serving only to tickle her desire.

      Then I moved again, pressing the shaft of my manhood against her slit. I ground into her sex, not penetrating her but wetting myself and caressing her with my length.

      Back and forth, I massaged Brea’s sex as Minh straddled her.

      The view of Minh’s backside, back arched and pussy reflecting the orange of candlelight, pleased me to no end. It drove me wild, imagining what I would do to Minh as soon as Brea and I had finished.

      Unable to hold back any longer, I tilted my hips back and caught the tip of my cock against her folds. Then, slowly, I pushed forward.

      A ripple of pleasure passed through me as my cock slid into Brea’s warmth. She lifted her pelvis to meet with me. My mound pressed against hers as I reached her depths, and I ground into her bud.

      Brea moaned, the sound muffled by Minh’s mouth.

      As I began to stroke in and out of Brea’s pussy, I gripped Minh’s ass in my left hand.

      The blue-skinned woman purred louder, vibrating the still air in the room with her pleasure.

      I squeezed her backside and slowly worked my way down to her upturned sex. Running my fingers under to stroke her mound, I pressed my thumb into Minh’s pussy.

      Penetrating both women at once sent waves of lust crashing through my body.

      My cock stiffened and grew as hard and implacable as my Chasing Hammer. Brea moaned as I thrust deeper and harder within her. Our rhythm synchronized as she gripped my hips with her heels, pulling me toward her.

      She turned her head to the side, freeing her mouth temporarily. “Yes, Rin! More, please! Give me more!”

      Gripping Brea by that sweet nook where her thigh met her hip, I ground harder and harder. Rather than speed up, I slowed each thrust as I felt my desire skyrocketing.

      I crushed my pelvic bone against the softness of her sex, rubbing her clit with each pass.

      A shudder rippled through Brea’s torso, and her hands shot up and wrapped around Minh’s body. She let go then, embracing what was before her.

      The two women kissed like old lovers.

      I pulled my thumb back from Minh and sucked it, savoring her salt and honey. Then I wet two fingers and began to explore her anew.

      Minh pushed back against my hand. Her purr had begun to transform. Soon, she was growling, a throaty rattle that stirred something primal within me.

      And then it happened.

      The levy broke. The bridge collapsed. The wall of resistance I’d thrown up ignited in flames as an orgasm rocked me.

      It started in my groin but spread down my thighs and legs, filling my stomach with ecstasy.

      I groaned from the sweet agony of it all, continuing to grind up and down in Brea’s wet pussy as I did so.

      The explosion lasted longer than normal. Seconds passed, each feeling like a tiny eternity. And at last the surge ebbed.

      Brea’s thighs clenched then, as I gave her just enough to push her over that same cliff as well. She dug her nails into Minh’s back, and her ass lifted off the bed, legs pulling me toward her tighter than ever.

      The walls of her sex clenched and pulsed rhythmically.

      She fell silent during it all, holding it in as the orgasm moved her body in waves.

      Then Brea sighed as she collapsed back to the bed.

      Minh rolled off of her and smiled back at me. I sat there, still kneeling, and chuckled at our current state. The three of us were panting, our bodies still singing the oldest song.

      I knew Minh would want her turn soon, but the woman was patient.

      Standing up, I walked over and poured a glass of water, drinking half of it down in a few gulps.

      I refilled it and brought it to Brea. “Come on,” I said. “This’ll help with the headache in the morning.”

      She laughed and drank the water. Handing it to Minh after, Brea said in a subdued tone, “And it’ll help us go a little longer. I’m no good with numbers, but I think Minh is owed something.”

      Minh giggled, then drank down the water and tossed the wooden cup to the ground.

      It clattered on the floorboards loudly, making Brea and I laugh at the same time.

      Then Minh darted in and kissed Brea on the cheek before relaxing on the bed and spreading her legs. “Come, daughter of the riverlands… I think it is time for you to taste my waters as well.”

      I swallowed hard, a knot of desire forming in my stomach at the sultry request.

      Brea, only slightly nervous now, smiled at me as she kneeled between Minh’s soft, blue thighs.
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      The last project I finished in my workshop was the portal key to send us back to Pine Mountain.

      It was a costly item to make, but after receiving the knowledge from Adan directly, my execution had been flawless.

      After making a few goodbyes in town, I called in a few favors. Goran would watch my shop, and Yurek would see that things ran smoothly up at the ranch house.

      Spending a lazy morning in peace, my vessels and I took our time preparing for the journey.

      An hour before noon, we formed a group in the back of the house, all of us weighed down with the extra supplies we would bring with us to the Sky Tower.

      Then I activated the portal key, linking up with the newly constructed gate Adan had built on Pine Mountain.

      Once more, our minds and bodies struggled to deal with the shift.

      And when we arrived on the other side, all the changes that were even now occurring on Pine Mountain made the transition that much more difficult.

      An array of tents had been set up around the large estate. All were differently colored and looked to be fashioned in different styles as well.

      One was black as pitch and had a bright red flame emblazoned on the side.

      Another tent seemed to have living vines growing from its surface. Somehow, I had the impression it was of elven design.

      A hammering clank interrupted my thoughts, and I looked to see yet another tent being assembled. Two women, both nearly Wren’s age though less weathered by time, glared at us.

      One in particular caught my attention. Her eyes were so hard and filled with rage.
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      Before the awkward silence stretched any further, Grandmaster Adan emerged from the front door to his estate with a scowl on his face. “Well, don’t just stand there! Help out a little!”

      We scrambled to set our things down and soon were immersed in the labor of putting up one final tent, this one green and brown in color.

      Despite the awkwardness, it didn’t take long before everyone found a job to help out with. We spent the rest of the day quietly working beside absolute strangers, none of whom thought it necessary to introduce themselves.

      When Astra found a second to tug on my sleeve, she asked, “What’s the deal? These people sure are quiet.”

      I smiled up at her. “We’ll all have plenty of time to get acquainted. I have a feeling these are the trainers that Adan was speaking of.”
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, after finishing the tent, moving our equipment and supplies indoors, and even hauling wood and water to the estate, the work was finished.

      Adan called the groups together under the shade of the plum tree, and introductions were finally made.

      The old man stood proudly before the trainers. I eyed them one at a time, wondering what their lives had been like.

      Scars, stern expressions, and a hardness in their eyes that could not be emulated spoke of trials that neither me nor my vessels had yet experienced.

      “I am pleased you have brought your vessels back, Rin, and just in time. Your apprentice is welcome here as well. Though time is short, we will all work together to prepare for our battle with Lord Mahuang.”

      One of the women, a brunette with dark eyes and white, puckered scars running across her face and neck, looked down at the mention of the fallen god.

      Do you think that’s Theera? Minh asked in my mind. Wow, she sure is scary-looking. And those scars! Isn’t she sexy?

      I ignored Minh’s intrusion for the time being. I had the feeling there would be more coming.

      Grandmaster Adan spoke on. “Tonight, we will eat together. No celebration will be held until this menace is defeated, but we will dine with one another in hopes of strengthening this alliance.

      “The vessels I will introduce you to right now have all lost their cultivators and, in some cases, their fellow vessels as well.”

      With a stern gaze, he added, “I assume you young ones will treat them with all due respect.”

      Then Adan stepped closer to one of the trainers and held out a hand. “This is Elouine,” he said before glancing to Brea. “She is a master of archery and commands the Wind element.”

      The beautiful elf had blonde hair and green eyes that were a lighter shade than Brea’s.

      Minh spoke up again. Oh! I can’t wait to see those two train together. Do you think they might kiss?

      No, Minh. They are not going to kiss, I said, ruining the woman’s inappropriate dream. It’s more likely that Elouine is going to grind Brea into the dust.

      Ignoring another lewd comment from Minh, I focused on the blonde elf who’d been introduced.

      She met Brea’s gaze, and the two exchanged some silent communication I could not discern. The elf seemed intense and severe, an odd match for Brea, though one that might produce positive results.

      Adan nodded, not pushing Elouine to speak.

      Stepping toward the only male vessel, Adan said, “Caradas is a weapons master with few peers in Acalia. He can wield the zambato blade as well as polearms.

      “He commands the Metal element, and will be in charge of training you, Astra.”

      The redhead’s eyes bulged slightly, but then she bowed at the waist to the brawny bear kin. “I look forward to learning from you, Caradas!”

      Covered in black fur, the riordi man had broad shoulders and thick muscles that made Worga seem almost frail. Since that bastard had been my only example of a bear riordi, the comparison was significant.

      Caradas’s face suddenly split, exposing long, yellow fangs. He burst out laughing and pounded his thick hand into the ground beside him. “Look forward to it? Towers, woman, I wouldn’t be so quick to say that.”

      Despite how terrifying this reaction was, Astra responded by laughing with him.

      She was no stranger to rigorous training, and the man’s brusque nature would suit her personality as well.

      He seems nice! Minh offered. Nice to see not all bear kin are such big—

      Quiet! I hissed mentally. Adan is speaking.

      “Misha is a mage of incredible talent,” Adan said a moment later. “She can wield a staff in melee combat with incredible skill and commands the Fire element.

      “This might not seem like a prudent pairing, Siobhan, but I believe you will be pleased when all is said and done.”

      Siobhan bowed low, her wings folded tightly over her back. “Thank you, Grandmaster Adan. I will do all I can to please Misha.”

      I felt Minh squirming in my mind, trying not to respond to the easy joke.

      She managed to hold her filthy tongue for once, a feat that I would reward later with praise.

      Misha, a human woman with a strong build but an unassuming face, smiled back. “I’m sure we’ll work it out, sweetheart. If you give me your best, everything will be just fine.”

      Adan smiled sagely and shifted to stand beside another elf woman. Unlike the first, this one was much shorter, onyx hair making her misty gray eyes more austere.

      “Leanne is a master of daggers and short blades,” Adan explained. “A vessel that controls the Water element, Leanne will be a good match for you, Antigone.”

      Tig’s ears perked up, and she blinked nervously. “I’ll do my very best,” Tig promised, her tail swishing behind her.

      Leanne stared at her coldly and did not move a muscle, let alone speak.

      Adan chuckled and shook his head. “I cannot promise that any of you will get along. Friendship is not required, however.

      “In the next few weeks, I only expect and demand absolute commitment to your craft. All of you have talent, but these heroes of Acalia could singlehandedly cut you down in moments.”

      Oooh! I’ll bet, Minh muttered. Honestly, these guys look so much tougher.

      Seriously? I asked the woman. I hope you don’t think you look any more intimidating. Those curls don’t exactly shout danger.

      Minh sent me an image of a huge, blue feline, its hackles lifting a full foot off its back. I conceded the point and told the woman to hush once more.

      After winning this little dispute, Minh’s ego had been mollified.

      She stopped talking and listened with me as the grandmaster came to the end of his speech.

      Adan’s eyes shifted between us, finally settling on mine. “I don’t expect any of you to best them in the short time we have. But if you can learn to stand strong against their attacks, remaster your techniques with your chosen weapons, and harden your resolve… I think we can survive the storm ahead.”

      Finally, the grandmaster bowed to the trainers and sat down again.

      He had introduced four of the five vessels. The last was a woman with deep shadows lurking in her brown eyes.

      I guessed she would be Theera, the Earth vessel that Adan said he would awaken from her enchanted tomb. She was the hero who had cut down Lord Mahuang the last time he’d taken an avatar in Acalia.

      Adan nodded to the woman, but he held off on speaking again.

      Sighing deeply, she stood.

      Theera’s movements were slow, almost stiff. I couldn’t be sure if she was in pain for some reason or if it was despair hindering her body.

      The woman had the same athletic build that Astra did, but her arms and shoulders were thickly muscled. With a blunt nose that must have been broken several times, and flat cheekbones, Theera seemed carved of stone.

      She cleared her throat and tapped the hilt of her sword with two fingers. “This is Helias. He is a Divine Artifact given to me by my master. He and I have been sleeping for a long time. Even awake, Helias prefers silence, only speaking to me occasionally.

      “He has agreed to teach the Divine Artifacts your party carries.”

      My eyes widened. “Minh and Rael?” I asked, still a bit confused. “He will teach them?”

      Theera nodded. “Helias contains a great store of knowledge on how they might hone their Spirit, improve their skills, and grow stronger.”

      The woman’s face remained impassive as she moved on to introduce herself. “I will work with each of you, helping your individual trainers, assisting where I can.

      “And when all is said and done, I will be there to cut down the shadow once more. Helias and I will ensure Lord Mahuang isn’t allowed to poison Acalia any more than he already has.”

      The heroine stood above us, hands clenching occasionally as her dark eyes burned with rage.

      Clearing his throat, Adan stood again and gestured to the estate. “Come, I think this has been a good enough introduction. I have steamed rice and meat enough for everyone inside.”

      Theera turned to the old man and bowed at the waist. When she rose up again, she said, “Forgive me, Adan. I feel the need for solitude. Helias and I will return in the morning.”

      Taking me and my vessels in once more, Theera added, “And all of you… bring your courage and grit tomorrow. You will need them both.”

      With that, she stalked out from under the limbs of the plum tree.

      The other heroes watched her leaving, their expressions ranging from mild pity to resolve. It was plain to see that they all respected Theera. That only made me want to earn the woman’s respect even more.

      Adan said a few more words and headed into the estate.

      Caradas cracked a joke to break the ice, and the other trainers followed the grandmaster wordlessly.

      I stood along with my women, giving them a soft smile. “Come on, everyone,” I said. “Let’s head inside and get something to eat. I have the feeling this will be the last bit of comfort we’re to be given for a long while.”
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      Despite a few attempts by Astra and Caradas, both the people pleasers of the group, our little banquet proved to be terribly awkward.

      The only saving grace was that it ended early.

      After everyone had finished their food—a meal of rice, fish, and sautéed greens—we were shown to rooms at the back of the estate.

      Misha, the Fire Mage, led us down the halls. By the way she navigated the estate unerringly, I got the impression she’d spent some time here.

      “You know, this place used to be a lot more cheerful when Adan’s vessels were alive,” Misha said offhandedly. “They were an absolute riot. Always down for a little fun and savages in a battle.”

      Astra, eyes glittering with curiosity, asked, “Grandmaster Adan, did he… I mean to say, when his vessels were alive, was the kind of cultivator who—”

      “Oh, yes,” Misha answered with a sly wink. The mage stopped and turned to our group. Eyeing me in particular, she said, “Adan has always been a man of vibrant vitality. He has much in common with your cultivator, Astra. Not only strong and fierce, but… energetic.”

      My brows rose a little as I picked up on the not-so-subtle hints Misha was laying down.

      As if nothing at all untoward had been mentioned, she gestured to three rooms at the end of the hall. “Here you are! These used to belong to the servants. They’re fairly drab, but nowadays Adan prefers things that way.”

      Misha tucked a strand of her silken black hair behind an ear and regarded one of the rooms with a wry smile. “You know, long, long ago, I accosted a young man in that room there,” she said pointing with an elegant finger.

      Seeing Brea’s shocked expression, Misha waved her hands dramatically. “Don’t worry, love. The man was more than willing. He was just young and not at all accustomed to the… hunger a real woman is capable of.”

      Misha tittered, self-satisfied.

      Astra was grinning from ear to ear, quite enjoying the flippant disclosure of such intimate details. Brea, as usual, seemed prepared to hide her head in the nearest pile of sand.

      Our impromptu guide clapped her hands together and announced, “I suppose I’ll leave you to it. Hope you sleep well. I think you’re going to need it, unfortunately. Adan is set on grinding you all into a fine powder.”

      “Thank you,” I replied, a begrudging smile still fastened to my lips. “I’m sure the experience will be memorable.”

      Astra held up a finger, halting the woman. “Is there a bathroom we can use to clean up in?”

      Misha didn’t hesitate to answer. With an elegant bow, she pointed the way we’d come. “A single washroom in this wing. Take a right and first door on the left.”

      The woman’s age, like that of the other vessels here, was hard to judge.

      Each of these warriors had ascended their cores at least four times over, slowing the passage of time.

      Despite her years, however, I had to admit that Misha was stunning. Black hair and dark eyes contrasted sharply with her pale skin. Though Misha’s lips were thin, they were nonetheless shapely.

      But it was her physicality and charm that drew the eye. Misha occupied the world completely, her lithe body seeming to reach out and embrace her surroundings. In that aspect, she reminded me of Minh, instincts prevailing over caution at every step.

      I knew my coin shield would have plenty to talk about later, or all the girls for that matter. Misha had made an impression on them all.

      “It’s been a pleasure, by the way,” she said before leaving. “You are lucky, Rin. Your vessels are as gorgeous as they are deadly.”

      She winked at me again, then she let her eyes fall, taking more than enough time to examine my body from head to toe.  “And I guess they’re pretty lucky too.”

      The woman sauntered away at that, leaving Astra and Tig giggling and Brea hiding her red face in embarrassment.

      Misha’s little flirtation might have been uninvited, but it did help ease some of the tension our group was under.

      As the mage left the wing entirely, Astra mouthed wow emphatically, shaking her head. Siobhan chuckled, arms folded. “That is what I would call a bold woman. She is so very…”

      “Rude?” Brea offered.

      Astra gave her a shove. “Amazing is more like it.”

      Tig sighed, her smile somewhat sad. “Confident is what I would go with. Makes me envious, honestly. I am feeling anything but confident right now.”

      The five of us stood in the hallway, our faces shadowed from the light of the flickering torch. Though Misha had done much to alleviate our concerns, we were still strangers in an unknown house, all about to embark down a grueling path we knew nothing about.

      My own stomach felt twisted in knots, worry and anticipation both gripping me. I knew at a glance the others were in the same condition.

      Poor Tig looked the most terrified, and instead of heading straight to bed, I decided it would be best if we had a little chat first.

      Calling all of the girls into the room I would be sleeping in, I said the obvious. “So, this doesn’t seem like it will be a lot of fun. I’m sure we’ll all learn a great deal, and it is obvious that Grandmaster Adan only wants the best for us. Still, I want to know—how are you guys feeling?”

      For once, Astra didn’t speak first.

      In fact, her blue eyes moved between Brea and Tig for a time, settling on the fox girl. “How are you, Tig?” she asked more directly.

      Tig sighed and shrugged meekly. “Fine, I guess. I really want to learn more about wielding daggers, and there’s always plenty of room to grow, just… Leanne seems…”

      Siobhan spoke up for her as Tig’s words trailed off. “She’s terrifying. That elf is a killer, no doubt about it, but I do have some advice for you, Tig.”

      The fox kin glanced Siobhan’s way, hope in her eyes. “What is it? You think she’s secretly nice or something?”

      Siobhan chuckled. “Not likely. At least not in the way most think of nice. I wanted to remind you of saying among the avian. It might help you understand this elf more.

      “Fear most the eagle that hides their claws… Leanne hides nothing. She, I think, is not a liar. She shows the world she is dangerous. I believe she is honest, which is a good thing, Tig.”

      Astra reached a hand out and took Tig’s. “Trust Adan. He wouldn’t pair you with someone who was unhinged or dangerous. Leanne is just… prickly.”

      Brea sighed. “Elouine isn’t much better. When she stared at me, it was like the elf could see every shadow in my heart. I felt so naked, so vulnerable!”

      I smiled as Tig moved across the room to sit beside Brea. Now that her fears had been comforted, the fox kin was already willing to help out her fellow vessel.

      “Once she sees how skilled you are with the bow, Brea, you’re going to be fine. I’ll bet Elouine is going to be impressed more than anything.”

      Brea put on a brave smile, but it was clear to see that she was still nervous too.

      Siobhan spoke up next, perhaps sensing the low morale. In a cocky voice very much unlike the avian, she said, “Misha may be sexy, but will learn two things. One, she will learn to fear a Wind Mage. Fire is nothing without wind.”

      “And the second?” Tig asked, her eyes showing a hint of happiness again.

      Siobhan arced an eyebrow and folded her arms. “Never to flirt with Rin again.”

      Astra snorted, clapping her hands. “If anyone can chase her off, it’s you, Siobhan. Still, I have to admit, her tits looked good in that dress.”

      This caused more giggles, and I added, “Easy, Siobhan. I’ll bet Misha is more than her looks suggest. I wouldn’t underestimate her, or you might end up with your wings plucked.”

      “Easy for you to say,” Astra shot back. “You get to train with Grandmaster Adan. He’s the sweetest!”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, sure. He is nice to all of you. Last time I was here, he dusted the mountaintop with me. I’ve never been beaten like that before. The old man is as hard as stone.”

      Brea’s smile widened. “More like you’re a big softie.”

      This comment led to a series of half-hearted insults and jibes meant to push us further away from our anxiety.

      Soon, everyone had relaxed a little, and Brea unleashed an epic yawn.

      Laughing again, we all decided it would be best to get what sleep we could. Adan had said training would start at first light. Knowing we’d need to be up before that to get prepared, sleep was our best option.

      Tig and Siobhan curled up together in one room. Brea and Astra both slept in mine. The last room stayed empty, our need for companionship greater than that of privacy.

      Sleep swept over us like an unrelenting tide.
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      A pounding rattled my door well before the sun had risen. I gasped, knocking heads with Brea behind me.

      We groaned simultaneously while Astra stretched and yawned. Then, before we knew what was happening, a terrifying face peeked into our room.

      Black fur was illuminated by orange lantern flames.

      “Wake up, Rinmarron!” Caradas said in a booming, gravelly voice. “Wake up, sweet vessels! Meet me outside in five minutes! We’re going on a short jog!”

      By short jog, apparently Caradas meant a grueling hell-run that took us up and down the side of Pine Mountain.

      The bear kin dashed ahead of us, occasionally screaming or laughing in equal measure. Even I, with a rune-enhanced core, struggled to keep up with the man’s pace.

      Sweet Brea had it the worst.

      Her thick legs, curvy hips, and heavy chest simply weren’t designed for such a pace.

      Despite that, she kept up as best she could and refused to quit.

      In the end, we all ran beside her, encouraging the woman as she charged up the mountainside one last time, the first rays of the sun finally brightening the sky.

      After the run, Caradas took us through an elaborate sequence of stretches, many of which I was unfamiliar with.

      “My master was a courier,” Caradas explained. “He learned these techniques when he was an apprentice.”

      He bent over at the waist and reached around the back of his legs to grip his heels. The man was absolutely humongous, but somehow, he was limber as a cat.

      Shaking his head from side to side, the bear kin moaned in pleasure. “This will help keep the limbs loose so the body can run all day.”

      Astra huffed beside me, her eyes still ringed with dark circles.

      I wanted to agree with her wordless expression. The big man was far too jovial this early in the morning. He chatted as we stretched, telling us more about the courier cultivation lineage than any of us had ever wanted to know.

      “You see, to rely on a horse—or any beast of burden, for that matter—was thought of as a weakness. My master’s master was one of the first to deny this myth, however.”

      Caradas sat and folded his legs, then showed us how to twist around. As he did so, his spine crackled like a log in a fire.

      The bear kin chuckled, as if one of us had told a private joke. “The story goes that as soon as the other couriers saw how quickly one could race from Ferendell to Merrin and back, nearly all of them changed their minds in a single day.

      “Results!” Caradas said with a grin. “Results are more convincing than any logical argument.”

      The bear kin then seemed to notice he was speaking to a group of strangers. He blinked at us, then asked, “I hope I wasn’t boring you… Do none of you think this is fascinating?”

      Even Tig refused to comment. Rising to her scholarly nature, though, the fox kin answered the question with one of her own. “Did your master know of Frankfurt the Swift?”

      Caradas’s eyes bulged, and he nodded vigorously. “He did! That he did, young one!”

      After shifting to yet another uncomfortable stretch, the bear kin rambled on. “If you know his name, then I’m sure you know of his reputation. Yes, Frankfurt was swift on foot, but my master did confirm to me that the source of that title was gained in another way entirely.”

      Booming out with a stone-splitting laugh, Caradas explained, “Swift afoot was Frankfurt lad, but swifter still was he to bed! That was a bit of the tune they made after him.”

      Astra peered up, a spark of interest finally burning in her otherwise dull eyes. “He was a ladies’ man, this Frankfurt?”

      “Oh, yes!” Caradas responded. “And some claim more than that. Some rumors have it that Frankfurt once tried to bed one of the towers themselves.

      “Most likely idle gossip, that one, but by all accounts, the man flirted with anything that moved: human, elf, riordi, man or woman.”

      This comment led to more questions, mostly from Astra and Minh, the latter having decided this conversation was worthy of her attention.

      I agreed to ask some of her questions, the rest either too ridiculous or too lewd to speak aloud.

      All in all, the rest of our exercise went much more pleasantly, and I had to admit that the enormous bear kin was as kind as he was intimidating.

      Finally, as the sun was rising over the horizon, Caradas dismissed us, sending our group to get water and wash up.

      My stomach was growling in protest an hour later when Adan told us all that food was not necessary for the day’s lesson.

      “Trust me,” the old man said. “Curse me if you want, but the mind grows sharper with lack of food. And today, you must throw aside the lazy habits you’ve all been taught.”

      I held back a laugh when I saw Astra pursing her lips. Nobody liked to be called lazy, but Astra took more than a little pride in the training her father had given her.

      Adan paced before us, his hands folded behind his back. “Have any of you considered how foolish it is to shout the names of your abilities? Have any of you stopped to think that monsters do not do the same?”

      Tig’s head tilted to one side. Without realizing it, she blurted out, “But such is the way of a cultivator and his or her vessels. Our abilities are tower-given, and few cultivators in history have ever possessed the talent to activate them without speaking them aloud.”

      “Your books may capture much, Antigone, but they are not a cure for ignorance.”

      The old man’s rebuke knocked some of the spunk from Tig’s tail. Her ears drooped slightly as she waited for his response.

      “It is true… most cultivators never learn this secret,” Adan admitted. “Mental command is an ancient technique, but it is also a very important one for those who seek to ascend to the highest levels!”

      Adan’s eyes were on me now, burning holes in me as they emphasized the point. “You cannot hope to ascend to full power without this, Rin. And the better control you have on your abilities, the more likely you are to survive the monsters you will encounter.”

      I nodded, taking his point without question.

      Adan stroked his beard and then sat down and folded his legs. “Very well. Let us begin by closing our eyes.”

      The process turned out to be rather simple, though the practice proved challenging despite this. “To speak a word is merely to trigger a precise thought. It is the thought and not the word that guides your Spirit, enabling the use of an ability.

      “Today, we will map out these thoughts visually to replace the spoken word.”

      Step by step, we forged unique icons that would represent our skills.

      Everyone started with the first they’d received. That first skill would be the easiest to summon, since we’d been using it the longest.

      For my first skill, I pictured the rounded end of my Chasing Hammer striking a circle.

      The circle had a thin crack at the point of impact, meant to signify a weak point that Peening Strike was so suitable to exploit. I even added streaking lines that showed the force bursting away from the attack.

      After forging this image for ten minutes, I moved on to the next.

      One by one, we created mental icons for our abilities. When we’d finished with each of our skills, Adan had us go back to the very first and attempt to form a link between the spoken word and the newly crafted image.

      We held the image in our minds, focusing on that mental map as we whispered the name of our first skill.

      After a full ten minutes, we mouthed them silently.

      “Alright, Rinmarron,” Adan said at last. “You are the cultivator. You must lead these fine warriors. Only mouthing the words, I want you to use your mental map and activate your first skill for all to see.”

      I swallowed down my nerves.

      They wouldn’t help me here.

      I summoned my hammer and took a deep breath.

      Focusing on the image of a peening hammer striking the weakened point of a circle, I silently mouthed Peening Strike.

      The hammer shifted as I swung, the skill triggering perfectly.

      “Go Rin!” Astra shouted.

      Tig bounced on her feet, clapping. “Good work, Rin!”

      Everyone congratulated me until Adan snapped at them all. “Quiet! This is but a step! Celebrate in full when each of you can do the same for all of your skills!”

      The girls giggled a bit longer until Adan threw withering glares at each of them in turn. Only when he’d quashed out every last spark of joy did he urge us to continue with our exercises.

      Without pausing to break for lunch, we worked long into the day.

      But by the end, all of us could cast at least one ability by invoking the mental icon and triggering it wordlessly.

      As it turned out, Siobhan and Astra were naturals. They had control of all of their skills by the time we’d finished.

      Brea struggled the most. She complained that her mind could barely make the mental icon appear at all, but Adan was confident she would master the others before long.

      “Eventually, this will come as naturally as speaking,” he assured the woman.

      Curious, I asked, “What about Spell Shards? Should I start trying to form mental maps for each of those as well? Kinda seems overwhelming.”

      Adan shook his head. “The Spell Shard differs in that it is a temporary construct. Such a use of Spirit derives from the fabrication of a Spirit Shard, not by linking to your core directly.

      “It would not only be surpassingly difficult to memorize the thousands of potential spells, but because the shard can only be used once, a proper invocation is required.”

      I tucked that shred of knowledge away, grateful there was a foreseeable end to this discipline. And with renewed fervor, I focused on the task of forming yet another mental map.

      Tig practiced the technique alongside the rest of us despite the fact that she had yet to bond with my core. Lacking skills, the fox kin could only do her best in preparation for what might come. Adan advised her to think of images that would coincide with Earth Spirit skills she might develop.

      “The practice will be helpful,” he promised. “You will master this faster than your companions, since your mind will be trained for the purpose.”

      Tig bowed to Adan. “Thank you. I can’t wait until Rin ascends again. Having an opened core seems like the very best!”

      Adan smiled at the young woman. “Oh, it is, Antigone. I can assure you of that.”

      Turning to the rest of us, the old man held up a finger. “You’ve all worked hard. I am proud of your progress so far, though there is a long way to go before any of you are ready for the Sky Tower.

      “Still, the Seventh Tower can’t be climbed in a day, or so the saying goes. I’m sure you are all very hungry! A feast shall be served to each of you!” Then he stood up and walked toward the steps for the estate.

      Everyone locked eyes at that, lopsided grins on my vessels’ beautiful faces.

      Then, led by the ever-voracious Astra, they tore off after Adan. I watched them go, enjoying the view and laughing to myself at their enthusiasm.

      The dining room in the estate was quiet. Our trainers were sitting in the corner, sharing a table together. Leanne, stony glare ever-present, walked up with a tray of steaming bowls. Astra wiggled beside me, obviously excited to scarf down the meal.

      Without a word, Leanne set the tray down, then handed Adan one of the bowls before retreating.

      My heart dropped when I saw a handful of steamed rice sitting in the bottom of each dish. I kept my thoughts to myself after Astra muttered that the rest was probably still cooking.

      Starved, we tore through the modest dish in no time at all.

      “Grandmaster,” Astra said just moments later, “will another course be served? I’m still quite hungry.”

      The old man smiled at her sagely. He finished his own rice soon after and then stood up. “This is the only meal you will receive today, Astra. I hope you enjoyed it.”

      He turned to leave the table, and Astra bristled.

      Siobhan and Tig exchanged a glance, and Brea threw an anxious look my way, begging me to stop the train wreck that was about to occur.

      If Adan did not wish us to eat more than the little rice he’d given us, I wasn’t about to argue.

      Few creatures in Acalia were as stubborn as Astra, however. “Grandmaster, I know you are only trying to train our bodies, but wouldn’t it be best to give those bodies the fuel?”

      “Like I said, child, an empty stomach creates a sharper mind,” Adan responded calmly. “Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

      Astra’s face twitched as she watched him go. Hunger and discomfort always made her more grumpy, and being told no pushed yet another button.

      She took a calming breath and rested a hand on my forearm. “Rin, pull out some jerky from Minh’s storage. I need to eat something real before we train again.”

      I took her hand in mine. “Astra, first of all, I sent Minh off to work with Helias before we were given the rice. Theera said Minh would be busy for several days.”

      Astra’s brow slowly knit together as I continued. “Nor should you try to sneak away to our baggage. I’m sure you stored something away to snack on… but, Astra, we came here to study under Grandmaster Adan. We will respect his wishes.”

      She drew her hand back from mine.

      Astra stood up and chewed her bottom lip. I could tell she was trying to decide who or what to lash out at.

      Finally, she clenched her fists and said, “Well, we’d better get a good dinner, then. If not, I’m going to break out the biscuits I put in the saddlebags.”

      An explosive laugh erupted from the corner of the room, startling Astra out of her defiant stance.

      Caradas stood from where he’d been eating his meal, fangs exposed in a feral grin and muscles bunching in his shoulders and back.

      The other vessels didn’t seem any more pleased. Obviously, they’d overheard Astra’s declaration.

      “You have a lot of nerve, Astra!” Caradas boomed. “We’re going to have a lot of fun today. Before we do, I think you should apologize to Adan.”

      Her face turned a brilliant crimson.

      Mouth pursed tightly, Astra fidgeted for a few awkward moments before delivering her answer. “He’s not here,” she said through her teeth. “How can I apologize to someone who isn’t here?”

      Caradas didn’t flinch. “Bow to the house he has so generously offered to shelter you. Apologize to Grandmaster Adan’s house.”

      Embarrassment and rage warred for dominance in her blue eyes, but in the end, the battle was brief.

      Ultimately, Astra was a warrior.

      She took a deep breath and bowed. In a voice taut with anger and frustration, she said, “Forgive me, Grandmaster.”

      “Good!” Caradas said, stepping toward the woman. He pointed a finger toward the far door and shouted, “Now get your skinny ass outside! I want to see if you’re any good with that huge sword of yours.”

      Astra paused just long enough to glance my way. She wasn’t pleading with me to intervene, merely making contact before obeying the demand of her new, temporary master.

      I’d made it clear that I was to study under Adan. As Adan’s chosen trainer for Astra, Caradas had been granted authority over her. Nodding to the woman, I watched her leave a few paces in front of the bear kin, snatching up Rael as she did so.

      I followed, as did the others, and we all made our way outside.

      The trainers took each of my vessels away, and finally I stood alone with Adan.

      He patted me on the back, chuckling. “Astra is a special girl,” he said quietly, “and she is incredibly stubborn.”

      “You’re not wrong,” I said as I watched the girl follow behind Caradas.

      Adan grinned at me, his gray eyes twinkling. “It is good, how much you love them. That will become your greatest strength, Rin. I have much to show you during this trip, but there will be time for that later.”

      He gestured to Astra and Caradas. “You are to accompany them, Rin. Study Astra, help her grow. Caradas is full of joy and kindness, but he has less patience than a waterfall, especially when it comes to matters of respect. He will push her to her breaking point this very evening. I wish you to join her as she strives to conquer her pride.”

      Sighing, I thanked the man then jogged after Astra.

      Caradas stalked silently beside her. The bear kin’s body loomed above her, more than twice as broad. The muscles in his shoulders and back rippled, visible even beneath his robes.

      I wanted to reach out and hug the woman. I wanted to comfort her, to nurture that streak of stubborn pride. Regardless of how irksome it could be, I found it endearing.

      Ultimately, I held my tongue.

      We would be headed into doom and darkness soon. If Caradas could teach Astra what she needed to know in order to survive, I wouldn’t step in and stop him…

      No matter how hard the lessons became.
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      The two made their way up a pile of boulders, at the top of which was a narrow strip of soil, tufts of grass jutting out here and there. With the bleeding orange of an evening sky behind them, it would make for a dramatic setting to say the least.

      “A warrior with a mouth as disrespectful as yours must know a great deal about combat,” Caradas said as he lay down his zambato sword nearby. “Surely, you are a master at unarmed combat.”

      Astra set Rael beside the bear kin’s blade and stood opposite him. She shrugged uncomfortably. “I am proficient.”

      “Proficient?” Caradas asked, laughing after. “Since when is proficient the standard? Bah! You think the tower guardians will accept proficiency?”

      Astra lifted her chin but remained quiet.

      Taking that as an answer, Caradas held up his massive hands. “Fine then. Come at me, girl. And don’t think of holding back, or I promise, this will go a lot harder for you.”

      I watched as Astra fell into the stance she’d been working to improve ever since Siobhan had joined our group. The avian excelled in unarmed combat, and had naturally taken to teaching the others.

      Perhaps hoping to take Caradas by surprise, Astra dashed in with a low kick. Caradas caught the blow on his shin easily.

      The woman threw out two punches after, both aimed at the bear kin’s stomach. Again, Caradas blocked. His thick, paw-like hands swatted hers away like mere annoyances.

      Her final attack was a sweeping left hook. Astra’s fist blurred up to the bear kin’s chin with impressive speed.

      At the last second, Caradas shot his hand up to rest against his cheek. He caught the blow, his fingers engulfing Astra’s fist entirely. Then he swept her arm down and across his chest, throwing the woman off balance and opening her guard.

      The bear kin lifted his knee, plunging it into her gut.

      A whoosh of air escaped Astra’s lungs. Finding her arm free, she stumbled back two paces. Hands on knees, she panted to catch her breath.

      Caradas smiled smugly, hands turning out palms up. “Well, surely that wasn’t proficient, Astra. That looked more like a rehearsed combination best reserved for warming up.”

      Astra growled in rage, throwing herself back into the fight straight away. She kicked and punched, trying to use her speed to take the man by surprise. Her opponent didn’t fall for any of her tricks, however.

      Caradas endured the onslaught for a full minute until he suddenly pivoted his feet and swung an elbow straight into Astra’s extended fist. The crack of bone on bone made a shiver run down my spine.

      Astra pulled her hand back in pain only to find a leg sweeping in behind her own. She fell to her back with a thunk.

      Again, the bear kin taunted her. “A warrior so potent she can defy Grandmaster Adan in his own estate! And yet, not once have you touched me, girl!”

      The red head rolled over her shoulders, rising to her feet in an instant.

      Caradas held up a clawed finger to stop her though. “No, Astra. You cannot touch me with your fists. Not yet at least. Fetch your sword. Maybe in that regard you can prove you are above me.”

      Cautious, Astra did so. She stood for a moment, glaring at the brute who was challenging her.
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      Then she unsheathed Rael and found her stance.

      And the test of my second vessel resumed in a clash of blades. This time, the woman came at her trainer on more equal footing. Astra, though young, was already an accomplished swordsman.

      Yet despite her best efforts, in the first few exchanges it became clear to me that the woman was fighting toe to toe with a true master.

      Caradas guided her about the small hill, his sword in constant motion. By his relaxed pace and steady rhythm, I knew he was giving her a chance to warm up. They continued, dancing with their swords ceaselessly for the better part of an hour before the match intensified.

      Winded now, Astra did her best to keep up with the bigger man’s attacks as he increased his speed and power.

      Caradas threw a combination at her, an overhead attack followed by slashes from either side. The sudden intensity forced Astra to give ground, and the third blow cut into the flesh of her left arm.

      “Defend!” Caradas bellowed, his huge sword flashing around at her opposite side.

      Astra managed to pivot in time to block the attack, but her fatigue was showing.

      Anger twisting his features, Caradas stomped down on her leading foot and brought his elbow across her face.

      Astra cried out in pain and her head snapped to the side, blood bursting free from her mouth in an arc. Limping now, the woman swung Rael in a wide half circle, hoping to push the man back.

      Caradas gave ground for an instant before lunging forward again, his sword coming down at her head.

      Astra screamed, throwing Rael up into the attack with all of her might.

      Sparks erupted from the clashing blades, illuminating the stones around us. The light in the sky was dimming rapidly, but I still had a good view of the combatants.

      Caradas struck again, and this time he pressed the heavy blade of his sword down upon hers.

      Astra’s arms trembled. She was strong, and her core had ascended along with mine, giving her more power than any man twice her size.

      Caradas was a bear kin, however, and his own core rivaled Astra’s.

      He’d pushed her to the very limits of her strength, and other than breathing harder than normal, didn’t appear fatigued.

      Caradas swept his sword down at an angle and then brought it back towards Astra’s middle. She pivoted her feet and blocked with the broad expanse of her zambato sword.

      The impact pushed her back a full six inches, and she grunted in pain.

      “What is the matter, Astra?” Caradas asked in a growl. “I thought you were a real warrior. I thought you could stand behind that incredibly loud mouth of yours!”

      Astra’s eyes widened in rage. Blood dripping down her chin, chest heaving with exhaustion, she threw a hasty kick at the man’s knee and followed it up with a series of wild slashes.

      Not once had I interfered despite the urge to do so. This was the woman I loved, a sweet and silly creature I’d been lucky enough to meet in the Stone Tower.

      But she was also my vessel.

      She was my sword, sworn to defend me, a man who had sworn to defend Acalia.

      Astra needed to get past this obstacle, removing her pride altogether or learning how to use it to her advantage.

      Trust her, I told myself. Trust in her strength. She’s tough enough to fight at your side. And she will be tough enough to learn the lesson Caradas is teaching her.

      The bear kin pounded her sword away with ease, laughing as he did so. “Come on, little storm! You think you can break me with your anger alone?”

      Astra roared at him, her movements becoming sloppy as she lost control of her emotions.

      I bit my lip as she committed all of her power into cutting the man to pieces. If even one of her blows landed, I knew he would die.

      This was no idle sparring session.

      Astra attacked again and again until her trainer sidestepped suddenly, swinging his blade about quickly and striking the flat of her sword.

      The sudden shift in momentum and the jarring hit launched Rael from Astra’s grip.

      The Divine Artifact tumbled down the rocks of the embankment below. Astra dropped to her knees, chest heaving as her body tried to recover.

      Her hand reached out to her old friend, the sword that had never betrayed her.

      Caradas lifted Astra’s chin with the edge of his bulky sword.

      I bit down on the rage that wanted to spring up in response. He means well, I reminded myself. This is not pointless bullying. He is honing her to a finer point.

      “You dare wield a Divine Artifact? Few vessels are skilled enough to make such an act excusable!”

      Astra stared down through the dust cloud.

      Rael gleamed in the orange light of late sunset. He was covered in dust, and though I knew the sword was undamaged, it was disgraceful to see him lying like that.

      Caradas pulled his sword back and tilted it over his shoulder, behind his back. “My sword is well made, Astra. Yet it is forged of steel alone. I am your better in every way. Shouldn’t I be the bearer of Rael? I am the best zambato master in Acalia, after all.”

      “He is mine, you bastard!” Astra cried out as she rose to her feet. “Rael is mine!”

      The riordi man bent over her, face knotted in anger that mirrored her own. “Bah! You claim ownership over a Divine Artifact? You are as insolent as a child to think you deserve that honor!”

      Astra swung for his face, her fist tiny compared to his immensity.

      The blow landed on the trainer’s chin, knocking his head to the side. She threw another punch at him, growling as she did so.

      Caradas caught her fist and twisted it slightly, lifting her arm up so she drew nearer.

      “This! This endless supply of rage, Astra. Can you not see it is bound to your pride?” His voice was just above a whisper. “Will you ever tame it so that it may serve you?”

      Still unbroken, Astra kicked down into the top of his foot and tried to elbow the man in the chest.

      Caradas twisted her arm a little more, halting the attack before she could execute it. “Answer me, Astra. Answer, and I’ll consider letting you go.”

      Astra tried to wrench her fist free, but it wouldn’t budge. Then she sagged.

      Blue eyes glaring down at the boulders they stood on, she growled, “I don’t own him, damn you. He’s my friend, okay? Rael is my best friend.”

      Caradas stared down at her, expression grave. “Good,” he said at last, releasing her arm and smiling patiently.

      “That is good to hear but, Astra, how will you ever deserve to wield him if you cannot master your emotions?”

      She wilted, fire winking out in an instant.

      Astra panted, and then her head lowered. She shook her head slowly. “I don’t know.”

      Caradas laughed and clapped her on the shoulder so hard she nearly fell from the plateau they’d been fighting on. “Honesty! Honesty at last!”

      Caradas pointed first to Rael. “Retrieve your sword, young warrior. Then you must do that which you loathe the most.”

      Astra looked up. In a firm voice, she asked, “And what do you mean by that?”

      The bear kin gestured to me. “You must beg another for help. Ask your cultivator to aid you, Astra.

      “Shed your pride and learn to rely on those that love you. Without doing so, how can you hope to defeat me, let alone this Lord Mahuang?”

      The riordi’s words hung in the air, their implications clear.

      Astra studied his face for a long time before finally nodding. “Okay, Caradas. I can do that.”

      Then she dashed down the hill and took up Rael once more. With a resolute smile, she held out a hand toward me. “Come on, Rin. Please, help me beat up this big ball of fur.”

      “I’m with you,” I said, bounding up the slope and summoning my hammer.

      Caradas grinned so wide his black gums were exposed. “Now this will be entertaining! Come, Astra, you know your cultivator’s strengths and weaknesses. He is also lacking his shield. How will you two defeat me?”

      Astra’s eyes shone as she considered the problem.

      Tapping her lower lip with a finger, she finally said, “You keep beating me on recovery time. Even when I fight defensively, conserving my movement, you can bring your sword to bear a little faster…”

      Words trailing off, she flashed her brows at me and moved to whisper in my ear.

      After telling me her strategy, we formed up, side by side.

      I stood a half pace behind her, hammer held before me much like she bore her sword.

      “I assume you’re ready, then?” Caradas asked.

      Astra nodded, and the riordi man attacked. His zambato blade cleaved through the air in a blinding arc.

      Astra parried, redirecting the blade and thereby avoiding having to give ground.

      This only bought her a half-second’s reprieve, however. Caradas stepped forward, turning his sword into another attack.

      Astra blocked again, and rather than give ground, she took a small step toward her enemy.

      He growled as he pivoted and lashed out for a third attack, his sword aiming for Astra’s now exposed right flank.

      That was my cue.

      Darting in, I swung my Chasing Hammer to the side, blocking Caradas’s sword completely. The incredible impact numbed my hands and jarred me so hard my teeth clacked together.

      Suddenly, I had a lot more respect for what Astra had endured during their exchange.

      While Rael most likely weighed as much as the plain steel sword Caradas used, the Divine Artifact helped Astra move the bulky weapon.

      Caradas managed with only an insane amount of natural strength, augmented by his ascended core. That meant each of his attacks was guided by a terrifying amount of force.

      Sparks of pure Spirit erupted from the impact, but my hammer held firm.

      Caradas ducked as Astra attacked him from the opposite side, her sword narrowly missing him.

      The big man barked out a laugh and retreated a step for the first time this evening. “Come on, Astra! That’s it!”

      Her sword met his several more times until I found yet another opening. Astra had just blocked three slashing attacks in a row, and Caradas was pulling back for a less-common thrust.

      I leapt toward him and pounded my hammer down on the flat of his blade.

      The sword tilted to the ground and sank in the hard soil.

      Astra charged.

      She ran up his blade, taking two steps before bringing her sword to bear. Careening down at an angle, Rael would have taken the zambato master’s head off at the shoulders.

      He ducked again, but Astra must have been expecting this. She jumped off the sword, spinning as she brought her weapon around for another attack.

      Caradas yanked his sword back, but the angle was too high for him to block the skyward assault. Instead, he pivoted and dove off the plateau, rolling up to his feet again below us.

      “Ha!” he boomed. “Now that, Astra, was an attack worthy of Rael’s majesty! Well done!”

      Astra stood a little taller as she grinned down at her master. “Thank you, Caradas. That was a lot of fun.”

      He arched a bushy brow at her. “Fun enough that you can ignore your hunger and focus on growing stronger? Maybe even keep that pride and anger of yours in check?”

      She sighed, her face sobering as she took the lesson and let it sink in.

      Caradas strode up the rocks. He nodded to me, then focused on Astra alone. “Don’t misunderstand me, warrior of flame—I would never rid you of either.

      “Let your rage be righteous and your pride exist within the bounds that you determine are honorable… then they will only give you more power to protect your cultivator.”

      Astra bowed low and held the position. “Thank you, Master Caradas. I will not forget this lesson.”

      The bear kin laughed again and shook his head. “None of this formality! Rise, Astra, and let’s fight again! That was the most fun I’ve had in years!”

      Astra chuckled and backed away, Rael gripped and ready for another round.

      She winked at me, sapphire eyes twinkling. “Ready, Rin?”

      I nodded to her and took up a fighting stance. “Always, love. Let’s do this.”
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      After Astra let go of her ego, she started to learn much more quickly.

      She and Caradas became fast friends, though their relationship remained one of master and eager pupil.

      After fighting at her side until the sky turned black, I felt secure that the bear kin had every good intention for the woman. He didn’t just want to teach her what he knew. Caradas intended to push Astra to previously unknown heights.

      He even took me aside that night and told me frankly that she had more potential as a melee fighter than any other student he’d worked with.

      She fell asleep quickly that night after bragging how she and her master would be training with the sword staff the next day. I held her in my arms as she drifted off, completely exhausted and more enthusiastic about her training than I’d ever seen her.

      The next morning, Adan summoned me to his workshop. Pim accompanied us, which was a pleasant surprise.

      Not as practiced as I was at masking emotions, Pim gasped when she entered Adan’s workshop. The space was relatively vast compared to the converted shed I used back in Bern.

      With a dozen different work benches, a half-dozen Spell Shard vices, and a trove of shiny equipment I had no clue how to operate, I could understand her excitement.

      “Welcome,” Adan said with a mild grin. “I hope I can teach you enough to push you towards becoming a grandmaster in your own right, Rinmarron.”

      I shrugged, thinking of the ingenious Spell Shards I’d purchased, the ones that had led me back to Pine Mountain in the first place. “Not sure, Grandmaster, but I’ll do what I can. Your work is… admirable to say the least.”

      “And yours as well. I had a look at the handful of shards you showed me, Rin. You seem to have a unique perspective on spell creation.”

      The old man led us deeper into the workshop. He stopped before a large scroll painted with bright colors.

      “This is the Cycle of Spells, a graph used by my own master and created by his hand. It shows in a glance the various types of spells a talented runesmith can create as well as their various natures.”

      I studied the images, moving from the familiar to the strange.

      At the top left I found Independent Rune spells. These could be made with Lesser Spirit Shards, Spirit Shards, and Greater Spirit Shards.

      This type of spell worked by augmenting a shard with runes that functioned independently of one another. They were less common, but I’d made more than a few myself.

      Considering how I preferred to augment, warp, or enhance various elemental effects when making combat spells, I doubted we would use this type today.

      Then I saw Conjoined Rune spells. This type could even make use of the massive Elite Spirit Shard.

      Much more common, these spells combined primary and secondary runes to forge unique effects.

      The third basic type of Spell Shard was Compound. It made use of both independent runes and compound. These could only use the more powerful Spirit Shards since they required more runes to activate.

      I blinked in surprise when I came to a fourth type I’d never seen outlined before.

      Adan chuckled, pointing to the image I was looking at. “This is the Double Compound Spell Shard. It is tricky to make. As you can see, it uses two independent runes, one on either side of its structure.

      “Then two small compound runes, one primary and one secondary, to augment each half as well. I was hoping we could tackle one of these today.”

      Pim hummed beside me. I watched her dark eyes taking in the information, acting like sponges as always.

      “This is all fascinating but, Master Rin, what about that over there?”

      I followed her hand to find another chart beside this one. It showed a circle of runes, all glowing various elemental colors.

      A swirl of energy had been painted in the center, and scrawled at the top were the words “Network Spell.”

      Mouth slowly falling open, I turned to Adan.

      The old man folded his arms behind his back and huffed. “This, young man, will be our ultimate project in runesmithing. A Network Spell has many requirements of its own, and it comes with many costs.

      “Let’s suffice it to say that you have much to learn, and you’d better be ready to study fast and hard.”

      Adan walked to a corner of his workshop where a tall bookshelf stood, dusty and abandoned. He removed a thin tome and handed it to me.

      “Read this tonight, and reread it tomorrow. Memorize everything.” His words reminded me of my own instructions to Pim on the more basic volumes.

      I wiped the cover clean from dust and read the title. Nuance and Need: The Intricacies of the Runesmith’s Network Spell.

      Below was written, “Annotated by Master Hanmai Runesmith V.”

      “Who was this?” I asked, the name striking a chord of curiosity within me.

      Adan smiled sadly. “Hanmai was the first grandmaster of my line of runesmiths. She defeated the first six towers by the time she was fifty years old, a notable feat for any cultivator.

      “Then she retired to the wilderness with her six vessels and studied her Occupation for an entire, undisturbed century. In that time, she rediscovered much about runecraft. Thankfully, this included the lost secrets of the Network Spell she gleaned by studying the ruins of an ancient portal of sending.

      “Hanmai began traveling the world after. She studied everything she came across, an ancient sage seemingly plucked from a legend. When she reached her two hundred and eightieth birthday, the woman wrote several books on cultivation, the nature of Spirit, runesmithing, and even the towers themselves. When she finally died at the age of three hundred and fifty-three, Hanmai had well earned her title of—"

      “The Timeless Sage!” Pim interjected. “I talked with Tig about her. She showed me one of Hanmai’s books about the Sky Tower. In the back, a scholar wrote a notation that said Hanmai was the oldest cultivator in written history!”

      Adan’s smile was deeply satisfied.

      He rested a hand on the young woman’s shoulder and nodded. “Yes. You will be a wonderful student, Pim.”

      Gesturing to the book in my hand, he added, “This book will tell you what you need to know to craft a Network Spell. You see, Hanmai was not burdened by the God of Destruction.

      “She left her tomes with the scholars in Ferendell before traveling north with her vessels. Hanmai was one of the last cultivators to conquer the Seventh Tower.

      “It was her opinion that upon defeating the final tower, a cultivator and their vessels would enter another world.”

      He sighed. “Perhaps this is so… I will never know that mystery myself, but you must, Rinmarron. You must persevere.”

      “Why do I need to learn the Network Spell?” I asked, a suspicion already blooming in my heart.

      “To bind Lord Mahuang, of course. He must be bound to a physical form if we are to banish him. Come, Rinmarron, let us first focus on crafting a few weapons that will get you there.”

      Pim and I shared a look.

      She reflected the nerves and the excitement I was feeling pumping through my veins.

      We chuckled together and then followed Adan as he made his way to one of the workbenches.

      “I took the liberty of modifying your Rain of Rejuvenation spell, Rin,” Adan said, handing me a Spell Shard. “Your original design was clever, but I changed two of the reagents.”

      I examined the item and found the runes to be exact. “What’s different this time?”

      Adan tossed his head from side to side. “For one, the effect will last considerably longer. Rather than a quick burst of group healing, it will provide a blanket of restoration that should last several minutes.

      “It also dispels some minor afflictions. It isn’t a drastic change, and it uses the same invocation as before. But I figured this would be a good example of how I want today to begin.”

      Shifting his gaze to another Spell Shard, the old man took it up and smiled. “Frost Shards, you call this type, am I right?”

      After inspecting the shard in Runic Vision, I nodded. “Yeah, why?”

      “It is highly inefficient, but it reminded me of a spell I made long ago that I called Polar Polearms.”

      He waved his free hand about. “I know, terrible name, and we won’t repeat it. But in my own design, I lacked some of the raw power you used in your design.”

      Adan smiled sagely. “You see, when two minds come together—” He cleared his throat and nodded to Pim. “Excuse me, three minds, then truly unique mastery can be achieved. What do you say we get started?”

      Starting with the massive ice spell, Adan, Pim, and I reworked the concept from the ground up. We settled upon a design that pleased us all, and when we finished, I tapped out the runes one at a time.

      Thankfully, the shard did not explode.

      “Frigid Spears,” I said, setting the shard aside. “It is going to be a lot of fun to see how it performs in the tower.”

      Next we reworked some of my old recipes, combining them with Adan’s preferences. We made Ember Strike, which took Fire Bolt and condensed the Fire Spirit further, increasing its speed as well as its penetration.

      Ice Blade shrunk down my Ice Spear, making it more affordable to use but giving it a lot more punch than the Ice Dagger I’d been so reliant on.

      The Boulder Bash proved to also be inefficient. Rather than adapt my own, we reworked one of Adan’s Spell Shards to craft Stone Sling. It hurled a much smaller fragment of Earth Spirit at high velocity.

      A bullet compared to a cannonball, I mused as I set the Lesser Spirit Shard aside. And since it uses such cheap reagents, we can make a ton of these.

      Our little brainstorming group took much longer in reworking the more terrifying spells I’d come up with on my own.

      Meteoric Fury turned into Meteoric Mayhem. Not only did the spell rely on large amounts of Earth Spirit, but the singular boulder that we’d used against the roc monster in the Forest Tower had been replaced with a series of attacks.

      If it worked as planned, no less than five smaller meteors would crash into the target, one after the other.

      “That should cause a lot more damage,” Adan explained. “By slowly breaking down the monster’s defenses, the spell should now be capable of a lot more devastation.”

      “You know,” I said with a sly grin, “you’re as crazy and sick in the head as I am.”

      Adan chuckled dryly and patted me on the shoulder. “Such is the curse and the boon of our profession. Now, let’s reconsider that claymore spell of yours.”

      And on it went.

      In the end, we had a large collection of shards to choose from, many from Adan’s previous trove of concepts, and many of my own spells reworked.

      At last, Adan reminded me of the Double Compound Spell Shard we’d seen on the diagram.

      “We don’t have to use that model,” he said with a twinkle in his eye. “But you’re here for two reasons: to take steps towards becoming a grandmaster as well as to prepare for the Sky Tower… Why not do both at once?”

      I took an Elite Spirit Shard from the box in which Adan kept them. Handing it to Pim, I nodded toward the large vise.

      She expertly fastened the shard in place, her attention to detail impressing me as she completed the task with precision.

      Then Adan sat on the floor and sighed. “Come, let us dream up something truly terrifying… What spell could most hurt a god forged of Shadow Spirit and pure, unbridled chaos?”

      Pim raised her hand at once, eyes going wide.

      “Just speak your mind,” I told her. “What are you thinking?”

      “Well, Master Rin, since Lord Mahuang is a creature of Shadow Spirit, shouldn’t we use Light Spirit to counter?”

      Adan nodded happily. “Good, but there is something you should know. Pure Light Spirit cannot harm Shadow Spirit on its own. A second element must be used to carry or hold the Light.”

      I chewed my lip and thought about the problem. My mind flitted to an old fragment of knowledge I hadn’t thought about in years.

      “Metal should do the trick,” I said, eyes focused on the ground before us.

      Running my fingers across the cold stone, I said, “I read that all of the baser elements can be aligned with either Shadow or Spirit.”

      I glanced to Pim and explained, “Light Spirit is most often simply called Spirit. It is the purest element in Acalia.

      “Anyhow, Air, Fire, and Metal are of Light Spirit… Earth and Water are of Shadow. Since Metal would provide better structure than Air or Fire Spirit, I say we use that.”

      Adan sighed and shook his head in disbelief.

      “What?” I asked him, hoping I hadn’t said something foolish.

      “I will be honest with you, Rin. I’ve already worked out a spell for this very purpose. It simply astounded me that the two of you came up with the very same conclusion I did.”

      I held up my hand. “Hold on. If you’ve already crafted the ultimate Spell Shard, why are we doing this? Let’s just make the damn thing and move on.”

      Adan’s eyes grew suddenly weary. “I never finished it, Rin. I thought to use a Double Compound Spell Shard. For one independent rune, I thought to use the rune of Light. For the other, Metal.

      “But I ran into pitfalls in how to finish the spell. For instance, if we use the runes of Merging and Concentration to augment the Light portion of the spell, I will create a spear of pure energy.

      “No matter how I modify the Metal side of the Spell Shard, I would craft two spears of separate elements. That would not work to carry the Light Spirit and pierce Mahuang’s body.”

      We fell silent for a time, and Pim licked her lips and asked, “Why do we need this weapon? If Rin is going to bind the god with a Network Spell, then Theera should be able to kill it again… right?”

      Adan shook his head. “I don’t think so. When my master and I stumbled upon him, the God of Destruction had only been in this world for a short time.

      “From all the reports I’ve heard, the towers have been… wrong for quite some time. I fear he will be more powerful than his last manifestation.”

      I shrugged the issue aside.

      Having an extra weapon specifically designed to kill the bastard, or at the very least hurt him, was a good idea regardless.

      “Hold on!” I said as an idea landed squarely in my mind. “Why keep Light and Metal separate? Maybe those shouldn’t be the independent runes at all.”

      Adan’s brows knit as he thought about my question.

      His answer showed how long he’d been considering the problem alone. “As independent runes, the elements would be given the largest portion of power.

      “Quite simply, that should make the spell’s damage greater.”

      I waved his words aside. “Maybe if you think only of raw power, but damage? We don’t know that at all…”

      I held up a finger and let my thoughts race ahead of me for a time. Reimagining the Spell Shard from a new angle, I finally came up with a solution.

      “The independent runes can be identical. We use two runes of Acceleration in those slots. Then we use Metal and Light runes as primaries in the compound sections.”

      Pim gasped. “And modify those with… what? Merging?”

      Adan slapped his thigh and laughed. “No! Merging is a good answer, Pim, but not the best to combine two different elements.”

      The old man’s gray eyes were alight with excitement. He looked younger than ever just then.

      Bouncing to his feet, he reached out a hand and helped Pim stand up.

      “Magnetism,” the grandmaster said in a whisper. “If we alter Metal and Light runes with a single rune of Magnetism each, that will force the two sides of the spell to converge.

      “Towers above, Rin, this could create something truly terrifying. Now, all we have to do is consider the reagents.”

      He snapped his fingers and pointed to the boxes that held the individual runes. “Pim, get us the rune of Acceleration, Light, Metal, and Magnetism… we are going to figure out how to kill a god.”
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      It took the three of us several hours to carefully devise and execute the Spell Shard.

      In the end, it looked no different than any other. Its name, however—Light into Darkness Cleaving—hinted at the powerful weapon we’d forged together.

      I stored it in my cloak, knowing that no matter what, the spell would be needed in the Sky Tower.

      Though we were given ample time to rest that night, my dreams were restless.

      I couldn’t stop thinking about the shadowy monster we would soon face.

      It was a relief when the sun finally rose the following day. After warming up and working the Chasing Hammer with Pim, I made my way to where the girls were training.

      “Come on, Tig! Guard up!” Brea shouted through cupped hands.

      The woman smiled at me as I approached, her green eyes hopeful if a bit sad for our furry friend.

      Tig’s training had been grueling. She’d fought with the dagger-wielding elf nearly all day, studying the other mental techniques when she was free.

      I knew firsthand that Brea’s time with Elouine had been rigorous as well, but the riverland archer always had a soft spot for whoever was currently suffering.

      Tig grunted as Leanne smashed an elbow in her gut, tossing the fox kin back in the dust.

      The riordi woman growled and spun to her feet, striking up with her dagger just as Leanne attacked again. The elf hadn’t shown Tig even a single instance of mercy, and since we were headed to the Sky Tower without Tig having access to her core, I felt the treatment justified.

      You can do it, Tig, I wanted to tell her. Keep pushing!

      Daggers flashed, teeth bared on both sides.

      I marveled at the speed with which the combatants came at one another. Knowing Leanne had ascended her core four times told me just how much she was holding back.

      Tig had the reflexes of a fox kin, however, so she did an amazing job of keeping up with the more powerful elf.

      Sparks flew as Tig’s long dagger parried Leanne’s, and then something truly miraculous happened. The fox kin woman lurched forward, seeming to catch her toe on the gravel-strewn ground.

      Leanne slashed at Tig’s vulnerable foreleg a heartbeat later, intent on punishing her student for such a misstep.

      But Tig launched back and to the side, having loaded her lead leg with strength.

      She exploded out of the way of Leanne’s attack, twisting as she did so. Then her own dagger flashed across the elf’s extended forearm.

      Blood would have welled from the injury if not for the blunt-edge spell Adan had placed on both weapons.

      Tig hopped back twice more and stood in a deep crouch. Her bright eyes studied Leanne’s face, fear clearly written there. She’d landed a legitimate hit on her trainer for the first time, and it had scared the hell out of Tig.

      Leanne stared at the scrape on her arm for a long moment, and everyone waited for her response.

      Then she lifted her chin and smiled.

      It wasn’t a toothy grin or a brazen display of affection as I’m sure Tig might have preferred.

      It was a hard-eyed stare that was accompanied with the slightest curve of her mouth. “Well done, Antigone,” the elf said. “We’re done for the day. You deserve a rest.”

      Without another word, Leanne straightened up and strode from the practice yard inside the sparring tent.

      In the largest of the assembled tents, the vessels had even gone so far as to spread out a fine layer of gravel across the ground.

      As Leanne lifted the flap and left, a burst of applause suddenly filled the tent. Astra, Brea, and even Siobhan clapped and cheered.

      I clapped as well, nodding to the copper-eyed woman before she was swallowed up in an embrace by Astra.

      “You’re a tiny, little badass!” Astra screamed, spinning the poor woman around.

      Her purple tail flailed in distress as Astra continued to smother her in approval and affection.

      “A bit much,” Brea muttered beside me.

      I chuckled as I wove my arm around Brea’s waist. “A bit much is pretty much Astra’s motto. The girl just can’t help it.”

      Finally, Astra released Tig and I approached her. “Tig, I’m proud of you,” I told her plainly. “It can’t be easy to be the only one who has yet to access their core.”

      Tig chewed her plump bottom lip and sighed. “No, it isn’t. It can’t be rushed, though… I’m sure I’ll ascend during our battles in the Sky Tower! Then you will all see how terrifying I truly am.”

      Without thinking, I kissed her atop her head.

      I smelled dust and sage and that curious scent that rises from stones when rain first begins to fall. Briefly, I saw an image of a desert expanse in my mind, red clay hills and a barren landscape baking under a merciless sun.

      Then I realized what I’d done.

      “Sorry,” I said as I pulled back.

      Tig beamed up at me, her eyes squinting so much they practically disappeared. “Oh, it’s fine. I liked it.”

      Then she bounced up on her toes and planted a kiss on my lips.

      It was just a peck, but a tingle ran down my back when I felt the softness of her small mouth.

      Astra squealed and started bouncing around.

      Siobhan sighed dramatically, saying, “Now you’ve done it, Tig. Astra won’t be satisfied until you bed the man.”

      As per usual, Brea just blushed and tried to disappear without moving.

      “Enough playtime!” a harsh voice barked from the corner of the tent. “Form a line. I have a single lesson to teach you all, and I will only give it once.”

      Theera entered the tent, Caradas at her back. She made her way to the center of the tent and folded her arms.

      The girls scrambled to stand beside me, only Astra foolish enough to still be sniggering.

      A single glance from Theera shut her up.

      “You all have tower-given skills—all but you, that is,” Theera said, nodding to Tig at the end. “These skills are powerful, but most cultivators and vessels never push themselves to truly master the techniques.”

      She held out a hand to Caradas. “Please demonstrate.”

      Caradas unslung his zambato sword and took up a fighting stance. Slashing forward, he triggered a skill.

      As his sword swept through the air in front of him, an arc of silver energy shot forward.

      It seemed like a useful skill, not only giving his slash added range, but likely granting some piercing damage as well.

      I also noted that he hadn’t spoken a word when using the skill.

      Caradas had mastered the mental commands.

      “That is my first skill,” the big man said with a grin. “I know, it is a thing of beauty. It is called Carbon Cleave, and though it’s my first skill, it is likely my most useful as well.”

      Caradas drew back his sword and attacked again. This time the skill delayed a half-second, the glob of Metal Spirit condensing at the end of the blade before it released.

      The skill still formed the same silver arc, but it had been transformed somehow. The arc had been compressed. It shot out like the broad tip of a massive spear, spanning an additional ten feet further as it did so.

      No fucking way, I thought in astonishment. We can modify the nature of our skills? Why didn’t Yory ever tell me this? Or Goran, for that matter?

      “I know what you must be thinking,” Theera said. “By the looks on your faces, none of you knew this was possible.”

      Caradas slung his sword over his back and gave us all a grim smile. “No worries. The secret is well kept, and those that do know or have heard the rumors often lack the focus to refine their skills as I have.”

      Theera explained further. “Only at Level 5 can one’s core manage the feat, and even then it takes a large amount of effort and discipline. It took me months to modify even a single one of my skills, though now I can do it easily.”

      The hope surging inside of me bled away. “Months?” I asked. “Sorry, I will be grateful for whatever lesson you can teach us… I was just hoping for an edge in the coming fight.”

      Theera’s eyes were so hard and unyielding that at first I thought I’d angered her.

      She didn’t shout at me, however. Instead, she removed the small pack that had been slung over her shoulder. Reaching inside, the woman removed a satin pouch.

      “Adan is a generous master. He might have given you all these even without such an urgent need. But with Lord Mahuang to face, even I won’t argue it is the best approach.”

      She dipped her fingers inside the pouch and pulled out a bead of mercurial metal.

      Handing it to me, she said, “Inspect it, runesmith. I’m sure you’ll be pleased.”

      I did so, puzzling out four tiny runes imprinted on the sides of the bead. Though I had no clue how Adan had used such small runes to begin with, I did get an inkling of what it might do.

      “I can’t be certain,” I said at last, “but it seems this will open our minds somehow… Is this meant to enhance meditation?”

      “Close enough to count,” Theera said. “Now, I want each of you to swallow the bead, and we are going to work as quickly as we can to reforge your skills, one at a time.”

      When everyone looked around nervously, Caradas laughed. “Don’t worry. Most of the work is done in your mind. You will envision a new function for each of your skills, and then we can step outside and make a show of your progress.”

      We each took a bead and placed them in our mouths. The metal had a liquified texture, almost seeming to melt against my tongue.

      When I pushed it back toward my throat, however, it slid easily enough and left no taste behind.

      The spell took effect just moments after the bead hit my stomach.

      In absolutely no way did the spell feel pleasant.

      I dropped to my knees as a bout of dizziness swept over me. Cold sweat beaded at my forehead, and my mouth went dry.

      Twin rings sounded in my ears, both at different yet similarly angry pitches.

      Pulling up my SI, I checked to see what buff had taken such a damn toll on me. The results were astonishing.
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      Pearl of Cosmic Learning: By consuming this bead of enchanted star steel, your mind has been altered to accelerate all cognitive functions. Learning and skill acquisition increase dramatically. May cause some neural discomfort.
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      Time Remaining: 29 minutes.
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      Some discomfort my ass!

      I wanted to have a few words with Adan, but the sensations continued to intensify, my vision whiting out entirely.

      A retching nearby told the story of one of my vessels who had fared even worse.

      Then I heard Astra say, “Biscuits… my fucking biscuits!”

      Caradas laughed so loud it made one of my ears ring even more fiercely. “The first day the woman gets to have her precious breakfast, and now she’s lost it again!”

      The intense side effects soon faded, and then my mind and thoughts dilated.

      Part of me wanted to laugh at Astra’s misfortune, but the intensity of my inner world pushed everything else away.

      “Fleas and firecrackers!” Tig whispered. “I’m… I’m brilliant!”

      Thoughts spun wildly about in my mind, insights tumbling through my brain one after the other.

      Questions followed, long repressed and mostly concerning the nature of Acalia and my place within it.

      Is this a pocket world? Or is it a dimension connected to the Earth I once knew? Or is it just one thread in a cosmic weave that is the multiverse?

      Are cultivators the shepherds of this small world, or does Acalia, and its seven towers, exist to nurture and produce cultivators?

      “Easy now!” Theera said, snapping her fingers.

      I glanced up at the sound, locking eyes with the woman. The gesture had pulled me from the tumult of my thoughts, and I remembered that we had a task to perform.

      Still, observing Theera like that, I couldn’t help but see her in a new light.

      I saw rage coating her person like plates of armor. Below, seeming to bleed from her in invisible waves, was an ocean of writhing pain.

      She’d lost her fellow vessels, seen her cultivator cut down before her. And when all was done, she’d slain the monster who had done it to her, only to be scarred by his vile Spirit.

      Unconsciously, I lifted my hand, wanting to touch the warped and reddened skin that marred half her face.

      Suddenly, Theera’s brown eyes darkened, and she pulled away. “Focus! Rinmarron Runesmith, focus your thoughts, for already time passes.

      “There’s no time to waste, and I do not need your pity.”

      Filling my lungs with fresh air, I let the well of compassion go.

      I knew if we did not learn all that these heroes could teach us, our own fates would be just as grim.

      So, with Astra and the others in mind, I clamped down on my emotions and resolved to give everything I could to Theera’s lesson.

      That, more than anything, would honor her sacrifice.
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      “The bead will not last long!” she snapped. “Each of you, envision one of your skills. You know the effect it has normally. Now, map out with your minds how that spell might be modified.

      “Smaller changes are good. Caradas slowed the release of his skill so that the energy gathered together for a moment.

      “This had two other effects. It increased the skill’s range and it granted him a lot more piercing damage. I want you all to do the same with your first skill.”

      I took a deep breath and envisioned Peening Strike. The hammer swiveled in my mind’s eye, the rounded end slamming home on a weak point on a phantom enemy.

      This brought to mind how I often used the skill with Runic Vision.

      Knowing the precise location of empty rune slots gave the skill an infinitely more devastating effect.

      And then it came to me. I recalled how Adan had suggested we modify Meteoric Fury.

      Why would I attack a weak point once with great force when I could attack it several times?

      Under the Spell Shard’s effect, I could picture each aspect of this newly forged skill, and it was enough to have my heart racing with exhilaration.

      “Once you know how you would like to change the skill, you need to do two things,” Caradas said. “One, picture the new modification, step by step. Two, come up with a single word to modify the skill with.

      “Carbon Cleave was the name of the skill I first showed you. When I invoke the modified version, I add a single word to it. Carbon Cleave Puncture.”

      Theera took over again, seamlessly adding her own thoughts.

      “The word does not matter as long as it aligns with the purpose of your modification. Later, you can all create a modified version of your mental map so you don’t have to speak the skill.”

      From start to finish, I envisioned the enhanced version of Peening Strike. The intricate detail it produced in my mind was staggering.

      I ran it through several times until I was sure I had memorized it perfectly.

      Then the word came to mind at once. “I have it,” I said calmly. “Peening Strike Sequence. Can I head out and try it now?”

      Theera surprised me then.

      The woman, whose brow and upper lip had been carved from pure granite, actually smiled.

      “Good work, Rinmarron. Go through your other skills first. You only have another twenty-four minutes left, and these are the only Spell Shards.”

      Theera glanced between our faces and said, “After you’ve modified your first, see how many of the others you can do the same with. Ale for anyone who manages them all.”

      I closed my eyes once more and fell to the interesting task again. Core Flash and Buckler’s Bite were technically Minh’s skills, so I skipped them.

      Moving on to Oaken Mallet, I thought of the limits of the skill.

      It was excellent at smashing a large area at once. Though the skill produced a tremendous amount of force, the way it dispersed that energy often made it less valuable than my other skills.

      At first, I thought of broadening the head of the mallet even more.

      If I could cause a small amount of damage to a vast area, the skill could almost act as an area-of-effect spell.

      But I didn’t want to risk dispersing the energy too much. If I did that, it could make for an incredibly weak attack.

      Then a streak of creativity came to me. I envisioned lines of force collecting at the edges of the mallet where a burst of Spirit usually escaped.

      Condensing those into two thick blades, I created Oaken Mallet Rend.

      More excited than ever, I moved on to the next.

      Our little group studied hard. Time passed so slowly that the full thirty minutes of the Spell Shard seemed to last hours.

      I worked through my skills one at a time, remastering them in unique and thrilling ways. Moving on to Vindictive Vise, I figured out how I could twist the skill, adding a new tool to my arsenal.

      Just as I was naming it and running through a few more mental rehearsals to ensure it would work for me, the Spell Shard’s effect waned.

      My head suddenly throbbed, and the world sped up. The dim light in the tent seemed too bright, and my ears were so sensitive that Caradas’s heavy breathing grated against my nerves.

      Perhaps sympathetic to this discomfort, the riordi man turned and walked away, not laughing or shouting as he normally would have done.

      Theera placed her hands on her hips. In a grim tone, she said, “I hope you got through most of them. Come on. When you recover a little, head outside. Then we can see the new skills you’ve made.”

      I sat back hard on my ass and held my head in my hands.

      The room swam in a slow wobble, but the headache was the worst part of it.

      Siobhan cursed in her own tongue, unleashing a string of jagged syllables that must have been nasty.

      Brea moaned quietly. “This is worse than a night of mead.”

      Then Astra chuckled. “Well, I would throw up, but I already handled that. How did you guys do, by the way? I got through three of my skills.”

      Brea grunted. “Two. I’m always the slowest at these things.”

      Siobhan stood up, steadying herself with outstretched hands. “I remastered Howling Spear, Wind-swept Steps, Rebuking Gust, and Vaulted Skies. Four.”

      I gritted my teeth and stood as well, moving slow as I stretched out my legs.

      The others looked at me expectantly.

      Finally confident I wouldn’t pass out, I rolled back my shoulders and smiled. “Why, all five of course. What did you expect?”

      After dodging a few punches, I headed outside to Theera and Caradas.

      They led us across the mountaintop until we came to a storm-wracked slope, exposed bedrock jutting up at odd angles.

      “Well, who wants to try first?” Theera asked.

      Brea shrugged. “I’ll go.”

      She strung her bow and pulled an arrow from her quiver. Aiming at the slope, she spoke the words to her new skill. “Frigid Shot Refocus.”

      Her arrow sprang into the air. About a dozen feet out, the shaft glowed the same icy blue that normally accompanied the skill.

      Then the projectile veered off course, crashing into a stone.

      “That’s amazing!” Astra exclaimed. “So it lets you aim twice? Or what?”

      Brea smiled shyly. “Well, sometimes a target moves after I release, or I don’t have a direct line of sight on a vulnerable spot on their body… so, Frigid Shot Refocus is a guarantee I can deal with either situation.”

      “Excellent,” Theera said sternly. “You have used the grandmaster’s Spell Shard appropriately.”

      “Wait!” Brea said suddenly, staring into the air before her. “I used 50 Spirit instead of 30! Do all modified skills cost more?”

      Caradas grunted. “Usually, but not always. Just be glad you can now use the skill in a new way. Don’t worry about the cost.”

      “Caradas is right,” Theera said. “If you fight efficiently, you should not run out of Spirit.

      “Also, I want you all to begin forging mental maps for your new modifications this evening. No need for any of you to shout out your abilities if it isn’t necessary.”

      The woman nodded to Astra. “Biscuits, I want to see you go next.”

      Brea snorted, and I let out a belly laugh.

      After receiving a withering glare from Astra, I quieted down. “Sorry, Biscuits… but it’s pretty funny.”

      Unwilling to let the comment ruin her mood, Astra chewed on her lip as she decided which of her three skills to show off first.

      “I really like Cinder Slash Inferno, but… no, you guys are gonna love this one.”

      Astra took a deep breath and then triggered her new skill. “Flame Bulwark Collapse!”

      The shield of bright Fire Spirit formed as usual, but it expanded rapidly. It grew until it was over a dozen feet wide and just as tall. Then it shattered outward, curling around the back of a large boulder.

      The Fire Spirit clung to the boulder, conforming to its shape.

      “What the hell does that do?” Caradas asked incredulously. “Does it burn an enemy?”

      “Nope! I got the idea from Rin’s Vindictive Vise. It reassembles the shield around a target, effectively trapping it in place!”

      Theera squinted at the Fire-shrouded boulder thoughtfully. “Well, if the shield is strong, I suppose that will be useful as well. Might be able to do more than just freeze monsters too. I imagine that could affect your environment as well.”

      That got my own thoughts whirling, but then Siobhan cleared her throat. “I wish to show my skill now. Is that okay, Rin?”

      “Please. Go right ahead.”

      Siobhan held up her staff and cried out in a clear voice, “Vaulted Skies Falcon!”

      The avian didn’t glide upwards as she usually did. Instead, her wings burst open as a gust of Wind Spirit filled them.

      Siobhan flew up thirty feet into the air, and then a second gust of wind redirected her flight. She flew down at the ground at a sharp angle, her staff spinning in her hands.

      The woman landed solidly, her staff completing the imaginary attack in an arc.

      Caradas shouted out his praise. “That is impressive! Let me guess, you lost flight time for the sake of speed?”

      “Yes. Vaulted Skies Falcon gets me a maximum of five seconds of flight. But I think I can travel just as far. It will be perfect for aerial attacks!”

      I smiled at the woman, pleased she’d used the opportunity to its fullest.

      Then I noticed the others were looking my way. My turn, then, I thought. But do I go big and flashy or show them the most useful thing I’ve come up with?

      I decided on the latter. There would be time for everyone to try out their modifications soon enough.

      Stalking toward a boulder that came up to my hip, I summoned my Chasing Hammer. Then I flicked on Runic Vision and searched for an empty rune slot.

      I swung the hammer and spoke the words.

      “Peening Strike Sequence.”

      The hammer swiveled as normal, but as the ball-shaped section careened toward the boulder, a streak of bright Spirit seemed to solidify and stretch out behind it.

      The first impact cracked into the boulder, colliding with the stone at roughly half its normal power.

      Then a second and third hammer formed from the Spirit that had remained behind.

      They blasted into the boulder roughly a half a second apart, the third impact finally cracking open the huge rock with a loud snap.

      The boulder’s two halves tumbled away, and a plume of dust rose into the air.

      I lifted an eyebrow at Theera, hoping she might approve.

      I was rewarded with a half-smile. “Not bad, Runesmith. I suspect that will work wonders when trying to crack open tough monsters.”

      Theera held out her hands to us, her dark eyes gleaming. “Well? Round two, everyone. Let’s see what else you’ve cooked up.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            24

          

          

      

    

    







            VISION OF THE HEART

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      I focused on the image I’d forged in my mind.

      Unlike the real shape of my Chasing Hammer, the Mental Map I’d formed to summon the weapon was blocky, an archetype of a hammer more than a realistic rendition.

      Around the shape, I imagined a swirl of raw Spirit.

      Opening my eyes, I smiled to see the white glow of my Spiritarm resting in my hand. I’d done it. Though it took me much longer than simply speaking the command, the advantage of a silent summons would be worthwhile. And with practice, I could learn to do so as quickly as Adan.

      “Well done, Rinmarron,” the old man said as he appraised me. “Prepare yourself. The last time we fought, you lost miserably. I expect a bit more of a challenge.”

      I shook my head. “Come on, Grandmaster. I don’t think it was that bad.”

      The old man chuckled, then pointed to where the head of the trail led down the mountain not far away. “Knocked you flat on your ass, boy! Or don’t you remember!”

      I chose not to respond, knowing full well my opponent was only jawing on to distract me. His attack would come soon and without warning.

      “Tell me, young master, what is your role in combat?”

      I puzzled over the question, unsure of the response Adan wanted in return. Then, predictably, the sly bastard attacked.

      He moved with the same uncanny speed I’d seen him use the last time we’d fought. His body quite literally blurred through the air, covering the distance between us in a fraction of a second.

      I only had time to block his attack.

      The man’s Spiritarm, brighter and denser than my own, pounded into Minh’s surface. I retreated a pace and swung my hammer to fend off a follow up attack.

      Adan side-stepped and twisted his upper body. His Chasing Hammer spun around toward my right shoulder, where I couldn’t block with Minh.

      Worse still, my own attempt at a counter had removed my weapon from a defensive position.

      I was wide open.

      Cursing, I dove to the opposite side.

      My shoulder cracked against a stone on the ground, but I ignored the pain. We’d been sparring without armor for days now.

      One more bruise wouldn’t change a thing.

      As I found my feet again, swinging my hammer in a sweeping arc to keep Adan off me, I saw the old man had ceased his pursuit. He tilted his head to one side, and the sun glinted off his bald pate.

      “Do you have an answer? What is your role in battle, runesmith?”

      I sighed and took a shot in the dark. “I’m supposed to lead my vessels, to stand at the front and fight with them against the many terrifying monsters the towers have to throw at us.”

      “Wrong!” Spat out Adan, anger filling his eyes. “A fool’s answer and ill considered!”

      He blurred again, throwing an attack at my right knee. I stepped away and swung my hammer down. Instead of blocking or parrying, I smacked the back of Adan’s weapon, speeding it along its course.

      Any ordinary foe would have been knocked off balance or even disarmed.

      But Adan Runesmith adopted the momentum I’d gifted him. He spun his hammer around, jumping in the air as spritely as a child as he did so. And when his weapon came down on my shield again, it was with enough force to nearly break my arm.

      I fell to a knee under the mighty blow, grunting in pain.

      Adan smiled ruefully. “Your role is to act as a leader, yes, but why from the front?”

      I hefted Minh, making my point in frustrated silence.

      “So, you have a shield, eh?” He asked in a mocking tone. “Think, Rinmarron! A cultivator is the heart of his party. Tell me, do you attack an enemy with your heart or your fist?”

      “Okay,” I conceded. “Good point. But then, what? I sit back and let my vessels fight for me?”

      Adan shook his head. “You guide them like a swordsman guides his blade! You augment their strength with your own!

      “A cultivator must dance with his vessels, always shifting. Whether it be from the front with a shield held high, or at the back… your job, Rinmarron, is to support your vessels and the allies that you take on.”

      The concept challenged my understanding of combat completely.

      If Adan was right, I’d been doing things all wrong. I had figured it was my job to protect my vessels, but if I worked more directly and intentionally to support them, that goal would be much easier to achieve.

      “There it is,” Adan grumbled. “A single spark is enough to light the forest ablaze. Now, defend yourself, young man! I won’t hold back this time!”

      The grandmaster moved like a shadow in the wind.

      He swung twice in quick succession, forcing me to block the second attack with my Chasing Hammer. The blow struck my weapon so powerfully, that I lost my grip.

      My Spiritarm vanished, even as Adan came at me again. This time, he swung his hammer from the side. I pivoted to block with Minh, intending to summon my weapon again immediately after.

      But Adan shifted his weight, reaching with his hammer a little further than I’d anticipated. He caught the edge of my shield and yanked hard.

      In our bouts, I had come to learn much about the wily old man. He focused on one thing above all else: throwing his enemy off balance. Adan could do this with banter as easily as he could with his fist.

      So, rather than hold onto the shield, I transformed Minh back into a coin and preserved my balance. Then, hammer filling my grip once more, I aimed at Adan’s unguarded shoulder.

      He ducked the attack, blurring so quickly it made me feel like an idiot for expecting I might land a hit on him this time.

      Adan dismissed his hammer and came up under my guard.

      I brought my knee up, blocking a double palm strike with my shin. The blow threw me backwards, so I leapt off my standing foot and curled into yet another shoulder roll.

      When I rose, Adan gripped my collar in one hand, his gnarled fist drawn back in the other. Silence stretched out as we regarded one another in the sudden stillness.

      “Surrender?”

      I broke his grip by chopping down on Adan’s wrist, then turned my head as his fist came at me. His knuckles grazed over my cheekbone painfully.

      Keeping my hand on his wrist, I pulled my opponent toward me and threw my elbow into the old man’s gut.

      The most surprising thing happened. I’d been sure that Adan would block the attack or twist out of it with his incredible speed.

      But my elbow connected.

      My second surprise came as my elbow exploded in pain as it crashed into what felt like an iron wall.

      Adan chuckled as I staggered back, clutching my arm. His laughter rose to a feverish pitch, then he rushed in, dodged my sloppy, reflexive jab, and pounded a fist into my stomach to return the favor.

      I curled over and fell to the ground.

      Wheezing, I focused on cycling my Spirit. It was the quickest way to recover from such a blow, a method I’d been using more often than I wanted to admit. For an ancient and wrinkled old man, Adan could punch with the force of a sledge hammer.

      Finally, I sat back and glared up at the man. “What the hell was that?”

      “It’s called a punch, Rin… for a cultivator, you’re really not—”

      “Your stomach!” I shouted in frustration. “I hit you with my damn elbow, Adan! And your gut felt like it was covered in plate mail! You hiding armor under those robes?”

      Adan smiled at me, patience and amusement dancing in his faded eyes. He sat before me then and folded his legs. “It is time to discuss your ascension, Rin. You will soon reach Level 6, and as I’ve mentioned, your path of cultivation will change when you do.

      “I am what is known as a 2nd Tier Level 6 cultivator. There are three tiers… The first is what you attain after ascending to Level 6. To achieve 2nd Tier, you must refill your core and undergo a sort of… transformation.”

      Adan knocked a fist into his gut again, producing a muffled thump. “Body Tempering is required, Rin. It is not a pleasant experience, but one that will toughen your body greatly. Along with a more resilient body, the 2nd Tier brings also the first of your Divine Abilities.”

      The old man paused, and I snatched up the conversation again with zeal. “Don’t stop now, Adan! What is a Divine Ability?”

      My companion’s eyes grew hard, but I could still sense he was in one of his typical cheerful moods. He stared into my eyes for a long moment before muttering, “What I am to tell you is a gift, Rinmarron. Do not repeat it to any but your vessels, and only if you must.”

      I nodded and waited for him to continue.

      “My first Divine Ability is called Heavenly Haste. I’m sure you’ve noticed how quickly I can move. It isn’t my ascension level that grants me that.”

      Suddenly, the way Adan fought began to make more sense.

      I had come to the conclusion that he was either hiding some artifact on his person, or that the Level 6 ascension was far beyond any of the previous. This explanation made more sense.

      “How do you gain a Divine Ability? Is it as simple as making a choice?”

      Adan glanced up at the sky briefly. The clouds reflected there in his eyes, making him seem lost in a dream.

      Finally, he answered. “It must be mastered. That cultivation book of yours will give you a more precise answer, but it is not a simple matter.”

      Hearing that the cultivation text Goran had given me would explain more made me feel a lot better. If Adan didn’t want to explain now, that was fine by me. There were other things to discuss.

      “Okay… I guess I’ll read it when it unlocks for me. But what happens at the 3rd Tier? And what does a cultivator gain when he reaches Level 7?” I asked in quick succession.

      Adan chuckled. “So many questions. Your youth is showing, Rinmarron. Why do you need to know this now?”

      “Isn’t that obvious? If Cormac is Level 7, I need to know what I’ll be up against.”

      The old man nodded sagely. “Fair enough. But I have some good news for you there, young man. I have heard Cormac’s lie. He’s told enough people that he’d gained the final ascension to make most of Acalia believe him.

      “Yet he lacks what it takes to do so. If I had to guess, I would say he is a 3rd Tier Level 6, but no more. To reach Level 7, though? That takes empathy, compassion, and the insight into the true nature of sacrifice. All of these things, Cormac lacks completely.”

      Taking in the knowledge, I pressed the man. “Then what more than Body Tempering and a Divine Ability will Cormac possess?”

      “After the body comes the core… A 3rd Tier tempers their core, which increases the efficiency with which they use their skills as well as gives them resilience against elemental attacks. They will also receive their second Divine Ability?”

      Before I could ask another question, Adan held up a hand. “All I know of the Level 7 ascension is that yes, there is a third Divine Ability. I believe we have chatted long enough, though.”

      “Hold on!’ I said, outraged. “You explained how you move so quickly… but there’s something else that you did last time we fought, something I’d like explained.”

      He paused to hear me out.

      “You caught Minh in coin form and held onto her, even after I gave the Return command. It shouldn’t have been possible… How, Adan? How did you do that?”

      “Some secrets are not so easily earned,” he muttered while getting to his feet.

      I scoffed, a bit upset at having my question dodged. “Seriously? You’re going to play the mysterious old man card on me?”

      Facing me again, Adan arched an eyebrow and summoned his Chasing Hammer. “We go again, Rin.”

      I sighed but did not argue.

      Taking up a defensive stance, I prepared for another inspiring beat down.

      Grandmaster Adan bowed slightly and gave me one more sliver of knowledge that I would never forget. “You are the cultivator, Rin. You support your vessels and guide them. To do so, you must observe your enemy as they are, not as you fear them to be.”

      He opened his robe slightly, exposing his flat stomach. There, amid the old and twisted muscle, lay a purpling bruise. “You see, Rin, every foe can be defeated. You simply need to view them as they are.”
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      And so our time at Pine Mountain passed.

      Under the iron gazes of the heroes Adan had called upon, my vessels honed their skill each day.

      Pim and I trained with Adan as well, mastering the Chasing Hammer, ensuring that the weapon became something we could truly rely upon. My apprentice improved at a staggering pace, far outstripping any progress the old Rin had made in his youth.

      She was far from being capable of standing toe-to-toe with me, but that wasn’t what I was after.

      I simply wanted her to learn to fight on her own. She would be ascending soon, and with that, Pim would take on her first vessel.

      It was my intention to send her on a quest of her own after we defeated the Sky Tower. If the woman could take a clutch of Spell Shards that would enhance the speed with which she absorbed Spirit, Pim could ascend two or three more times in the coming months.

      When we weren’t bashing one another about with hammer and shield, Adan taught us more runesmithing.

      We’d long since abandoned the simplicity of using Spell Shards. Little had I known, such was the work of what Adan called “ordinary” cultivators.

      On the sixth day since returning to Pine Mountain, Pim and I prepared to take on a more spectacular task.

      Adan was convinced there would be only one way of defeating Lord Mahuang.

      The old man gestured to the scroll he’d spread out in his workshop. “This is the diagram we must follow, Rinmarron. In times of peace, such an enchantment would be used to make a new portal or to create some other large-scale effect only a noble could afford to commission.”

      His fingers traced the runes sketched out on the parchment. “Seven runes is the largest chain that can be forged. Seven runes together creates what is known as a Network Spell.

      “I would have shown you the process when making the portal, but you needed to use the damn thing.”

      The grandmaster sighed and scratched his beard. “It doesn’t matter, I suppose. The Network Spell we will attempt to bind Lord Mahuang with won’t have much in common with a portal anyhow.”

      I scanned the paper, reading the seven runes highlighted. Earth, Sky, Time, Space, Binding, Power, and, finally, the rune of Transport.

      Each of the seven linked to the others, modifying their effects to create the combined Network Spell that would forge a permanent portal in this world.

      Adan had explained that the process was not nearly so simple as finding an empty patch of soil and scrawling the runes down.

      Bedrock was needed. Any kind of stone worked—or even steel, for that matter—but plain old dirt didn’t have the density required.

      Also, a portal could only be made in specific locations where the Spirit flowed in a high enough concentration. The same went for the nodes the portals connected to.

      Apparently, Pine Mountain was an ideal place to make a portal.

      “What kind of reagent is required for a spell like this?” Pim asked, her voice quiet and thoughtful.

      Adan nodded, pleased that she’d asked. “A different reagent for each rune. The requirements differ in relation to the environment as well. Pine Mountain is temperate. We receive a typical amount of rain each year, and the elevation is a factor as well.

      “The constant winds also play a part. I had considered the reagents for decades, Pim. I was fortunate enough to succeed on the first try. To attempt a second time would mean the loss of a small fortune.”

      Pim studied the parchment and sighed. “This is pretty intimidating. I don’t know if I’ll ever be good enough to make a Network Spell.”

      The old man rolled up the parchment and set it aside. “Bah! That’s no way to think, girl! You can learn how to do a basic one today, though you lack the Spirit required to manifest one.”

      He pointed to me. “Rin, take the materials and head outside when you’re ready. And be sure to focus! I want this to be the best fountain in all of Acalia.”

      I took the five runes and the reagents we’d selected for the Network Spell. Unlike a Greater Spell Shard, this would not only use an extra rune, but the power required would need to come from another source.

      Pim led the deer behind her.

      The poor creature had found its way into the magical snare Adan had set up a few days ago. Its meat would be a nice treat for us all, but the primary function it would serve was entirely different.

      I exited the workshop and strode out to the patch of stone Pim and I had scraped bare. It stood some thirty feet from the plum tree.

      Activating Runic Vision, I found the first marker.

      Adan had showed me how to view sections of stone that had the potential to hold a rune. I’d learned after that, within Runic Vision, these portions looked slightly different, the area somewhat darker than the surrounding stone.

      I placed the first rune down precisely, the bottom of the rune facing in towards the center of the spell.

      Then I sprinkled liquified Light Spirit onto the rune of Water, imbuing it with power. Summoning my Chasing Hammer, I tapped the rune just hard enough to trigger the reaction.

      It hummed pleasantly, and when I removed the metal rune, its shape glowed in the bedrock faintly.

      “Well done, Rinmarron!” Adan said. “Now, which comes next?”

      My answer came at once. “The rune of Stone is next. It will act as a secondary rune to Water. I’ll place it one-sixth of a rotation to the left.”

      “Just so. Clockwise,” Adan muttered. “Always clockwise.”

      I found the second site, placing the rune of Stone down just three feet from the first. This time I opened a leather pouch and poured out a pinch of a reagent called golem skin.

      It was actually dust gathered from Spirit-rich caves far to the east in the desert. Even Adan wasn’t sure how the name had been given, but it didn’t exactly matter.

      I took a deep breath and struck with my hammer a second time.

      The hum was a bit deeper than before. It vibrated the air slightly, tickling my ears. Good, I thought. Just three more and all will be well.

      My heart thumped in my chest as I found and prepared the third location. The reagents we were using held such potency that messing up the Network Spell would result in a massive explosion.

      Adan assured me that he was capable of shielding us all, as well as the plum tree, so there was nothing to worry about.

      Regardless, I knew risk when I saw it.

      And besides, I didn’t want to ruin a perfectly good day by blasting apart a section of the grandmaster’s mountain.

      I set down the rune of Displacement, which, in this context, should cause the water to rise up, displacing that which came before in a perpetual cycle.

      After imbuing the rune with the proper reagent, I again solidified my focus and tapped it with my Chasing Hammer.

      The hum that resounded was louder than ever. Pim fidgeted beside me, and Adan chuckled to himself, as if amused by the entire process.

      Considering that I was doing my best to master an incredibly difficult spell for the first time, I was willing to bet it was amusing.

      I spared a moment to smile at Pim.

      She needed to see that, despite my nerves, I was confident. Only a fool would work like this without some confidence in what they were doing. And you’ll be capable of this yourself, I tried to tell her with my eyes.

      The mouse kin girl smiled. Relaxing a little, she returned my glance with an encouraging nod.

      It only took a few more minutes to place and activate the other two runes. The rune of Clarity would ensure that the fountain’s water would never become dirty or foul with algae. As I struck the rune, I made sure to align my intention with an image of a crystalline waterfall.

      Finally, I set down the rune for Perpetuate.

      This rune would link the others, acting as the spell’s greater primary. The concept confused me at first. Primary and secondary runes were ideas I had grown used to. But the greater primary acted differently.

      Instead of simply modifying a primary, treating it as a secondary rune, the greater primary was only used in Network Spells.

      Perpetuate guided both the Water and Displacement primary runes at the same time, binding them together.

      I tapped the final rune and stumbled back as a keening noise tore through the air. It vibrated everything so dramatically that I coughed a few times, the back of my throat tickling.

      Eyes watering, I waited for the sound to quiet a little before continuing.

      When it did, I gestured to Pim. “Bring me the deer. I think it’s time.”

      Adan stood with arms folded behind his back, unwilling to say whether or not my suspicions were correct. He likely would have warned me if I was walking into imminent danger, however, so I felt fairly certain all was well.

      Pim handed me the leash to the deer. The wild animal walked placidly with me as we neared the Network Spell.

      The collar around its neck glowed faintly from the three runes controlling it. Without such a device, the beast would have spooked and made this last part impossible.

      Stepping through the ring of the spell, I pushed away the discomforting sensation of the still-thrumming runes. They sang quietly now, but the five tones combined and warbled in my ears.

      I removed the dagger from my belt and kneeled before the deer. “Thank you,” I told it simply. “We won’t forget you.”

      Its dark eyes glistened liquidly. The deer stared back at me, unblinking, even as I dragged the knife across its throat.

      A spray of hot blood poured from the wound.

      The beast shuffled about briefly, then, after half a minute, slumped to the ground. It died a little while later, peaceful as could be.

      Then a cloud of Spirit rose from the deer’s body.

      “Now, Rin!” Adan called out, his voice urgent for the first time during this process. “Speak the words now!”

      I closed my eyes and envisioned the fountain as it would soon exist. Cold water pouring up through the stone of Pine Mountain, cycling back down and then up again to purify itself endlessly.

      “Grandmaster’s Eternal Fountain,” I said aloud, using the phrase I’d deemed appropriate for the Network Spell.

      Not having the time to assign a mental map for the single-use spell, the invocation would ensure the spell activated when I was ready.

      As soon as I finished speaking the words, my stomach twisted. The core of Spirit within me drained rapidly, a coldness spreading through my limbs like ice water.

      I clenched my fists and breathed deeply as the Spirit poured out. More and more of it came, draining so rapidly I was worried I could not measure up to this task.

      But then a bright pulse of light flashed outward from the five runes, racing across the ground and kicking up dust and debris.

      My limbs warmed up again, slowly at first, but seconds later I felt completely normal.

      Standing up, I backed away as a faint vibration shook the ground at my feet.

      “Take the deer!” Adan complained.

      I darted in and dragged the beast away from where it had been sacrificed. Pim helped me, and we soon had it well outside of the ring. Then we looked back and watched the birth of one of the few perpetual springs that existed in Acalia.

      A segment of stone rose up, a steep-sided spear that grew to over ten feet tall.

      The water bubbled up a few minutes later. Pink rivulets splashed down the jagged edges of the stone spear, colored by the deer’s blood. Then it cleared slowly, and the blood drained into the soil as the spell worked to circulate the fountain back to the roots of Pine Mountain.

      “Well done! That is a worthy gift I will not take for granted, Rinmarron!”

      Chatter came from around the estate, and I saw my vessels and their trainers approaching. Tig sprinted ahead of the group, her eyes wide and fascinated. “Oh, my goodness! Did you really just create a perpetual spring?”

      I laughed at her enthusiasm. “Yes, Tig, I think I did. Though, to be fair, Pim helped and Adan told me how to do it.”

      Everyone approached the stony pillar, the bedrock darkly gleaming. Astra was the first to touch the water, and she gasped. “Cold! Towers above, it is freezing!”

      “As it will always be,” Adan said. “The roots of the mountain don’t see the light and warmth of the sun, after all.”

      Leanne crossed her arms. “Were you simply tired of using the well, Adan? Or is this just a badge of pride?”

      The grandmaster scoffed. “Hush now, Leanne. No need to poison the water with your negativity. We will all benefit from this spring. Its waters should provide a significant buff when it is consumed.”

      Curious now, I stepped toward the fountain and cupped my hands beneath the deluge. Catching enough in my palms, I drank the chilly water down.

      After a few such drinks, I stepped away and wiped my chin.

      Then I brought up my Spiritual Interface to examine the nature of this supposed buff.

      My jaw practically hit the ground.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Status Effect Active: Pristine Waters of Pine Mountain
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      Pristine Waters of Pine Mountain: By imbibing the clear and refreshing water of Pine Mountain, you have greatly increased your Spirit regeneration. Also grants clear thinking and reduces fatigue.
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      Time Remaining: 11 hours and 59 minutes.
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      Caradas said in his normal baritone voice, “Spit it out, Rin! What does it do?”

      “Honestly, it just cleared my mind and woke me up,” I said with a grin. “But the best part is the Spirit regeneration.”

      Checking my Character Sheet, I watched as my Spiritual Reserves ticked up quickly. “And the effects are pretty drastic. Seems to have doubled my normal rate!”

      Adan cackled. The old man walked over and stood beside Leanne. He wrapped an arm around the prickly woman’s shoulders. “What was that now, Leanne? Tired of using the well… badge of pride?”

      He laughed again until she shrugged him off, a hint of a smile touching her lips. “You didn’t know this would happen,” she said defensively.

      The grandmaster gestured dramatically to his robed form. “Of course I did! I am Adan, the grandmaster and mysterious hermit of Pine Mountain! Nothing I do is on accident.”

      This produced a few laughs and eye rolls.

      Then everyone took turns drinking the cold water as a way of commemorating the moment. Suddenly, everyone’s eyes shone a bit brighter, our moods lifting as one.

      I laughed out of sheer joy, seeing the work I’d done with my own two hands bringing happiness to these good people.

      The others joined me, and soon all were chatting away in cheerful conversation.

      “Quiet down!” Adan barked. The old man’s scowl evaporated quickly, however, and he gestured to the deer on the ground. “The beast won’t skin itself. If we’re to have roast venison at our banquet, there’s work to be done!”

      Astra squealed, delighted to have a solid meal for once.

      She dashed forward and hauled the deer up on her shoulder, bearing it away to be cleaned. Siobhan walked with her.

      Then, one by one, the others found tasks worthy of their time.

      Adan approached Pim and I, his smile now faded like the waning sun. “Rin, that could not have been performed better. We must head back to the workshop, however. Before we rest for dinner, I’d like to design the Network Spell we will use to bind Lord Mahuang.”

      I knew the old man was right.

      We had done something amazing by creating the fountain.

      It was only practice, however. Preparation for our true purpose. “Of course, Grandmaster,” I said, waving Pim over as I followed in Adan’s wake. “Let’s make a spell so potent even a fallen god cannot escape.”
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      Adan chose not to dine with us that night.

      After the stress of designing the Network Spell, I think the old man simply needed some time apart.

      I certainly couldn’t blame him.

      The following morning, he tasked Pim and I to train with him once more in combat.

      Unlike our previous drills, this day’s focus turned out to be entirely different. Instead of working on form alone, Adan urged me to master the cultivation aura that might very well make the difference between life and death in the Sky Tower.

      Earth Spirit flooded through my body, entering my mouth, flowing down into each leg and foot, and then plunging back into the earth below.

      Eyes closed, I reached out through the miasma of Spirit my aura was putting off.

      There, movement behind me and to the left. Pivoting, I ducked when I heard and felt the attack coming at me.

      Adan’s hammer swept over my head, rustling my hair as it did so.

      I threw out a kick, hoping to catch his leg, but the old master was too fast. His presence retreated, and I sensed another attacker coming at me from the opposite side.

      After telling Adan I had unlocked the Mortal Stone aura, he’d been kind enough to show me the extent of its usefulness.

      Yes, having an Earth aura protected me and my party from any Wind element attacks—it was like a thin layer of armor that defended against that particular type of Spirit—but there was more.

      The greatest benefit was that I could use the aura itself to sense a hidden enemy. Not all monsters were so easy to spot, so though the training had been frustrating at first, I was glad for it.

      Pim charged in, her movements louder and clumsier than Adan’s. I blocked two punches and landed a palm strike on her abdomen.

      My apprentice grunted and tumbled to the ground, then giggles inevitably followed.

      “Enough,” Adan said at last. “Well done, Rin. You have a long way to go yet, but I believe it’s time to shift our focus elsewhere.”

      I lifted the cloth wrappings from my eyes and smiled at the two runesmiths.

      Pim was getting up, a broad grin on her face and eyes shining with exhilaration. She’d loved every minute of trying to ambush me.

      Adan’s expression was more subdued.

      I couldn’t tell what it was, but something had touched him. His emotions were off somehow.

      “Heavenly Rain,” Adan demanded. “Attempt to summon your Water aura again. I wish to see your progress.”

      I took a focusing breath and nodded to the grandmaster. He had been pushing me to master Heavenly Rain ever since we’d come back here.

      The Sky Tower was our current goal, but after that, there would be the Forge Tower. Fire Spirit saturated the tower as well as the surrounding areas. With the Water aura, I could diminish many of the ill effects of that land.

      I pulled in air and Spirit through my nose, long and slow, and then pushed it out through my mouth.

      Slowly, I started to circulate the Spirit in my core, causing a spiral to form. I drew that spiral around my core three times, using every ounce of my focus and will to do so.

      This was where the technique challenged me. To circulate my Spirit in a particular fashion, I had to will the energy to do so.

      I had to be aware of the channel coming into my nose, wrapping around my core three full cycles, and then draw it back up where it would emerge from the top of my head.

      As before, the resistance came at the third cycle. My will, spread out and pushed to its limits, struggled to pull hard enough.

      Then, as I tugged it upwards, I felt my grasp slipping.

      This time, I did manage to draw the Spirit up into my throat, higher than I’d done in the past. Yet I knew I had a long way to go.

      “Good. In time, you will succeed, Rinmarron,” Adan said as I opened my eyes again. “Just keep practicing every chance you get.”

      “I will. Our trip south will give us plenty of opportunity.”

      The old man glanced away to where my vessels were sparring noisily in a clearing. Their shouts and grunts had been a comforting din while I’d been training.

      When Adan turned back to Pim and I, his eyes seemed even more distant than before.

      “Come, I have something to show you.”

      The continual shift in his mood became apparent to Pim now. She lifted her brows, questioning me silently.

      I gestured for us both to follow, not wanting to upset the old man.

      Adan led us around the side of the estate until we came to a thin grove of pine trees. Through their limbs and trunks, I could see Astra lunging as she fought Caradas.

      The grandmaster summoned his Chasing Hammer and pointed it directly at Pim’s chest. “Heed me, girl. What you have witnessed here as a mere apprentice goes well beyond anything you have earned.

      “Only due to the circumstances have I allowed it. I wish to show you yet another miracle, but you are forbidden to watch how it is done.

      “Should you survive long enough to reach Level 5, and if either Rinmarron or I are alive, we will teach you.”

      Adan’s eyes softened somewhat. Then he smiled. “Close your eyes, child.”

      Pim slammed her lids shut immediately and placed her furry hands over her face for good measure.

      The grandmaster smiled at me, eyes blinking slowly. His gaze seemed to say how pleased he was with my apprentice.

      “For your part, Rin, I want you to watch closely. This technique is called Heaven’s Window. Only three people know how to perform it in Acalia: myself, and two other grandmasters.”

      Adan shifted his hammer and aimed it toward the ground where vessels trained in the distance. “Do not attempt this casually, Rinmarron, and not until you are Tier 1 Level 6 at the least.

      “The technique draws Spirit from your core alone, and if you are deficient, you will die.”

      He searched my eyes until satisfied, then whispered, “As a reagent, the spell will take a memory from you. Not any mundane memory but one dear and close to your heart. Such a cost is steeper than you can imagine.”

      Adan faced the vessels again, and I felt the sudden urge to stop him.

      No, I told myself. He is doing this for a reason. I will trust the old man, even if he chooses to sacrifice some piece of his past for my sake.

      Adan held up two fingers on his left hand until a small bead of Spirit formed at their tip. It expanded until it was the size of a plum.

      I pondered how he’d managed to draw the Spirit out from his core. Was this something like using an aura? Is this a technique I can learn elsewhere?

      I clamped down on my thoughts as the grandmaster lifted his hammer high above and tapped the sky.

      The rune of Wind emerged from thin air, a tendril of Adan’s Spirit stretching out to power it.

      His hammer dipped, and Adan activated the rune of Earth. Again, the source of Spirit connected to the rune, seeming to power it with a thread of energy.

      I noted the location of the runes and which were used. Water, Fire, Metal, Shadow, and Spirit came first. They took up positions around a circular formation that hovered in the air like some miracle.

      Finally, as the bead of energy was beginning to grow dim, Adan tapped Space in the circle’s middle.

      A few seconds later, he used the rune for Time as well, overlaying it directly atop Space. Then the air shimmered slightly, growing hazy as it did so.

      Adan’s bead of Spirit winked out, and he sagged forward.

      I placed a hand on his back, worried he had pushed himself too far. “Grandmaster! Grandmaster, are you okay?”

      Slowly, Adan stood again, his body shivering from the toll the spell had taken on him.

      He stared up at the shimmering circle, and a tear ran down his cheek. The grandmaster looked older than I’d ever seen him.

      His normally implacable will had been shaken. Adan looked somehow transparent, like his being was now permanently thinned.

      “Come with me, Rin. Come, Pim. This is for you both.”

      Pim, who was now staring in awe at Heaven’s Window, walked with me as Adan crossed through the circle.

      Every sound and sensation muted as I stepped through the threshold. A cool mist touched my skin, wrapping around me completely and seeping through my robes in an instant.

      Looking forward, I found the same cluster of pine trees and spotted movement as my vessels continued their hard work.

      Their movements had slowed, however, and I could hear nothing but a faint hum at the back of my mind.

      Come, Rin. Come and let us watch the dedication you have inspired.

      I realized the voice in my head was Adan. The old man was waiting for me just a few feet ahead.

      Pim blinked up at me, fear and wonder dancing in her dark eyes.

      The two of us followed Adan as he approached the grove and stepped through the trees themselves. His body did not disturb the branches that swam in and out of his form.

      I did the same, and soon we were standing at the edge of the training field.

      Astra thrust out toward Caradas, Rael transforming into his sword staff form.

      The bear riordi sidestepped, his normally blinding speed lazy and sluggish now.

      Behind Caradas, Misha was throwing out her hands, a ball of Fire Spirit billowing out towards Siobhan. The avian triggered Howling Spear. The skill emerged at roughly half speed, wending its way through the air and colliding with Misha’s spell.

      Siobhan’s Wind Spirit caused the Fire spell to veer off course, successfully nullifying the attack.

      They are amazing, Pim said. I can’t believe it, but I think they’ve all gotten even better.

      I breathed in the cool mist surrounding us and had to agree. They’ve all given this their all, I said simply. I wouldn’t expect anything less.

      Adan stared mutely at the vessels as they performed their deadly dances.

      Knowing he would tell me the purpose of this visit on his own, I joined him.

      Astra attempted to trap Caradas in her modified shield spell. When the riordi man destroyed the bulwark with a slash of his sword, she streaked across the field at him and activated Striking Star.

      Even in the slowness of Heaven’s Window, the woman moved quickly, surprising Caradas with the attack.

      He still managed to block the thrust, but I was impressed with how near she’d come to defeating him.

      Further back, Brea and Elouine fought with side-swords. Since it was difficult to duel with bows, the elf had pushed Brea’s swordsmanship.

      Brea parried an incoming thrust, kicked Elouine back away from her, then performed an interesting maneuver the two must have been working on.

      Sheathing the sword deftly, Brea drew the bow on her back and nocked an arrow before her trainer could close again. Then she fired at the elf, the blunt-tipped training arrow streaking through the air.

      Elouine dodged deftly, but Brea followed up with more arrows, her draw speed terrifying considering how time had slowed.

      Lastly, I spotted Tig darting in and out of range with Leanne.

      The two rogue fighters were a sight to see. Now that I could study their thrusts and parries in half-time, it was easy to appreciate how skillful they both were.

      Tig had years of training to go before she caught up with a master like Leanne, but the fox kin woman was deadly.

      I hope you see what I do, Rin, Adan said, his voice stern in my mind. I hope you see the finest of vessels all pushing themselves in order to protect you.

      A heavy sense of guilt touched me then, quickly replaced with gratitude and appreciation.

      I see them, Grandmaster. I do.

      Adan’s hand fell on my shoulder. The touch was light and distant, almost as if it wasn’t truly there at all.

      He pointed with his free hand. You can ascend your core, Rinmarron. You can gain strength, bond new vessels, and master runesmithing all you like.

      But if you don’t see these women for what they truly are, you’re nothing but a blind fool.

      When Adan’s hand became heavier, I looked down into his eyes. He was weeping now, two streams coursing down into his white beard.

      Do not risk their lives unless you must, he told me, mouth still but mind speaking directly into mine. Cherish them, Rin, as I should have done mine. Learn from my mistake!

      Adan’s thoughts took on a fevered pitch now. Please! If you learn one thing from me, Rin, let it be that a cultivator is nothing without his vessels. No more faithful companions can you find. No warriors more willing to sacrifice…

      Promise me, he said at last, that you will not falter as I did.

      I glanced to the women training before us again. Their faces told the truth of Adan’s statement.

      Stark and uncompromising determination could be read in each expression.

      I knew now the purpose of this visit. Yes, I knew Adan had wanted me to see this technique performed. Life as a cultivator in Acalia came with no promises.

      The grandmaster wished to give me the gift of Heaven’s Window for another reason entirely, however.

      In this place apart from time and space, I could more easily behold the magnitude of what I’d been given. Minh, Astra, Brea, Siobhan, and Tig were striving to improve themselves.

      They had given up their lives to walk the path of cultivation with me.

      I owed it to them to focus on that sacrifice more often than I had been.

      Facing Adan again, I gave the old man a solemn nod. I can promise you that, Adan. I swear it.

      I will never take these women for granted.

      I’ll do everything I can to guide and protect them…

      Slowly, Adan’s mouth curled into a sad smile. His gray eyes blinked up at me for a minute of eternity.

      And then, with a silent rush of mist, Heaven’s Window collapsed.

      The clank and clash of weapons returned, and I found myself standing beside Pim and Adan, looking up into a blue sky as the technique’s geometric design fell inward and winked out.

      Heart pounding in my chest, I held onto the promise I’d given the old man.

      I will do everything I can, I repeated, hoping to let the oath sink in deep enough to make it come true.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            27

          

          

      

    

    







            FOR EVERY SCAR, A STORY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      “Smell that?” Astra practically shouted. “The venison is going to be so tender, Rin!”

      I smiled and patted her back. “I know, dear. You’ve told me a dozen times already.”

      Her head swiveled as Caradas bore the massive platter past us and set it in the center of the large dining table.

      Eyes glazed over, she said, “You don’t understand. Caradas and I prepared the haunches in a two-day marinade! This is literally going to be the best thing you’ve ever eaten.”

      I jumped in line behind Astra, enjoying her unconscious wiggles as she waited to take a portion of the deer’s meat.

      Biting back a laugh, I enjoyed Astra’s seemingly endless exuberance. She’d changed since her grueling bout with Caradas. He had pushed her limits, shown her the weaknesses within her mind and body.

      But rather than back down and away from that challenge, Astra had risen.

      She had not only improved as a fighter, but now also seemed to view the world in a slightly different light. This mostly affected how she interacted with her fellow vessels.

      I hoped it would last, this newfound sense of leadership and responsibility that I’d witnessed here and there.

      She’d calmed Tig down after the fox kin girl broke down and cried during one of her bouts with Leanne.

      I’d also seen Astra praising Siobhan’s form with the staff or lifting up Brea when the woman felt too far behind her own trainer’s skill to catch up.

      That’s what we need, I thought as I cut off a section of the venison. Astra needs to become the leader of the vessels. It’s her rightful place.

      Making my way back to my seat, I positioned myself between Brea and Astra. Then, with Astra’s expectant eyes on me, I took a bite.

      Sure enough, the savory meat melted in my mouth.

      I amped up the drama by moaning loudly, eyes fluttering closed as I did so.

      “Told you!” she blurted out before cramming her own mouth full.

      A tap on my shoulder interrupted my thoughts, and I glanced up to find Theera’s dark eyes staring down at me. “Here. She is ready for you again.”

      The woman handed me a copper coin, one I’d missed greatly over the past few weeks. Having spent most of her time with Helias and Rael, Minh and I had only chatted once or twice in our stay here at Pine Mountain.

      The coin buzzed as soon as it touched my hand, and Minh sent me a flash of her wrapping her arms around me in a fierce hug.

      I missed you too, I told her, laughing privately.

      “How in the towers?” Astra asked beside me, eyes bulging as Theera handed her Rael, tucked away in his trinket form. “He let you carry him?”

      Theera quirked a half-smile and shrugged. “We’ve had some time to work things out.”

      Astra’s mouth fell open even wider. “He spoke with you?”

      Theera didn’t answer. She approached the table and carved off a portion of venison for herself, ignoring Astra’s bewildered expression all the while.

      Caradas noticed and started teasing Astra, his grin as wide and untamed as it had ever been.

      I pushed these external things aside, sinking down within myself to reconnect with Minh instead. Will you join us? I had to ask. The venison is good. I think you’d love it!

      Minh buzzed again, sending me three images in a row. The first was of her kissing me on the mouth, one of her hands below my belt line exploring me freely.

      The second image showed a blue-furred lion devouring an enormous elk, its face painted crimson and blue eyes blazing.

      Finally, Minh showed me an image of her lying down on our bed back at the ranch. Covers pulled up and over her naked body, the woman slept deeply.

      Oh, yeah? All of that, huh?

      Minh giggled in my mind. All of that, Rin. I would join you, but Helias warned me not to. I’ve been given a lot of his power. And I’ve learned some things, Rin.

      A hint of sadness entered her voice as she continued. Our fight is more important than me stuffing my face with meat. Unless it is a Spirit Beast, I can’t even benefit from eating!

      So, I’ll stay put for now.

      But! she added with a mental shout. I will take time to come out and visit again after the Sky Tower! You’ll ascend again, I’ll have even more energy, and we will mate many more times!

      I laughed out loud this time, drawing the attention of those that sat around me.

      Astra smiled, her mouth closed for once, which only meant one thing.

      She was busy chatting away with Rael.

      Brea took a break from her meal and rested her hand over the back of my own. “Tell her I said hello. We all miss her,” she said with her mouth half-full of food.

      “I will. Promise.”

      I was about to press Minh further about her time with Helias when a door slammed down the hall and Tig came running in.

      The riordi woman held a large book in her arms, and her eyes were bright with curiosity. She made a beeline for Theera, who sat near Grandmaster Adan at the head of the table.

      “I can’t believe it! I have searched several reliable sources, and no matter how I look at it, I’ve only come up with a single conclusion.”

      Adan scowled at the young woman’s excess, and Theera arched an eyebrow, setting down her tea. “What are you on about, girl?” the grandmaster asked.

      Tig sighed, as if the question was unreasonable.

      Then she leaned forward, holding her finger to a line that only she could see in the book. “Known as Wei Fan Ro, The Crimson Fox, and The Fist of Ferendell, Wei Runesmith VI was a cultivator whose prowess in battle far surpassed most others.

      “He won the annual tournament in Ferendell as the apprentice of Hanmai Runesmith V, without having ascended his core more than once.

      “More impressively, Wei moved on to become a master runesmith by the age of twenty-three before roaming Acalia to defeat a wide array of powerful Spirit Beasts!

      “Among these!” Tig continued, her tail swishing, completely unaware of how she’d disturbed half the room. “The cultivator hunted down the terrible beast known as The Fox of Fire and Ice. With the help of only three vessels, Wei defeated the monster and took one of his seven tails as a trophy.”

      She triumphantly slammed the book shut.

      Only then did Tig see the anger and hurt in Theera’s eyes. “Oh,” Tig said quietly. “I’m… I didn’t mean—”

      “Of course you didn’t, Antigone,” Adan said. “You were just curious. Yes, this is the same man who was my master, the same who Theera served. Now, get yourself some food while it’s still hot.”

      Her dismissal was absolute. Adan’s words visibly subdued Tig’s mood, forcing her tail to droop.

      She retreated a few paces and tucked the tome away.

      Before she could do as Adan had asked, however, Theera surprised us all.

      “Do as the grandmaster commanded,” Theera said. “Once you have found a place at the table, I will tell you a story about Wei Fan Ro you cannot find in any book.”

      Tig’s copper eyes brightened again, and she scurried to the table and took up a plate.

      A few moments later, she sat between Siobhan and Leanne. Tig took a single bite and focused on Theera, waiting for the promised story.

      Theera’s eyes searched the depths of her teacup for a time. The table fell into complete silence. Even Caradas and Astra, both very much the most ambitious eaters at the table, set down their food and waited.

      “I was to be hanged the next morning,” she began, her voice as cold as river water. “Assaulting a noble, especially in the mountain town I grew up in, was punishable by death, you see.”

      Theera tossed back the rest of her tea in a single gulp and set the cup down.

      “The guards came to arrest me sometime around midday. There were three of them, all big men wearing armor, with swords on their hips.

      “I hadn’t been trained properly, but I’d spent endless hours watching the cultivators practice in the fields. And foolishly, I’d applied this stolen knowledge to the other children in town, earning myself a reputation as a bully.”

      This admission caused the woman to chuckle, eyes down on her plate as she relived the old memories.

      “The guards thought I was like any other child, meek and afraid. So, I broke the first one’s wrist, and bloodied the second’s nose. Only when the third laid hands on me as well, earning himself a kick to his ribs I doubt he soon forgot, was I subdued.

      “I sat in my cell all night, all tears and rage,” she said solemnly. “Waiting to be hanged is no easy task. I do not recommend it to anyone.”

      Theera turned and locked eyes with Tig. “Then my grief and suffering was interrupted. A cultivator, well known throughout southern Acalia, came to my cell.

      “The man had kind eyes. I can remember that much clearly. Ignoring the warning of the jailor, this cultivator demanded to be locked in my cell with me until morning.

      “Unwilling to upset this hero, the jailor relented and opened my cell.”

      Theera shook her head and smiled again. “I don’t like to admit it, but I attacked the cultivator as well.

      “Wei caught my fists in his own and stared into my eyes with such an intensity that I calmed at last. Then he told me, ‘Even the fox is not clever when it is caught in a trap. Fear makes the mind dull as dry river stone.’”

      Theera pushed her teacup out, and, sensing her wishes, Adan himself refilled it.

      She wet her lips with the beverage before continuing. “Once I sat back down, Wei smiled at me, telling me he had come to speak with the girl who had injured four guards in her capture.

      “Wei and I spoke for hours. We told one another about our childhoods, him allowing me a great deal of time as I described my many brawls.

      “Then he came to my crime. He wanted to know why I had assaulted the noble, a silk merchant who had enough money to buy my entire village.

      “I answered honestly, with venom dripping from my mouth. The man tried to take that which I could not afford to give. After I’d been pushed into his carriage, the bastard laid his hands on me.”

      Theera’s grip on the cup tightened, but her voice remained steady. “I struck him in the face with my palm and then kicked the fat piece of pig dung twice in his gut before fleeing the carriage.

      “The guards were sent for me soon after, claiming I had assaulted a wise and noble man for no reason.”

      The woman’s story seemed to end then. She drank the rest of her tea in three sips. Then Theera sighed, letting go of the tension that had built during her telling of the hard story.

      Tig cleared her throat, and offered, “So, Wei saved you? That’s when you became his vessel?”

      Theera nodded, a smile crossing her lips that didn’t take the hard edge away from her eyes.

      “And the next morning we paid a visit to the noble. You see, by then, Wei had already won the approval of several high lords in the south.

      “His reputation alone placed him well above the silk merchant. Wei dragged the man out of his house at first light. There, in the streets of my village, Wei cut off the merchant’s hands.

      “He also took the bastard’s manhood, so he could not use it to harm another. Wei reported the man to the mayor, ensuring an eye would be kept on the silk merchant even after we left.

      “Then we did just that,” Theera said at last, her brows rising just a little, a sense of wonder touching her jaded eyes.

      “We left and never came back. I bonded with him two years later on my sixteenth birthday.”

      Theera looked to Tig once more and smiled. “Thank you for reminding me of Wei’s greatness. He was even more than the history books make him out to be. He was kind and noble as well as being a nightmare on the battlefield.”

      Adan cackled beside Theera. “And he was that as well. I did not think I would survive my apprenticeship.”

      This caused more laughs to spread across the table.

      I felt a deep longing for more stories of the past, but it was clear that both Adan and Theera would not say anything further.

      Tig thanked Theera for the story, promising she would include it in her own history book someday. This seemed to please the hard woman, and a look of near contentment came across her face.

      Adan stood then and clapped his hands. “Hear me!” he said in a booming voice. “I had meant to do this after dinner, but Theera’s story inspired me.

      “I have summoned five heroes of Acalia. They have trained Rin’s five vessels in turn. Rinmarron Runesmith! I charge you with the task of defeating Lord Mahuang, who has besieged the Sky Tower!

      “Raise your hand and swear an oath to me here and now. Swear that you will see this quest through, no matter what the cost.”

      I raised my hand.

      My vessels each raised their own hands, as did the five heroes who had given us their time and their skill.

      Adan smiled. “Good. May the towers hear our oath! This party of eleven shall go forth to vanquish the darkness, to rekindle light where it has gone out.”

      In a quiet voice, Brea asked what I had been thinking. “But… will you not come as well, Grandmaster Adan?”

      The old man laughed and shook his head.

      Instead of answering right away, Adan stood and moved between all of us, pouring tea into each cup. “Drink, champions. Drink and take my blessing with you.

      “I have given far too much of myself in this task. Waking Theera”—he locked eyes with me—“showing you what needed to be shown. Even forging the portal has taxed me greatly.”

      He stooped to pick up his own cup and we all drank, my thoughts taking me back to when Adan had opened Heaven’s Window.

      How much had he given up for me?

      Adan slammed his cup down, cackled like a crazed old man, and shambled away down the hall. “Caradas! Come and attend me! And bring that strong back of yours!”

      “What’s going on?” Astra whispered.

      I shrugged, as lost as the rest of them. Theera, however, betrayed herself with a half-smile.

      A loud clattering echoed down the hall, a door slamming closed after. And then Adan shuffled back in the room, his gray eyes twinkling with joy.

      “These five possess arms and armor that are too fine to replace. But! I could not help but see the state of disrepair your current armor is in, Rin.

      “So, I took it upon myself to make a small commission. The blacksmith in Merrin, who completed your clay steel armor, has worked very hard to improve upon his original design.”

      Caradas emerged from the shadowy hall, arms loaded with armor. He set it down carefully, revealing first a set of pauldrons, then greaves, vambraces, and bracers.

      Considering I had the Breastplate of the Rising Sun, a tower gift, I figured this set was for me.

      I stood up, unsure of what to say.

      Caradas grumbled and disappeared down the hall again, and Adan gestured to the armor impatiently. “Come, Rin! Don’t delay! Inspect the damn armor and then try it on for us!”

      I laughed at the old man’s enthusiasm, then did as he asked.
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      Item Name: Meteoric Mail Laminar Pauldrons

      Quality: Masterwork

      Condition: New

      Properties: Wearer gains greater protection to the shoulders and upper arms. Due to the metal’s immense levels of Earth and Light Spirit saturation, armor provides significant resistance to Wind and Shadow attacks as well as negative debuffs caused by monsters with the Wind and Shadow alignment. Also grants a slight increase to attack damage when targeting a monster with the Wind and Shadow alignment.
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      I kneeled before the armor, marveling at its quality. The pauldrons were forged from overlapping plates, the metal thinner than the clay steel had been.

      The steel had a pale gray sheen, and when I touched it, the metal was smooth as silk.

      Unadorned as it was, the pauldrons still had a regal appearance that I didn’t feel worthy of.

      “Help the lad!” Adan demanded. “Come, let’s strap him into those. I want to see how handsome he looks.”

      My vessels surrounded me, buckling the armor in place. When they’d finished with me, each of them were forced to do the same.

      Dressed for battle and laughing at our absurdity, we received compliments and praise from the heroes of Acalia. Adan practically brimmed with pride as he inspected each of us.

      Finally, when nearly an hour had passed since the presents had been handed out, Theera raised her voice.

      It broke through our revelry like a thunderclap. “A toast to those brave and foolish enough to march against the God of Destruction!”

      Her pronouncement sobered us all, and my heart filled with a strange emotion, something like pride and nostalgia mixed into one.

      Instead of tea, a waterskin was fetched at Theera’s suggestion.

      Cups lifted high, we made one final toast, this one in absolute silence.

      We drank the cool water of the fountain, letting its water restore us and fill our minds and bodies with a clarity that would last all through the night.

      One by one, we lowered our cups.

      And that is that, I thought. This is the moment we all dedicate ourselves to this cause, fully and without reserve.

      I let that realization sink in even as Adan excused us to our rooms.

      Heading back with my girls, our new armor clanking noisily, I knew this joint venture would not go easy on us despite our preparation.

      Our party would head south at first light.

      We would travel to the Sky Tower.

      Soon, we’d reach Lord Mahuang’s vaulted haunt, and our strength would be tested.

      I could only pray we might measure up.
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      Leaves rustled in the distance, a faint tremor shaking the ground beneath my feet.

      “Pim, you’d better get ready!” I warned, using Shield Shift to modify Minh’s shape.

      I expanded the shield, broadening it so it might cover the two of us better. Then we waited for the storm to come.

      Not a minute passed before the first boar came into view.

      Yellow-tusked and wild-eyed, the beast tore down the game trail, spurred on by Astra and Siobhan, who had flushed the beasts out. Behind it, a half-dozen more came barreling along.

      This would be plenty to push Pim over the edge.

      As the monsters neared, I used Inspect, ensuring that none were over Level 2. As it was, Pim would be hard-pressed to survive the onslaught.

      Which was why I’d chosen to stand with her.

      Pim tensed beside me, and I whispered, “You’ve got this. Wait until they get close enough, then we let the bastards have it… okay?”

      “Okay, Master Rin,” she muttered, bulging eyes staring at the animals rapidly approaching.

      Bows twanged behind us, and Brea and Elouine’s arrows found purchase in two of the boars’ chests. The beasts tumbled, dying quickly from the deadly shots.

      Once more, the bows fired, and two more boars fell dead.

      Only three were left, and those I was certain Pim and I could deal with. I hunkered down and held my breath as the distance separating us and hundreds of pounds of hairy pig vanished.

      I pictured the mental map I’d constructed for Minh’s Buckler’s Bite. Triggering the skill at the last second, I rocketed forward and pounded into the lead boar.

      My attack knocked the pig off course, dazing it instantly. The other two beasts crashed into my shield a half a heartbeat later.

      Pim acted without being told what to do.

      Her Chasing Hammer flashed beside me as I used all of my strength to hold the monsters back. She struck three times in quick succession before one of the three pigs died, its skull caving in.

      My apprentice sidestepped to my opposite side and assaulted the second boar.

      She used the simple techniques I’d taught her, performing admirably as she slammed her hammer into the snout of the monster.

      The first attack did little but piss the boar off.

      It let out a high-pitched squeal and dug its hooves in the soil. Wedging its tusks under the edge of my shield, the monster managed to shove me off balance.

      I stumbled back a few feet and shifted Minh to her normal size.

      Seeing the beast charge Pim, I held out my right hand and cast Ice Blade. A sliver of frozen Water Spirit the size of a short sword sank into the boar’s neck a second later.

      Pim growled, hurling herself at the monster. Her hammer struck the side of its temple, and the beast’s legs gave way.

      She ended it with three more downward attacks to its skull.

      The first boar that had been dazed finally recovered. It trotted back to the game trail, its balance still affected.

      Then it spotted Pim and came at her with abandon. I triggered Core Flash, and a massive burst of light crashed into the boar’s dark eyes.

      It reeled back as if I’d physically struck it.

      Pim jumped into the fray and smashed the boar up good. The final moments of the fight passed quickly, and I took the time to tell Minh how amazing she truly was.

      I can’t believe how much stronger you are! Helias must have been one heck of a trainer.

      Minh sent me an image of her batting her eyelashes at me, one hand resting on a curved hip. Thank you, Rin. I agree! I’m amazing. Helias didn’t exactly train us, though… More like he… I don’t know, coated us in his power?

      “We did it, Master Rin. Should I cycle now?” Pim asked, her broad smile spattered with bright blood.

      “Just so,” I told her. “And don’t stop until you’re full, girl. Hopefully this is enough to do the trick.”

      Pim sat near the fallen boar, looking ever so frail compared to their bulk. Each pig stood around three feet at the shoulder, their bodies nearly as wide.

      Little Pim didn’t seem to mind meditating between a pile of corpses, a fact that I found both amusing and impressive.

      I signaled to Brea and Elouine perched in trees above us.

      The two made their way to the ground deftly, and Brea called out, “Rin, we are headed to camp! See you soon!”

      Returning to my conversation with Minh, I asked, What do you mean, coated you in his power?

      Minh didn’t respond at once, and I figured she was trying to puzzle it out herself. Finally, she replied.

      Kind of like Rael and I entered Helias’s mind. It was foggy in there, and kind of damp, like a cave, I guess.

      We did talk a lot, but mostly, he told us to breathe in the fog. I think it was his Spirit. He’s way older than me, which says a lot!

      I tried to picture Minh sitting still and simply breathing. It wasn’t easy to conjure up. Considering that she must have been gaining power all the while, the sensation might have been enough to keep her entertained.

      Astra and Siobhan made their way down the hill soon after.

      The two got to work skinning the boars, and I stored their thick hides away. We also cut open their stomachs and removed their gall bladders and livers, both considered valuable organs.

      After cleaning up, I sent Astra to seek out the town we’d passed a mile back.

      The locals would be able to feed the entire settlement for a season with this much meat. We simply didn’t have room for more than a hundred or so pounds.

      I’d just washed my hands clean when a joyful shout cut through the forest. “I did it! Rin, I filled my core!”

      Pim and I found the others back at camp. They’d all but finished packing up already, and there was enough time in the day for us to make it the rest of the way to Viatross before nightfall.

      Having had access to Adan’s portal, we could have teleported directly to the town itself.

      Pim had needed to kill a few monsters, however, so we’d been hunting in the forest closest to the Sky Tower for two days.

      When everyone heard the good news, they all insisted on embracing the mouse kin girl.

      Caradas hefted her in the air, his huge hands tucked under her arms.

      “Stop it,” she growled. “You’re making me look like a child!”

      The big man laughed and set her down. “No, Pim, your face does that well enough already. Who cares, though! You have filled your core!”

      Even Theera praised the girl, retrieving a flask from her saddlebag and making Pim take a drink.

      Pim coughed into her fist, and her eyes bulged as she tried to recover from whatever vile substance Theera had given her.

      An hour later, Astra came back, and everyone mounted up and hit the road.

      As we neared the Sky Tower, I thought of our first trip here. Winnowed Haven wasn’t exactly a place I wanted to return to. The rope bridges still hadn’t left my dreams alone. And the time I’d nearly been burned alive in the bowels of the tower would forever remain in my memory.

      I took in our party as a realization struck me.

      Though it had been little more than a month, we’d all changed dramatically. Astra had conquered her pride, weaving it deeper within her identity as a leader and a protector. Siobhan and Tig were more skilled than ever, their determination evident at a glance.

      Even sweet Brea stared ahead resolutely, her persona less apologetic than it had been before. Elouine had helped her with that more than anything. The archer had gained a degree of confidence sorely lacking.

      These shifts and improvements in character were made stark due to the pristine armor we’d been given. The meteoric steel glinted coldly, every plate and every binding ring precisely forged.

      I whispered another silent thanks to Adan for his generosity. I knew we would need the protection.

      Last of all, I took in the bold companions who rode with us. These were heroes of Acalia, names plucked from the pages of history books, all willing to fight beside us in this dark hour.

      These observations struck a deep chord of emotion within me. I had no words to describe my feelings. I only knew they were good and true.

      Facing ahead at last, I spotted Viatross, shining atop the bluff.

      Its steel-clad buildings had been crafted with clever magic over the years. When we entered the strange city, I understood why so many considered it to be a special place.

      

      Sadly, as we entered the city, I noted a haunted look about the people of Viatross. The few who bustled about their business did so with drawn faces.

      Astra and Brea secured us rooms in a nearby hotel, and when they came out, the two had news for us all.

      “The tower has killed four groups of cultivators in the last month alone,” Astra said. “Only a few groups still go inside—the strongest, of course—and only as far as the third floor.”

      I craned my head back to peer up at the crystalline tower.

      I wasn’t sure if it was my imagination, but I could have sworn the damn thing had gotten taller. “Well, hopefully we can fix that,” I said at last. “Tomorrow morning, we can see for ourselves what is happening inside.”

      Caradas growled beside me as he too looked up at the tower.

      I pulled the man from his thoughts by touching his elbow. “Caradas, I was hoping you could help out with something.”

      He pulled his gaze from the cursed tower and forced a smile. “What is it, Rin? Going to do a little last-minute shopping?”

      “In a way, yes.” I gestured to Pim standing near her horse some twenty feet away. “I’d like a little advice on finding Pim her first vessel.”
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        * * *

      

      OVA, the Office of Vessel Administration, hadn’t been my favorite place to visit in the past.

      Viatross, though not as large as Ferendell, practically dwarfed Bern, however. The OVA building spanned three full stories and offered much more than a simple pamphlet to hand out to prospective cultivators.

      Caradas rested his hands on his hips when he entered. Taking a deep breath, the riordi man sighed, as if reliving some old memory.

      “It’s been a while. Rin, did you know that the OVA in Viatross, Ferendell, and even Merrin work side by side with the Adventurer’s Guild?

      “I picked up my first contracts here, killing little beasties for enough coin to throw together a set of used armor.

      “Months later, I met my master, and she changed my life completely.”

      He didn’t seem to want a response, his eyes searching the vast entry room decorated in old, fanciful armor and weapons much like the Adventurer’s Guild in Bern.

      Then, without warning, he headed deeper into the building, heading for the front desk.

      The riordi man struck the brass bell on the counter with a taloned finger and leaned down on his elbows.

      “May I… Oh!” an old man said when he came face-to-face with all three hundred and fifty pounds of Caradas. “Is something wrong, sir?”

      “Not at all,” the bear kin replied with a smile. “We are here to see about purchasing a contract for a male vessel.”

      The old man reached behind the counter and produced a pamphlet. “Here you are, sir. Currently, I believe only a few males have registered, but—”

      Caradas pushed the pamphlet away, cutting the man off. “We don’t want paperwork. We want to meet the vessels in person. Do any live near enough for us to pay them a visit?”

      “It isn’t at all customary, sir. Please, if you can just have a look at the paperwork, I would be more than happy to send a request to meet with one of the lads.”

      Caradas held the man’s gaze, his grin unflinching.

      He held his tongue far longer than was comfortable, and the clerk tried again. “Sir, the pamphlet contains—”

      “Sorry, I’m not sure if you misheard me. My name is Caradas, and I’ve climbed and cleared this tower long before you came to Viatross!”

      The bear kin stood tall now, his voice growing louder as he spoke. “I asked if there were any male vessels that lived near enough to speak with! We’re not looking for a green boy who’s wet behind his ears, understand?”

      The clerk paled, and Pim swallowed hard enough for me to hear beside me.

      I was about to step in and pull our furry friend back when a voice called out from a corner of the room.

      “Caradas? Did I hear that right?”

      The bear kin spun on his heels, fangs bared. “True enough. Is there a problem that concerns me?”

      A man stood and stepped forward. Yellow eyes glowed under his hood, and though he lacked Caradas’s incredible bulk, the stranger was at least as tall.

      “I did not mean to offend… but I still remember the name of Caradas. Are you truly the vessel of Remmie Mason IV?”

      Caradas stiffened. He clenched his fists and breathed deeply, obviously shaken from hearing the cultivator’s name.

      Remmie Mason? I thought. None of the vessels had wanted to speak of their pasts, but Adan did say they’d all lost their cultivators.

      The clerk cleared his throat, and Caradas dismissed the man with a flick of his wrist.

      Eyes on the stranger, the bear kin stalked across the room in a few enormous strides. I followed after, hoping trouble wasn’t about to start for such little cause.

      To his credit, the stranger didn’t flinch. He merely stood there, hands held over his loose robes, face still hidden by a deep cowl.

      “How do you know my name and that of my previous master? Who are you?” Caradas asked, fists held to either side of his body.

      The stranger sighed, then lifted his hands. “Excuse me. I will reveal myself. I hope it does not cause offense.”

      Pulling back his hood, the man exposed a frightful visage. He was riordi, of a type I’d never seen before. With a scaled face, bright yellow eyes, and a long snout, he had a more animalistic look than most of his kind.

      Minh popped up in my mind as soon as I saw the man. Lizard folk! Very rare, Rin, and most of them are vile and untrustworthy!

      I didn’t want to jump to conclusions, so I told her to stay quiet for the time being.

      “You can see why I hide my face,” the man said, perhaps picking up on our reactions. “The lizard folk are despised throughout Acalia. It is an… unfortunate existence, but one that I understand. My people have committed many crimes in the past.”

      Surprisingly, Caradas actually relaxed a little.

      He sighed and folded his arms. “As have the bear kin. I won’t judge you on your race, stranger. But please, tell me who you are to know the name of Remmie Mason.”

      The lizard man glanced around the room warily.

      Lowering his voice, he asked, “Any way we can speak in private? I know a pub where we can sit down and chat, if that’s fine with you.”

      I noted how calmly the man spoke to Caradas. Most anyone else would have been anxious after offending such a creature.

      That alone told me this man could handle himself.

      Caradas stepped closer and growled, “That’s fine by me. First, tell me your name and what you were doing here. I won’t follow a stranger ten feet, let alone into a pub in Viatross.”

      “My name is Treshim. I have been a registered vessel for over twenty years, but none have deemed me suitable to bond with.”

      His intense gaze swept the room, and the corner of his scaled mouth quirked up just a bit. “I pick up quests that are registered to the Adventurer’s Guild. I wait here some days, since it gives me the chance to grab the quests before others can.”

      The man shrugged. “Simple as that, Caradas.”

      Caradas deflated a little, and I stepped up between the two. “Forgive us for not trusting your timely appearance, but we’ll hear you out, Treshim. Just lead the way.”

      Caradas grunted, and the lizard man turned to lead us away. He paused only long enough to spot Pim.

      Seeming to take in the mouse kin girl in little more than a heartbeat, Treshim bowed his head before stalking toward the front door.

      Minh’s voice echoed my own fledgling sentiments. I don’t know, Rin! He seems very strange, and a little creepy, but did you see that? He bowed to Pim! That has to be a good sign.

      Perhaps, I admitted, but a good talk first is just the thing we need. I won’t have Pim contracting the services of a vessel we can’t trust.

      With that, I followed the two riordi men back out into the city, Pim at my shoulder.
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      “I did not meet Remmie myself,” Treshim said after a sip of ale. “Her name, and those of her vessels, however, were well known to us.

      “After she cleared out the raging Spirit Beasts that attacked our homes, what, fifty years ago now, none are soon to forget.”

      Caradas cut in. “Are you from Fierdan, then? The sand caves near the Forge Tower?”

      The lizard man nodded. “Most of the lizard folk live there—the ones who remember the old ways, at least.”

      “I remember that battle,” Caradas said quietly. “I’d only been with Remmie for a few years then, and I was still mastering my skills. Those sand reavers were terrifying.”

      The bear kin sipped his drink and shook the memories away. “I’m pleased this is the memory you have of my master. She deserves to be remembered, but many in Acalia have already forgotten her name.”

      Treshim sighed. “It saddens me how quickly a reputation can be lost… or stained. Once, the lizard folk were the finest shock troops in the riordi army, though that was long ago.”

      Sensing that I was missing something, I asked, “What happened? What ruined the reputation of your people?”

      Treshim and Caradas looked at me at the same time. The bear kin shrugged. “I suppose you are still young, Rin. Most remember the troubles the lizard folk caused. I certainly do.”

      Treshim held up one long finger. “I will tell him,” he said plainly.

      When Caradas quieted, the lizard man spoke. “A little over a hundred years ago, a war chief of ours rallied the lizard folk into a frenzy. Following his advice, five thousand warriors invaded the desert city of Kolmer.

      “The city has tall walls and a large standing army. Attacking in the dead of night, however, the lizard folk overwhelmed the Kolmeri.”

      Treshim tilted his head to one side and sighed. “Vremon Horntongue, the war chief responsible, was not happy with the victory. He pushed our warriors out to surrounding settlements until we were spread thin.

      “An army from Ferendell came the following spring and massacred the lizard folk. Vremon was taken to Ferendell and publicly executed.

      “The matter might have faded into history, but Vremon’s three sons had escaped the recapture of Kolmer. They formed war bands that raided across Acalia for over ten years.

      “By the time they were killed, the lizard folk were feared and hated by all. Ever since, we have stayed in the caves of Fierdan. To wander from our homeland is to invite attack or, worse, accusation of some crime not committed.”

      Caradas huffed out a lungful of air. “Even in my youth, it was common to see the lizard kin killed in the streets or chased out of town.

      “As I’m sure you know, we bear kin have a bloody past ourselves. We just happen to have the benefit of time. It’s been three hundred years since the Porren Rebellion.”

      More questions rose in my mind, but I pushed them all away.

      Only one thing mattered here. “Treshim, are you still looking to bond with a cultivator? If so, what might you offer my apprentice, and how can we know we can trust you?”

      Caradas eyed me carefully. He didn’t interject, however.

      This matter, as he well knew, was between Pim, Treshim, and I.

      Pim fidgeted a little, but she watched Treshim’s long face, waiting for his answer.

      “I fight with a halberd,” he said at last. “I have trained with the Flame Knights, the last remaining order of lizard folk warriors. I can hold off ten soldiers until my body fails me.

      “As a lizard folk, that means an hour at least. And I’ve trained in other arts as well in my long journeys.

      “I left Fierdan when I turned thirty, hoping to overcome the hatred placed upon my people. Seeking a position as a vessel, I visited and registered in every major city in Acalia. During that time, I studied to wield the long sword, the mace, and the war hammer. I can even manage with a bow, though I’m lousy past fifty strides.”

      Treshim blinked, a thin membrane of pale skin covering his yellow eyes. He let out a deep rattle from somewhere in his chest.

      “Ferendell proved to be a dangerous place for me. I was nearly slain by a group of cultivators who wanted to make a point.

      “Viatross, though…” he said, one corner of his mouth quirking a little. “Viatross accepts the best and the worst in Acalia. I am despised here but not attacked outright.”

      Pim reached forward and took the lizard man’s hand. Her fur-covered fingers wrapped around his huge, scaled forefinger. “And the second question, Treshim: If I am to choose you as a vessel, how can I trust you will not betray me?”

      The lizard man blinked down at Pim in surprise.

      Caradas answered for him. “A vessel’s bond, Pim, it is not something that can easily be—‍”

      Treshim held up a hand.

      Without looking away from Pim, he held his hands up to his chest. Treshim opened his cloak and dragged a claw through the fabric of his robes.

      Exposing his chest, covered in the same pale green scales as his face and neck, Treshim said, “The lizard folk were allowed to live for one reason, young cultivator: we alone are capable of giving a heart oath.”

      Caradas stirred in his seat. “Treshim, none would ask you to do this.”

      I placed a hand on Caradas’s furry arm to silence him. “Thank you, Caradas, but I would like to hear what a heart oath is before you answer for me.”

      Pim turned to me. “I’ve heard of it. A lizard riordi can swear an oath that binds the Spirit of their heart. If they break that promise, their life will end instantly!”

      Treshim grumbled again, his chest rattling loudly. Digging all five pointed claws of his right hand under the scales in his chest, Treshim said, “If you wish to bond with me, Pim, I will insist on the oath. Not only do I want to win your trust, but this is the greatest gift of trust I can give you as well.

      “If you choose me, Pim, you will not find a more fearsome guardian. I’ve walked Acalia’s deserts and hills and grasslands for over eighty years.

      “Please. I fear if you do not accept me, my skill and courage will go to waste. My kind can live much longer than most, but without bonding with a cultivator, I won’t remain strong but for another twenty or thirty years.”

      A trickle of dark blood dripped down Treshim’s chest.

      Pim gasped, then shook her head. “I feel this is right, Treshim. You remind me of my Great Uncle Goran. I’ll bond with you, Treshim, but please, there’s no need for that.”

      “I must insist,” the lizard man said, his head lowering so he could stare Pim in the eyes. “Not only will this be seen as evidence of my honorable intentions by those who question me, but it is my desire to do so.”

      Pim sighed, and I knew she was set on arguing the point.

      I placed my hand between her shoulders to stall her. “Pimwol, will you take my advice on this?”

      Her lips pursed, dark eyes flitting between my own. Then she let out a breath. “Of course. What do you think I should do, Master Rin?”

      I nodded to Treshim. “I see an old and faithful warrior. You will have many vessels. I would want your first to be the truest of these, one with a will so strong he could ensure the others never erred in their path.

      “Accept his oath, Pim. I think you’ve found your first vessel, and to deny Treshim his first request of you as his cultivator would be unkind.”

      Pim wrung her hands together nervously for a time, but finally she relented. “Okay, I will accept your oath. Let’s discuss our contract first, however.”

      Treshim relaxed, but his claws remained in place around his heart. “I do not need pay, young one. I have platinum and gold of my own. I only wish to—”

      “Quiet,” Pim snapped. “If I accept your bloody oath, then you will accept my terms. Deal?”

      Caradas barely stifled a laugh, and Treshim smiled broadly, exposing rows of small, pointed teeth in his upper and lower jaws.

      “It is a deal, young cultivator.”

      Pim held up a finger. “First, we will mimic the same oaths my master has made with his vessels. You and I will share in the loot and fortune we happen upon.”

      Treshim rose up, his smile fading quickly and a look of concern filling his yellow eyes.

      “Second!” Pim said before anyone could interrupt her. “You will call me Pim or Pimwol; it is yours to choose.”

      Slowly, Treshim nodded despite his obvious reservations.

      Then Pim, the mouse kin girl who had yet to fully reach adulthood, glanced up at me. “Master Rin, I would like to talk with Treshim for a while. Will you and Caradas find another table?”

      It was my turn to laugh now.

      I patted Pim on the back, giving her the authority she’d earned. “As you wish, Pim. Take your time.”

      Caradas and I excused ourselves and found a table across the bar.

      The bear kin chuckled to himself after finishing his ale. “Pim is quite a unique little person. The mouse kin are often like that, easy to overlook and yet capable of almost anything.”

      “I was concerned at first,” I admitted, “but when I watched her fight a few monsters, something wild woke inside of her. She’s going to be a pretty little nightmare.”

      Caradas laughed again, raising his thick arm to hail a server. “That she is. And I wasn’t sure about Treshim at first, but Rin, a lizard man will never break his oath.

      “They can be brutal, and when a war band forms, few can stand against their ferocity and bloodlust… but I like this man.”

      I chewed my lip as I watched the two talking.

      Treshim’s right hand hadn’t left its place above his heart, his claws still buried in the skin beneath his scales.

      Pim leaned forward on her elbows, face resting on her hands so much like a child.

      A small part of me wanted to walk back over, snatch the girl up, take her north to Bern, and give her good and honest work behind the front desk of Yory and Rin’s Runecrafting.

      No, I told myself firmly. Her fate is bound with my own. We have not been chosen for easy lives.

      At least now I know she has another to walk beside her when I am gone.
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      Pim and Treshim talked for several hours.

      He bloodied his claws and swore his oath when they had finished their discussion.

      Only after this did the two seek us out.

      Our small party retreated to the rooms Astra had secured for us. At first, Treshim was swarmed by the others, all of whom wanted to hear about his skills, qualifications, and past.

      Pim silenced them after just a few minutes, demanding that she intended to bond with Treshim immediately.

      The fiery little cultivator was at least kind enough to let us sit in on the ceremony.

      Even Theera joined our group as we crowded into the largest of our rented rooms. The inn was lovely, and with the windows thrown wide, a cool breeze dancing through and rustling Pim’s fur, we witnessed the beginning of a hopefully long and fruitful bond.

      Pim held her hands against Treshim’s.

      The enormous lizard man was at least seven feet tall, though he often hunched lower, most likely to try to fit in better.

      His hands engulfed hers.

      She spoke the words to her oath, echoing the one Astra and I had spoken so long ago in a cave in the mountains above Bern.

      “I, Pimwol, daughter of Patrick, promise to uphold my duties as a cultivator, providing sanctuary, nourishment, and protection to the vessel Treshim. I swear this oath in exchange for the purification of my Spirit as well as Treshim’s sworn aid and companionship. We will share our fortunes as they come, dividing them further should I bond with more vessels, each receiving equally.”

      Astra nudged me. “That last bit was rather poetic. Did you give her that?”

      I shook my head. “Not a chance. She’s way smarter than I am. You should know that by now.”

      Astra giggled, then Brea shushed her.

      Treshim spoke his piece as well, his own oath including the heart oath he’d already given her.

      Once the oath was finished, I coached Pim through the final steps, reminding her to select her bond with Treshim in her Spiritual Interface.

      Then the two were cleaved together, becoming one.

      Unsurprisingly, Treshim pulled the Fire Spirit from Pim’s core, filling the room with a torrent of heat and blazing light.

      It was painful to watch Pim undergo the agony of the process, but Treshim proved himself right off the bat. He held her small hands, managing somehow to whisper encouragement to his cultivator as her core was purified.

      Then he took in the Fire.

      Treshim’s shoulders bunched, and his jaw clenched.

      He did not cry out, though, and I heard Caradas grumbling his approval.

      When it was done, Pim slumped to the ground.

      Her small form fell into a deep sleep straight away.

      Brea, Tig, and Astra cried. Minh sent me images of our own bonding, my heart echoing her shared emotions as well.

      The other heroes of Acalia watched in silence. I did not check to see if they wept or not. The heavy mood held a multitude of emotions.

      All present had undergone the same.

      Some had simply lost the gift this sacrifice came with—the companionship that was meant to be an enduring aspect of the cultivator-vessel bond.

      Treshim’s legs shook when he stood up, but he pushed away Caradas when the bear kin came to help.

      The lizard man, who so many in Acalia hated on sight, stooped before Pim and pulled her into his arms. He grunted as he stood up, his own body taxed to its limits by the transformation.

      Then he bid us all a good evening and bore his master away.

      I let him go, trusting he would watch over her.

      Though Pim remained my apprentice, it was clear I no longer had the role of guardian in her life.

      That position had been taken by Treshim.

      And as I watched his stooped shoulders and dragging tail recede down the hall, I knew in my heart there was no other warrior more stalwart and faithful to be had.
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      Treshim sat beside Pim at the common-room table. The enormous lizard man made all but Caradas and a few other patrons seem diminutive.

      And there’s something else, I mused. I swear he’s sitting up taller now. Like he’s left some of his shame behind.

      He ate in silence, glancing down at Pim every now and then. The man might have been capable of incredible strength in battle—if Caradas believed him on that front, so did I—but he was certainly a gentle giant.

      Tamed by his loyalty to Pim.

      Astra sat down and tossed an elbow in my ribs. “Heading out with Brea soon. We’re going to shop specifically for potions and food that might give us buffs.”

      She took a bite out of the egg-filled sandwich and mumbled, “I know. Me, shopping for food, right?”

      Swallowing a moment later, she smiled at me. A bread crumb clung to the corner of her mouth, but I didn’t ruin the moment to tell her.

      “Just wondering if you need anything?”

      I gestured to Siobhan, who sat across the table near Tig, with my head. “No, Siobhan and I are going to a specialty market. Apparently they’ll have everything from poisons to enchanted arrows or throwing knives. Figured, why not stack the odds?”

      Astra kissed me on the cheek, then took another huge bite before standing up and joining Brea.

      The two walked out and into the street, Astra still chowing down on her second helping of breakfast.

      Catching Siobhan’s gaze, I arched an eyebrow.

      She nodded, and we rose and left the inn as well, promising the others we’d return in the afternoon to discuss strategy with Theera.

      Viatross practically sparkled as we walked through her steel-clad buildings.

      By some clever magic, the steel wasn’t harshly reflective either, which made the sun falling on our shoulders easy to bear.

      I nudged Siobhan and held out my elbow. She smiled coyly and wove her arm through mine. “It is nice to have a chance to walk with you,” she told me. “The other girls take too much of your time.”

      “That is definitely the downside of sleeping with your vessels.”

      She glared at me until I laughed and apologized. “I agree,” I said after. “Don’t think I’ve forgotten you for a second. When we’re done with the Sky Tower, maybe the two of us can go on a proper date.”

      “A date? Why would either of us be on a fruit?”

      “Not the kind of date you eat,” I corrected her. “It just means we go out together, maybe listen to music or get some food. A date is a chance for two people to spend time alone together.”

      Siobhan tilted her head up happily. “So we are on a date right now! Tell me, Rin, what will we do?”

      I slowed to a stop and feigned concern. Pulling her closer, I held a hand up and looked at her left cheek as if I saw something there. “Hold on!” I told her worriedly.

      Siobhan blinked rapidly but froze long enough for me to lean in and kiss her cheek.

      This pulled a laugh from the avian, and I marveled at how lovely she was—white teeth, fair skin, and pearlescent feathers ringing her face.

      She was, in a very real sense, angelic.

      “Let’s go to the market,” I told her quietly. “We will buy a few deadly things to make our stay in the tower safer, then maybe we can find a place that sells sweets.”

      Siobhan rolled her eyes. “Don’t confuse me with Astra. I’ll take something to drink, maybe… and music does sound nice, now that I think of it.”

      We resumed our trip, arm in arm, chatting as we did so.

      Ten minutes later, we entered what the locals called the Thieves’ Market.

      It featured the usual sprawl of tables and stalls, spread out beneath a shared awning that wrapped around the inside of three adjoining buildings.

      We passed by several merchants, knowing the best deals were never found in the best locations.

      One stall ahead caught my eye, and I led Siobhan that way. The merchant, a tall elf with a snobbishly handsome face, welcomed us.

      “Is there anything in particular you’re looking for?” he asked in a regal accent. “I promise you, if it’s sharp and deadly, I have at least two of them.”

      Along one side of his stall, the man had a rack of glittering swords. A few spears stood in the back corner, propped up in a dusty barrel.

      The bundles of arrows and knives were what interested me, though. I pointed and asked, “I’m assuming the arrows are enchanted? Can you enlighten me as to what kinds you have for sale?”

      Pulling on a cheesy grin, the elf produced a pamphlet with a flourish. The magic trick was clever enough to earn him a smile, but if he was hoping to pull one over on me regarding prices, he had a rude awakening coming his way.

      “As you can see, the common enchanted arrows I sell are elemental in nature. The Earth arrows are the most popular, considering the Wind element the Sky Tower monsters are aligned with.

      “But… what many do not take into consideration is how unique an enchantment may be. These, for instance”—the merchant placed his finger on the parchment, pointing at a hand-painted icon—“are called storm killer arrows!”

      Siobhan folded her arms and leveled him with a bored expression. “Explain this silly name quickly, or we leave.”

      “Oh, I didn’t know you were the one in charge, miss,” the elf shot back, perhaps hoping to push me into making a deal based upon an insecurity.

      I knew the tactic worked on some men, but it really pissed me off. “Siobhan is a Wind Mage capable of destroying the entire market with a single spell. A little respect would go a long way.”

      The merchant held up both hands. “Please! I apologize. I did not mean to offend.”

      He sighed and rubbed his head. “I haven’t sold a thing in two weeks. I am desperate. Usually, I treat my customers respectfully, I promise. Let me tell you about the arrows at least, please.”

      I consented with a nod, knowing full well the pressure that can be placed on a salesman.

      They came off as sleazy for a reason. It was literally their job to take as much of your money as possible.

      “Storm killer refers to a unique set of enchantments placed on each arrow,” the elf said, removing an arrow from a rack and placing it on the counter.

      It had an ordinary steel point, but the shaft buzzed with excess Spirit.

      I took a moment to Inspect it in my SI, but the arrow contained no runes. It must have been enchanted by some other means.

      “A clever and devious man that I buy from came up with these arrows. They rely on Wind and Earth enchantments. Have you seen lightning strike, my friend? Seen the bolt collide with the ground?”

      “I have, and so have most. What is your point?”

      The elf’s smile returned, a bit subdued. “The lightning leaps into the earth because it is Earth Spirit that quells and contains Wind Spirit.”

      My scientific explanation from my old life was surprisingly in agreement with this theory.

      Sure, the words and justifications were different, but lightning was known to ground itself, canceling its charge in that way.

      “If a Wind monster is struck by this arrow, the Spirit that fuels its body is torn free. It races into the stone of the tower itself!”

      The elf folded his arms triumphantly. “The weaker monster will die in a single shot. Even the stronger ones at the top of the tower are injured by the attack. You will not regret buying these, sir… That is, if you are heading into the tower.”

      I glanced up to see the pinnacle of the crystal tower.

      It caught the morning sun, reflecting a pure gold.

      I wasn’t fooled for an instant.

      “We are,” I admitted. “And we want any advantage we can get.”

      The merchant’s smile grew wider, so I held up a hand. “I will have you know that not only have you offended my vessel and I, but that we are standing in a market that has no less than two hundred stalls.

      “So far, I’ve counted twelve customers…”

      I let my words hang in the air for a moment. “Needless to say, I will be demanding a discount.”

      The elf sagged a little, but he soon recovered. “Fine, fine. You make a valid point. But hear me out! I have much more than arrows to show you!”

      A half an hour later, the two of us paid for our goods, buying three types of enchanted arrows, a few Earth-enchanted daggers, and a poison I intended to give to Tig for her own daggers.

      Walking deeper into the market, I spotted another stall with rows of bottles lining the displays.

      Potions, I thought. We need as many healing potions as possible to augment the Spell Shards Pim, Adan, and I made.

      Siobhan gasped and pointed in the opposite direction. “Rin! Do you see those gemstones? Misha told me that some stones can contain Spirit to either enhance a mage’s spells or give them more in reserve.”

      I nodded. “Go ahead. I’ll meet you back here in a few minutes. I want to check out these potions first.”

      Already on the move, the avian shot me a smile and stalked away, her wings unfurling a little as she did so.

      I watched her go, a brilliance of light, curves, and elegant movement. Dear god, I am one lucky son of a—

      Rin, behind you! Minh shouted in my mind.

      Her warning came too late.

      A hooded figure stepped behind me, and I felt the distinct poke of something sharp in my ribs.

      Furious with myself for being caught off guard, I prepared myself to counter. Touching my cloak, I aimed one hand down at the ground, ready to cast a Spell Shard.

      “Hold it,” a voice whispered. “Move any more and you won’t live to see tomorrow.”

      Biting my tongue, I froze. “What do you want?” I asked, hoping this was just some idiot after my purse.

      Coin was easy to replace.

      “Just a moment of your time, Rin,” the voice said.

      A chill ran down my spine.

      How did they—

      “A friend sent me. I have a short message, Runesmith—one you would do well to heed.”

      I tried to make out some detail about the person, but their voice was so vague and hushed I couldn’t even tell if they were male or female.

      So, standing with my back to a hooded stranger, feeling an absolute fool, I asked the only question that mattered. “Your message?”

      The assassin chuckled softly, their breath little more than a flutter of wind on my neck. “Cormac sends his regards. He wishes you well in the Sky Tower, hopes you and your companions succeed.”

      Fucking Cormac, I thought bitterly. I had a feeling he wouldn’t wait around patiently.

      “But when you’re done,” the voice said, “he demands an audience with you in Ferendell. Come and speak with him, or next time, I’ll prick that pretty bird of yours with a poison so foul she’ll take a week to finally die.”

      I clamped down on my anger.

      Whoever this was, they were skilled enough to sneak up on me in broad daylight.

      There was no reason to risk losing my own life just to insult the man, no matter how much threatening Siobhan had angered me.

      “I’ll come,” I said through my teeth. “I had planned on doing so anyhow. Tell Cormac I’ll see him in Ferendell in ten days. We can settle our business then.”

      “Very well,” the assassin said, seemingly satisfied. “Oh, and just wanted to say, good luck in the tower. Word has it things are a bit… dark of late.”

      Before I could react or ask him if he too had learned of Lord Mahuang’s presence, a knee slammed into my lower back.

      I flew forward, then ducked my head, tucking into a roll to avoid further injury.

      As I popped back up on my feet, I saw the figure retreating, already forty feet away and turning down a side alley.

      I let the assassin go.

      Face-to-face, I knew I had more than a fair chance at beating them. Fighting Cormac’s dogs wasn’t my mission here in Viatross, though.

      I had other things to do.

      Dusting off my robes, I waved away the merchant asking if I was alright. Then I spotted Siobhan, still bartering with the gemstone merchant.

      For some reason, I said to Minh, I think it might be best to finish my shopping with Siobhan. What do you think?

      Minh growled in my head before sending me several images, all of which included the hooded figure dead and bleeding.

      I know, my love, I said, trying to calm her. We’ll have time to deal with them later. I promise.

      For now, we have to focus on the tower.
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      That night, I told the group of my encounter.

      Astra had to fight down her emotions, always wanting to be there to protect me.

      She calmed faster than she would have previously, however—yet another sign of her growing maturity.

      Theera spoke the words of wisdom we all needed to hear. With a scowl, she told me plainly, “We focus on the shadow. When Mahuang is banished, then you can go to Ferendell. And when you do, it might be best simply to kill the bastard.”

      Caradas grunted his approval. “Cormac is a snake at best. To kill a snake is to take a risk, though. I would speak with Adan before you act, Rin.”

      Taking in the two heroes’ advice, I pushed the issue aside.

      Our party worked through possible scenarios, assigned responsibilities, and strategized. Then we slept, taking advantage of our last chance to rest before our trial.

      The next morning, we left Pim and Treshim at the inn. They were responsible for our horses and gear while we were gone.

      Approaching the tower on foot, I pulled out the first of many food items that would help see us through the ordeal. “I know the greatest risk lies at the top. A little boost now will still help, though.”

      I gave each person in our party one of the small and savory meat pies Astra had purchased.

      Baked with Spirit-rich ferling eggs, the pies were not only delicious, but also enhanced our stamina regeneration and movement speed. It was a modest buff, especially since the benefits were labeled “limited.”

      It was still worth the coin, though, and we wouldn’t need to eat now for hours.

      We came across a surprise at the base of the tower that stopped us in our tracks.

      Twenty armed soldiers stood before the door, tall spears in their hands. We came near, and their leader—a man wearing a cobalt plume in his helmet to distinguish his rank—called out to us.

      “Halt! I am sorry to say, cultivators, but you are not permitted to enter. A formal treatise has been sent to Ferendell to handle the matter.

      “For now, no further parties are allowed inside the Sky Tower. It is too dangerous.”

      “We appreciate the caution,” I told the man. “We know the risk as well as the cause of the blight in the tower.”

      This seemed to catch the man’s attention, if only briefly.

      I continued, hoping to push past this obstacle quickly. “I am a Level 5 cultivator, and my vessels are all well trained and fierce. Moreover, I have with me the—”

      “Excuse me, good sir!” the soldier cut in. “Again, I apologize, but I am not keen on losing my post. No doubt, your party is strong. I am only doing my duty.”

      Caradas bristled, but Theera pushed past him.

      She didn’t stop until she stood a mere foot from the soldier. He was taller than her by a hand, but her presence was like a storm cloud.

      “Name and rank,” she said quietly.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Your name and rank. I won’t ask again!”

      The soldier shifted uncomfortably before responding. “Higgins, madam. Captain Higgins of the Viatross Guard. Listen, these orders came from the mayor himself. I cannot—”

      “I am Theera, vessel of Wei Runesmith. You will bear a message to your commander at once. Tell him Grandmaster Adan Runesmith has assembled a group of warriors who will clear out the Sky Tower.”

      She placed a hand on his pauldron. “If we survive, you and the mayor both will be glad we did so. If we fall, then send for every powerful cultivator in Ferendell to come at once, for the God of Destruction himself has taken this tower as his home.”

      The poor man blanched.

      His jaw fell slack, as did many of the soldiers behind him.

      Theera pushed past the man, and the soldiers parted before her.

      Briefly, the captain seemed ready to issue a command.

      Caradas gripped him around his neck and pulled his helmet into the bear kin’s broad forehead. “Hear me, friend: Do not cross Theera. There’s no reason for you and your boys to die here.”

      The big man released him and let out a self-satisfied laugh.

      Then, one by one, the rest of us walked through the parted formation.

      Theera stopped at the door to the tower and turned to me. “It is best that you open it, Rin. I might be in charge of this raid, but you are our party’s only cultivator.”

      I accepted the responsibility and spared a glance at each of my vessels before touching the handle on the door.

      They were ready.

      I could see that clearly now.

      My vessels were ready for this.

      Taking the handle of the Sky Tower, I waited for its voice to reach out in my mind and ask me if I wished to enter.

      No voice came at all, proof that this place was no longer what it was supposed to be. I pushed down the fear welling up inside of me and opened the door.

      Our party crossed the threshold together.

      The moment Caradas—the last in the group—stepped through, the door pounded shut. Then a miasma of Spirit coursed through the air, forming the outlines of monsters.

      “Let’s do this!” I bellowed, summoning my hammer and transforming Minh to rest on my forearm.
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      Our first encounter was quick and dirty.

      Twenty elementals swarmed us, their eyes blazing with Wind Spirit. What once would have been a challenge didn’t even serve to warm us up, let alone slow our party.

      Theera commanded the heroes, barking orders rapidly as we cut the monsters down in twos and threes.

      A second wave spawned, four massive elementals forming. These too died quickly.

      Everyone picked up the gem hearts, and I stored them away. Expecting Theera would want to push on immediately, I turned to the woman expectantly.

      She raised an eyebrow at me. “Cycle!” she spat out, impatient and a little angry. “Hurry up, so we can move on!”

      “Really? Are you sure we have the time?”

      Theera sighed and sheathed Helias at her hip. “At least take the greater part of it, Rin. Who knows how long we’ll be in here? If you can fill your core, or at least come close, no reason to hold back.”

      A quick glance around the room showed me that the others, all vessels who were or had been dedicated to supporting a cultivator grow their power, approved.

      I sat, closed my eyes, and began to cycle.

      After just a minute of the meditation, I recalled the strange effect I’d felt the last time I was in the Sky Tower.

      The Spirit I was drawing in came easily enough, but the concentration in the room thinned much faster than it should have. The tower, or perhaps Lord Mahuang himself, was absorbing the Spirit as I was.

      I stood soon after and cleared my throat. “So, I don’t think there’s anything we can do about it, but I do have some news. The tower is taking the Spirit released by the monsters… I’m afraid Lord Mahuang grows stronger with each monster we kill.”

      Caradas cursed in a tongue I hadn’t heard him use before.

      The others just looked scared—all but Theera, at least.

      She spat on the stone floor of the tower, then looked up. In a booming voice, she shouted, “Take what you can, shadow! I will cut your heart out a second time, and there’s nothing you can do to stop me!”

      The echoed oath subsided, but I thought I felt some barely perceptible response.

      A faint tremor that moved through the air rather than the floor.

      Goosebumps rose across my arms and marched up my neck. Tig and Siobhan reacted at the same time, letting me know I wasn’t imagining things.

      Caradas grumbled. “He’s heard you, Theera. Save your strength for when it matters. Come, everyone, let’s go.”

      “Hold on,” Theera said. “I have a new strategy I would like to implement. Only on the first and maybe second floor, mind you.”

      We stopped and waited for the woman to continue.

      “The longer the Spirit is in the air, the more that fallen god has time to absorb it. After weeks of doing the same, it is… troubling that he continues to do so.

      “I suggest that Rin doesn’t fight at all. The five broken vessels can do the majority of the fighting. Rin’s vessels will protect him and fight from a distance. Rin… you sit and cycle as best you can from the start.”

      Considering her plan logical, I asked, “And when the difficulty increases?”

      “Back to normal,” she answered promptly.

      All agreed, and we pushed on into the second room. This time, my party jogged toward the room’s center, and I sat right away.

      Clamping my jaw tight, I focused inward, trying to ignore the sounds around me: the hum of Spirit coalescing into the figure of a monster, the clink of armor and heavy breathing of Caradas as he prepared to fight.

      Then the battle erupted around me.

      Only due to my years of meditation in Rin’s old life, and since I’d come to Acalia, was I able to succeed.

      After thirty seconds of grunting, clashing, and the howling of some Wind monster as it prepared to attack, I fell into the old rhythm. Utilizing the advanced cycling technique I’d learned in the cultivation tome, I pulled in Spirit at a rapid rate.

      Not once did I let up.

      Normally, when cycling, I found it easier to resume a normal breathing pattern for thirty seconds every once in a while.

      This helped me avoid lightheadedness.

      Knowing what was at stake, I pushed myself. Each breath was one taken away from the shadow in the tower.

      Ten minutes, perhaps fifteen, elapsed by the time the noise died down.

      I kept on cycling until the air grew thin. It didn’t take long at all, which worried me. Is Lord Mahuang doing the same? Pushing himself to draw in the power as quickly as he can?

      It was safe to assume he was.

      Astra reached down a hand. Her face was grim, but she wore a determined smile. “Good job, Rin. I know it’s not much, but I’m proud of you.”

      I clapped her on the shoulder and pressed my forehead to hers. “You kidding?” I whispered. “Hearing that from you is all I need.”

      I kissed her mouth briefly—not a passionate embrace, but one that solidified the silent promise we’d made to one another.

      The five heroes were waiting patiently, but I noticed something I’d either missed before or which the kiss had initiated. Misha and Elouine watched us, their faces taut with some strong emotion.

      Longing, I realized. Not lust, but a longing for all that they’d lost.

      Theera and Caradas, neither of whom had ever formed a romantic relationship with their cultivator, didn’t seem as disturbed. Yet I could sense they too had been reminded of the man or woman they’d served long ago.

      Even Leanne, normally such a hard and unforgiving person, betrayed a surprising reaction. The elf’s eyes had softened, just a little.

      Whether or not she’d bonded in such a way with her own cultivator, I did not know.

      I just decided that it would be best to realize the effect such an action might have on my companions.

      To solidify the moment and help them all move on, I gave each of my vessels a smile and a nod, connecting with them through eye contact if only for a moment.

      Then I did the same to the others. Knowing full well this was a delicate line to cross, I projected respect, gratitude, and honor instead of the intimacy I felt with my own vessels.

      “We can do this,” I said to the party. “We have Caradas, the biggest, most terrifying bear I’ve ever seen. We have Leanne, the fastest blade in Acalia.

      “We have Misha and Elouine, deadly queens of battle.”

      I pointed to the last of the heroes and let my voice grow in power. “And we have Theera, the Earth Maiden who brought low the God of Destruction. Can you not feel him tremble? Can you not feel his stark terror as she draws near?”

      I grinned at my companions, thanking them all for giving everything they had.

      Then I led the group into the next room.
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      The Sky Tower was much larger than the previous three. If I had to guess, I’d say the crystalline structure spanned twice as high and nearly twice as broad as the Lake Tower.

      It took us a little over an hour to clear out the bottom floor.

      Six rooms in all, each filled with Wind elementals and various low-level beasts. The challenge felt lacking, especially after hearing so many troubling reports. And with my Mortal Stone aura activated, the enemy’s attacks were little more than a nuisance.

      Climbing the stairs to the second floor, I predicted things were about to get considerably harder.

      I made for the center of the room to take up my normal meditative position, but the Earth Spirit of my aura touched against something unseen. It came upon me like a pressure in the chest, warning me to go no further.

      Holding up a fist, I called the party to a halt. Then slowly, I pressed forward, trying to detect whatever monster my aura had picked up.

      A slight shimmer of green outlined a bulky form not twenty feet away. Then all at once, the body of a hulking monster appeared before us, my aura having completely dispelled its cloaking ability.

      My companions scrambled into their positions as they too became aware of the danger.

      By the time we were ready to fight, more of the creatures were solidifying all around the room.

      “Theera!” I shouted. “I’m gonna fight this one. Got a bad feeling.”

      “Got it!” was her only response.

      The woman commanded her party of five over to the left side of the room. Caradas took up a stance at the front, Theera standing to the right of him and a few paces behind.

      Elouine fought directly behind the bear kin warrior, with Leanne covering her opposite flank.

      Seeing at least ten of the monsters before us in a line, I figured a frontal defense would suit our group the best. “Square!” I cried out before running forward to take up a stance beside Astra.

      Siobhan took the rear left, Brea the rear right.

      Since Tig had not opened her core yet, the fox kin girl fought in the center, protected by all. She’d wanted to argue this point last night, but even Theera had told her to back down.

      Brea could defend herself well enough, especially after having drilled with Elouine in the sword so thoroughly.

      Finally, after charging up for an extended period, the monsters came into view. Writhing tendrils of Wind energy encircled spheres of a dark and viscous matter.

      Within the bulky spheres, which were five feet minimum in diameter, lurked dull and thoughtless eyes.

      While I could, I triggered Inspect.
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      Shade Gorgon

      Rank: Level 4

      Monster Type: Elemental

      Disposition: Reactionary

      Elemental Affinity: Wind, Shadow
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      “Shadow and Wind! They’re Reactionary, so make sure your first attacks count!” I belted out. “And Level 4, all of them! Be wary!”

      Then I focused on our side of the room and initiated the battle. “Brea and Siobhan, target the monster in the center. See if you can kill it straight away.”

      Mentally commanding Minh, I used Shield Shift to broaden her surface a little. Since our enemies used Wind Spirit, I didn’t extend the shield to her limits. I was worried it might throw off my balance, should the monsters hit us with a strong gust.

      Brea and Siobhan wound up their skills, and for the first time in real combat, they loosed their attacks in silence.

      Brea’s Frigid Shot struck the monster in the middle of its dark body. The arrow sank into one of the dim eyes, causing a ripple of Water Spirit to crash through the beast’s form.

      Siobhan’s spell, Howling Spear, careened into the same location, blasting away a portion of the monster’s body.

      Black liquid splashed to the stone floor.

      No sooner had the clap of Siobhan’s spell receded than the gorgon responded. Each of its many eyes flared to life, the silver-white of Wind Spirit burning through the black substance.

      The other gorgons reacted as well, all of them waking up at once.

      Three in the back stilled completely, their tendrils becoming rigid as they charged up for an attack. Their eyes clustered together in their middle, forming one larger eye.

      Within the span of two seconds, I guessed what might happen next. The gorgon’s larger eyes brightened somewhat, revealing the charged ability’s potential origin point.

      “Brea, Siobhan! Target the ones in the back! Everything you’ve got!”

      Then I stalked toward the nearest gorgons. “Let’s knock a few of these down, Astra,” I told my companion, who had fallen in beside me.

      The injured gorgon kept bleeding out, the black liquid pouring down from underneath its body. It shrank as it did so, albeit slowly.

      It was the rapidly elongating tendrils that concerned me, though. They flailed at the air around the monster, slowly creeping toward us.

      As I closed with the monster, its tendrils targeted me, grasping at my legs and shield.

      Curious, I tried a Core Flash on the beast.

      Minh’s enhanced power lit up like a solar flare, and the gorgon shuddered in pain. Its tendrils flailed about blindly, no longer able to sense me.

      I triggered Buckler’s Bite, rocketing forward and pounding into the gorgon. Its body splashed around Minh’s surface, coating the metal and refusing to let go.

      I cursed and retreated quickly. “Revert! Return!” I shouted, transforming Minh’s body into a coin again and sending it veering back through the air.

      Catching her in my palm, I pushed my frustration down. Yes, I’d made a mistake with the shield bash. Yes, I had forgotten to use the mental command.

      But nothing had truly been lost.

      In fact, acting on her usual battle prowess, Astra swept Rael through the gorgon’s body, triggering what must have been her newly modified skill. Cinder Slash Inferno burned through the gorgon’s core, bursting its eyes one at a time.

      When the last eye exploded, the creature evaporated into a cloud of Spirit.

      Brea and Siobhan must have figured out the monster’s weakness as well, for one of the gorgons in the back collapsed a few seconds later.

      As Astra and I prepared to fight the other two front-line gorgons, I noticed two things in my periphery.

      The first was that the second row of gorgons hadn’t moved much at all. They were writhing around almost like they had been before with the exception of their opened eyes.

      The remaining two gorgons in the back row seemed very near to finishing their charges completely.

      Brea took that moment to trigger one of her most promising new skills. Hail Storm Direct initiated as the normal form of the skill did.

      A cloud of icy arrows burst out toward our enemies, arching high in the air as they did so. Then the projectiles slowed in the air, redirected, and targeted one of the two back-row gorgons.

      Dozens of icy darts plunged into the gorgon’s glowing eye, and well before the spell ended, the monster burst open and died.

      Before Astra and I had a chance to take down another front liner, however, the rear gorgon finally released its attack. Four beams of raw Spirit blasted out from its huge eye. Each beam connected with one of the middle-row gorgons.

      The affected monsters started to glow as well. Twin lines appeared on their bodies, one horizontal and one vertical.

      As the beam cut off, the lines sliced the gorgons into four equal sections.

      Shit, I thought bitterly. It’s about to get crowded in here.

      Sure enough, the monsters split apart. A string of curses rose up from Caradas on the far side of the room, evidence that Theera’s party had just encountered the same.

      Needing to thin the crowd before the middle wave of smaller gorgons got to us, I activated Vindictive Vise on the gorgon to my right. Astra closed in on the frozen monster, her face knotted up with determination.

      Moving in the opposite direction, I stunned another of the monsters with Core Flash before using Oaken Mallet Rend.

      This time, my attack not only didn’t cause me to lose my shield, but the skill severed the gorgon completely. It died straight away.

      Astra cut her monster down right after, triggering Cinder Slash Inferno yet again.

      I surveyed the battle quickly, only to discover that Brea had brought down the final rear gorgon. She was now firing arrows into the swarm of sixteen smaller monsters that were coming our way.

      I held up my shield and tried Core Flash again, but the smaller gorgons weren’t bothered by the light.

      Siobhan flung out a Rebuking Gust just in time to avoid me being overwhelmed by the monsters. Regardless of the time she’d bought us, it was clear things were about to get ugly.

      Astra and I moved in on a few of the gorgons that hadn’t been pushed back. I triggered Peening Strike, hoping my more conservative skill might do the trick.

      My hammer splashed through the monster, emerging on the other side harmlessly.

      The momentum of my attack pulled me off balance, and I couldn’t block the gorgon’s counter. A half-dozen of its tendrils lashed out, snapping against my armor like whips.

      Most of this damage was absorbed by the incredible armor Adan had gifted us, but two landed. My forehead, just below the rim of my helmet, split open. Blood poured down into my right eye.

      The second tendril landed across my neck. It cut deep into my skin but thankfully didn’t hit an artery.

      I managed to block more attacks with Minh as I retreated a pace, then Astra swept through with Rael blazing. Her sword cut the gorgon in half, and for a second, I thought it had died.

      As she pulled her blade back, however, the gorgon’s halves pulsed silver. Two of the bastards solidified after. She’d only duplicated the monster.

      Just then, Tig darted forward and cut another of the monsters retreating back into the center. Her Earth-imbued weapon cleaved the gorgon in two as easily as Astra’s attack.

      And yet again, two more monsters were made from one.

      Caradas’s fury resounded just then. “The fuckers are multiplying! Try fire!”

      Astra shot forward with Seven Blades Blaze, Rael cutting through the cloud of enemies in a series of blinding flames.

      Misha answered Caradas’s call as well. The mage sent a tongue of crimson fire crackling into their midst.

      The gorgons shrieked, and a few shriveled up and died. Many others just retreated and came back around for another attack, though. And every monster Astra had cut duplicated.

      We were dealing with well over forty monsters, all ranging from one to two feet in diameter.

      I considered pulling out a Spell Shard, but Misha’s blast hadn’t worked that well. I needed to be sure whatever I did wouldn’t cause further trouble.

      As Misha threw another Fire spell at the monsters, they changed their blind attacks into something more methodical. They again split into three groups.

      One group rose up high in the air, their eyes merging quickly. Then a hailstorm of tiny beams fell upon us. I blocked a few with Minh, but one got past. Unfortunately, the beam ignored my armor, penetrating to my vulnerable skin beneath.

      It scorched a small but painful hole in my chest.

      Yelps of pain came from my companions around me. They had also been hit.

      A second group of gorgons hovered some ten feet off the ground. Their forms darkened suddenly, and thick fumes billowed out into the air. It didn’t take a genius to know the dark gas would be harmful.

      Finally, the third cluster of monsters swept low.

      They sped into our party with surprising speed. Their tendrils flashed bright, cracking out like tiny tongues of lightning.

      “Siobhan! Rebuking Gust!”

      The avian answered my command promptly, shoving a few of the melee gorgons off course. Misha tried a more powerful Fire spell. A thick column of flames rose up in the middle of the monsters, burning a hole through their numbers. Several died, but the others moved out of the way and continued their assault.

      More cries of pain came, and the cloud of black mist slowly lowered around us. The skin on my face started to boil. “Back up!” I cried out, Theera echoing my command.

      Then Astra grunted, falling to a knee with one hand held over her eyes. She’d been hit with a beam in the worst possible place.

      Too much, I told myself. This is too fucking much. I have to pull out something big—and soon—or we won’t get a chance to push higher.

      Tig ran over and helped Astra limp back while I took one step closer to the storm of enemies.

      I flung out my hand and cast one of the most powerful Spell Shards Adan and I had drummed up.

      Cloying Calamity erupted from my palm like a stream of chaos. Shards of metal blasted through the gorgons, green energy following. Earth Spirit, modified to carry poison, splashed through the airborne monsters.

      The effects were immediate and devastating.

      Shuddering and shrieking in turn, the shade gorgons that weren’t cut to pieces outright writhed under the onslaught of poison. The energy clung to them, eating into their viscous bodies.

      Thankfully, the Spell Shard served to blow a portion of the foul gas away, giving us a short reprieve.

      Nearly half of the monsters perished in moments, and many more had been injured.

      Those that remained swirled together into the middle of the chamber. They began to spin around—slowly at first, but faster and faster by the second.

      “Siobhan!” Misha shouted from her side of the room. “Come to me! Wind and Flame!”

      I wasn’t sure precisely what the mage was about, but I knew that despite Misha’s flirtatious and lighthearted spirit, she would not play games during a battle.

      Siobhan looked to me for permission, and I waved her on.

      The mages met in between our two parties, touching shoulders as they faced the whirling mass of gorgons. Misha whispered something to Siobhan, and the avian nodded.

      Theera, never one for patience, said, “If you’ve got something planned, now’s the time. I don’t want to see this thing’s final attack!”

      I shifted Minh’s form, making her as wide and tall as she could go. Astra fell in beside me and cast Flame Bulwark, just in case.

      Our protection would be minimal. The circle in the center of the churning gorgons spanned almost ten feet across.

      The entire space was beginning to glow like the barrel of some insane, magical cannon.

      Without further delay, Misha held forth her staff and invoked a spell so fiery and hot it practically singed my eyebrows even at a distance.

      Siobhan waited only half a breath before letting loose with Ravenous Gale. The room suddenly filled with Fire and Wind Spirit, the two raw forces converging into one another.

      Wind fed flame, and a wall of death charged up into the monsters.

      Their combined spell ripped through the creatures with terrifying efficiency. It burned up their tendrils, black bodies, and wandering white eyes, all in seconds flat.

      And then it was over.

      The room fell silent but for the rushing in my ears, an aftermath of the tremendous working of magic I’d just witnessed.

      Everyone stared in shock.

      I couldn’t blame them. What could one say after such a feat?

      Caradas, of course, had no such qualms. “I’ll be twice fucked by a farmer’s widow! That was incredible!”

      He laughed so hard that everyone else was forced to follow. Even Theera chuckled, and as she did so, I found her scarred face to be sweet, more beautiful than I had been led to believe.

      Astra sank to the floor, speaking some equally foul expletive that had Caradas clapping in approval.

      Minh chattered in my ear—she, too, seemed in need of describing the raw power of the combination spell.

      I just shook my head, ignored them all, and sat down in the middle of the room. As the only cultivator, it was on me to do the cycling.

      And so I did.
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      The cool rush of Spirit slowed and then ceased altogether. Opening my eyes, I tried to ignore the realization that Mahuang was absorbing the energy faster than I was at this point.

      There was nothing I could do about it.

      I checked SI, pulling up my Character Sheet as I got to my feet.
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        * * *

      

      Name: Rinmarron Runesmith II

      Rank: Level 5 Cultivator

      Occupation: Runesmith

      Spiritarm: Level 5 Chasing Hammer

      Spirit Reserves: 2400/2400

      Progression: 9615/15000

      Vessels: 4

      Tower Keys: 3

      Core Enhancements: Hunger, Might, Capacity, Potency, Haste
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        * * *

      

      That, at least, was good news. Just over 64% of the way to the next level. Still a good distance to go till I could ascend again, but I was getting closer.

      And if the denizen of the tower continued to give us monsters to cut down, I had a feeling I might ascend on this run—or, if not, soon after.

      I wonder if we’ll come across any more Wind monsters, I mused as I looked around at the chamber. The Sky Tower must have been a completely different experience before Mahuang occupied it.

      For the third time, I had to stop myself from summoning Mortal Stone aura again. To maintain an aura not only sapped my stamina and focus, but the Earth Spirit protection it gave us was useless when fighting Shadow Spirit monsters. If only there was an aura of Light Spirit.

      Theera came up to me, steely-eyed and focused. “Third floor was a wash,” she said. “Not anything close to a challenge. I think we should press on.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “You sure? There’s no harm in resting.” I gestured to the vessels lounging nearby. Caradas lay on his back with his eyes closed, and the others were in various slouching positions. “I think doing so might be a good idea.”

      Theera shrugged. “They are warriors. They can press on if we ask them to. Besides, we do not know whether or not Lord Mahuang can recover. I would rather end this as quickly as possible.”

      I nodded, conceding the point. “Okay, but then let’s break out more food buffs. The spring water especially will be helpful to keep us on our toes.”

      Taking out two waterskins from Minh’s storage, I walked over to the group with Theera at my side. “So, Theera thinks we head up to the fourth floor. Considering how easy the monsters were down here, we should expect a more challenging fight soon.”

      I drank from the waterskin, filling my mouth a few times, only stopping when I felt a rush of Spirit that indicated the buff had activated.

      Then I handed it to Astra. “Anyone have anything to say? Gripes, complaints to the manager?”

      Misha raised her hands languidly. “Rin, you wish us all to follow you, but something feels off. You’re obviously a handsome man that knows how to… handle his vessels.

      “Why haven’t I once seen you naked?”

      Astra snorted, choking on the spring water before passing it to Brea.

      Theera sighed and pointed to Leanne and Elouine sitting off to one side. “Either of you have any real criticism?”

      “It was real, Theera. Think about it. I’m eighty-six years young, and I’ve been either on the road traveling or sweating in my armor with all of you.

      “It’s been weeks, Theera! Have a heart!”

      More snickering passed through the group, and I let myself enjoy the banter.

      Misha may be silly, but I sensed her comment was meant to improve morale more than embarrass me.

      I held up my hands. “How about this. We all kill the damn fallen god, and when we get back to our hotel, I’ll strip for anyone who’s still interested.”

      Misha tossed back her head and giggled, her smooth cheeks and white teeth not at all seeming to belong to an eighty-six-year-old.

      Minh popped up in my head, yawning. You don’t get to sex her, Rin. She isn’t one of ours.

      I have no intention to, love, I soothed. It was just a little fun. Calm down, Minh.

      Elouine, smiling despite Theera’s scowl, raised her hand. “I’m for heading up to the fourth floor. But it should be our last for today.”

      Leanne grunted beside her, face impassive. “Agreed. This isn’t training, and food buffs can only do so much. We clear the fourth floor and then sleep.”

      Caradas chuckled, his plate armor scraping as he rose from the floor. “I’m good. Already got my nap in. Hand me some of that water and let me kill more monsters.”

      Everyone drank the spring water, and then Astra handed out the second round of food buffs. This time, we each received a sticky, roasted meat kebab.

      It was a little chewier than I’d wanted, but absolutely divine.

      The bear kin moaned loudly. “Towers! I didn’t know you were bringing frimdur steaks! It’s been years!”

      “Frimdur?” Brea asked, always curious about anything culinary.

      Misha answered between licking her fingers. “Great, wriggling slugs. They live in the muddy banks in rivers far, far to the north, near the Light Tower.

      “Few hunters are willing to travel so far, but when they do, everyone buys them up in no time at all. I’m surprised you got any.”

      I sighed, glancing down at the last lump of meat. “Slug, huh?” I muttered. “Well, I guess I’ll forget that piece of information as quickly as I learned it.”

      Poor Brea had to close her eyes when she continued eating, cursing under her breath in between bites.

      A surge of energy filled my gut, accompanying the first buff. Curious, I opened my SI to see the effects.
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      Status Effect Active: Slippery When Wet
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        * * *

      

      Slippery When Wet: By consuming the roasted frimdur steaks, you have received a significant temporary boost to Strength, Dexterity, and Attack Speed.
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      Time Remaining: 11 hours and 59 minutes.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Wow! That is impressive!” I said as I got to my feet, feeling suddenly capable of killing the God of Destruction on my own.

      Caradas grumbled. “You should have them cooked in the elven fashion. They know how to make the slugs more tender. Nothing better, really.”

      “I’m glad you think so,” Elouine said, smiling fondly at the bear kin. “Usually, you have less than complimentary things to say about my people’s food.”

      “I’m riordi!” Caradas complained. “I wasn’t built to live off of nuts and rabbit food!”

      Elouine’s cheeks flushed, but Theera clapped her hands. “Enough, you two! Let’s get moving before Misha tries to seduce the tower or Caradas falls asleep again.”

      Our party got to their feet.

      Armor was buckled in place, and weapons were retrieved. In less than a minute, we were ready to continue.

      Theera and I walked toward the stairs in the corner of the room, shoulder to shoulder.

      “Rin,” she said in a whisper, “I will go first from here on out. I hope that is agreeable to you.”

      I chewed my lip and thought about it. “Doesn’t bother me, but may I ask why?”

      She sighed and told me the answer I’d been expecting. “Myself, and the others… we are expendable, Rin. You and yours are not.”

      “I disagree,” I interjected. “Nobody here is—”

      “Yes, we are. I have no intention of wasting life. It is always sacred. But the monster we are up against is devious and cruel. We come closer to his unbeating heart, and I expect things will get harder.

      “Adan summoned us for a reason,” Theera continued, slowing to a stop and speaking to me with a sidelong glance. “The old man asked me explicitly to do anything I can to spare your life and those of your vessels.

      “I know of your mission, Rin. Acalia rests on your shoulders. So… I ask you, please, accept my wisdom in this matter.”

      Swallowing a hard lump in my throat, I simply nodded.

      I did not want to verbally acknowledge what Theera was implying. But I knew she was right.

      The woman unsheathed her long, curved sword and held it aloft. “Helias and I breach, Caradas on my heels! Elouine and Misha follow after with Leanne in the rear. Rin, bring your party in only after a full minute has passed.”

      Everyone nodded their heads.

      Astra shot me a troubled look. I gave her a stiff smile and nodded, telling her, Yes, we will follow Theera’s lead.

      Then, with bold strides and absolutely no fucks to give, Theera stomped up the steps, seeking the fourth floor of the Sky Tower.

      I let the heroes pass me by on the broad stairs, and I stopped at the entrance to the next room.

      From the top of the stairs, I watched Theera and her companions enter. She stopped in the center and looked around, her stern eyes unflinching.

      Caradas hefted his zambato sword, turning occasionally to inspect corners of the room I couldn’t see.

      “What’s happening?” Astra whispered beside me.

      I shook my head. “Not sure… nothing, really. Maybe there’s a trap or the monsters aren’t spawning right away.”

      Tig placed the tip of her finger on her nose and huffed. “Strange,” she said absentmindedly. “The rules of the towers dictate monsters should spawn soon after entering the room. Or at least, that’s what Archmaester Huggins observed in his study.”

      I ignored the bookworm, holding my breath as the tension stretched further and further.

      Then Theera threw up one hand and beckoned me in. “Come in, Rin! I don’t think there’s anything in here!”

      We strode in after, and I was immediately taken with how large the chamber was. Its ceiling stood at least sixty feet off the ground. The walls were ringed with huge pillars of crystal, leaving the center of the room, some eighty or more feet wide, open and unobstructed.

      “That’s odd,” Leanne said, her daggers still in hand. “I don’t even see an exit. Could this be a dead end?”

      Tig answered immediately. “Shouldn’t be possible. That is one of the only rules never to have deviated. A tower must provide an exit, even if only after a monster confrontation has been eliminated.”

      Misha chuckled. “You read a lot, don’t you?”

      The fox kin only quirked a smile in response.

      Theera faced me and said, “Listen, no idea what’s going on in here, but I won’t let my guard down—not yet, at least. We should search behind each of the pillars. Rin, stay here in the center with your vessels.”

      The heroes fanned out, peering behind each of the dozen or so pillars. All were identical in size and shape but one. The pillar at the far end of the room was a bit larger, and was perfectly round and smooth.

      I inspected the others, finding what appeared to be strange patterns weaving around their middles.

      A few minutes passed, then Theera called out, “Nothing. Absolutely nothing!” Stalking up to me with a scowl on her face, she suggested, “Maybe we should backtrack?”

      “I’m not so sure. Something feels off about this. Could it be a puzzle? Did you find any slots for keys or mechanisms?”

      Theera shook her head.

      “Okay, well I’m going to look for myself before we go. My Runic Vision might uncover something,” I said, switching on the ability as I did so.

      It took me some time to adjust to the normal barrage of glowing runes that covered the tower’s enchanted walls. Too many to count sprawled in all directions, many coming from the equipment my companions wore as well.

      Ignore it all, I told myself. Just find a pattern.

      Sweeping the ceiling first, I found only a blinding swirl of shifting runes. The floor, though less brilliant and populated with runes, was likewise a bust.

      Finally, I moved around the pillars, taking my time to search all the way around them. The only thing that seemed abnormal in the slightest were the patterns etched into the smaller pillars.

      Closer up, I found something strange about the patterns. What appeared simply aesthetic at first turned out to contain a subtle repetition.

      Three of the shapes in the sequence repeated themselves.

      It wasn’t much, but I figured I would mention it. “They aren’t traditional runes by any means. I do see three shapes repeating in that pattern up there.”

      Turning to the nearest pillar, I checked for the same shapes. There was again a repetition, but the images weren’t the same.

      “That one is different!” I said, a little excitement building in my voice. Dismissing my Runic Vision, I glanced at the group and said, “Still, I don’t know if this is enough to go on. They aren’t runes and aren’t written in the common language. Are there any other image-based languages in Acalia?”

      Tig’s eyes shot wide, but it was Misha who spoke. “The elves use a system of glyphs to encode their research. They are very suspicious of outsiders snooping.”

      Elouine rolled her eyes when Misha winked at her.

      The Fire Mage wasn’t done yet, however. “It’s unlikely Lord Mahuang would use an elvish script. Another possibility is what some scholars refer to as The Code of Acalia.”

      Tig gasped. “Misha! I read a lot. The only way you’ve heard about The Code of Acalia is if you’ve read—”

      “The Treatise of Fundamental Phenomenon by Ilna Scribe VIII?” Misha supplied with a wicked grin.

      Tig’s jaw hit the floor. “Misha! We should definitely be better friends! Only a few dusty old librarians knew much about the code.”

      Theera raised a fist abruptly. “Alright! We get it. You two spent too much time poring over books. Spit it out! What is this damn code you’re talking about, and why is it important?”

      Misha blushed and looked down at her feet.

      Tig just blundered ahead, oblivious as always. “The Code of Acalia has been found all across Acalia. Occasionally within the towers themselves, but also in strange places like natural landmarks.

      “Everyone thought them meaningless until a few curious historians wrote them all down and spent a few hundred years deciphering them.”

      I cut in, not wanting us to get too far along this path for no reason. “Hold on, Tig. Do you know this code? If I could draw the image on the ground, could you recognize it?”

      The fox kin grinned wide enough to swallow the room.

      She threw off her pack and tore it open.

      “And there she goes,” Astra muttered, smiling wryly at the riordi woman scrambling through her dimensional bag.

      A moment later, Tig pulled out a small book, bound in polished wood.

      Misha darted forward, her eyes wide with astonishment. “You have a copy?”

      Tig giggled nervously. “The librarians in Ferendell might not know about it. I know it’s wrong to borrow for extended periods, but I just knew this would be important!”

      As Tig opened the book, Misha stared at her. The mage whispered, “You are more than you appear to be, Antigone. I should kiss you right now.”

      Tig pulled back a few inches. “Please don’t,” she said before smiling up at me. “Draw it, Rin! Draw the glyph!”

      I wasn’t sure what I had in my inventory that would serve the purpose. Caradas, of all people, reached into a pocket and pulled out a canvas pouch.

      He removed a small stick of charcoal and gave it to me. “Don’t ask,” was all he said before retreating a few steps.

      More to him too, apparently, I mused as I kneeled on the ground. Seems like everyone has their secrets. What else does the bear kin keep from us? A secret love for art?

      I couldn’t help but smile as I pictured the bulky riordi man bent over an easel.

      Pushing the thought away, I took in the glyph again with Runic Vision, studying its outline. Then, little by little, I copied the glyph onto the white stone at my feet.

      Seconds before I completed the last arc, Tig squealed. “The glyph of Earth! I found it, right here!”

      Misha peered over the fox kin’s shoulder and confirmed. “She’s right. The script is a bit different, but the match is undeniable.”

      Motivated now, I scrawled the second glyph down, the one from the nearest pillar I could just make out.

      Five minutes later, Tig shouted, “Fire! It’s the glyph of Fire!”

      I walked from pillar to pillar, moving around the room until we had recorded each and every one. Sure enough, a pattern emerged.

      The glyphs ran around the room, from right to left: Earth, Fire, Wind, Water, Metal. Then they repeated one time before ending at the large pillar that contained no markings.

      When we’d finished, Theera asked the obvious question, her tone indicating both boredom and mistrust. “What does this all mean, though? If this is a puzzle, how do we unlock it?”

      I thought it over in my head, trying to come up with the simplest solution.

      Those most often worked out.

      Tig and Misha did the opposite. “Perhaps we should cross-reference the Tome of Elements to see if the original glyphs meant something other than the elemental definition we use today,” Tig suggested.

      Misha hummed thoughtfully. “Not a bad idea. Could also be a convergence of elements pattern we are missing. You don’t happen to have the Rembrino Codex, do you?”

      Tig sighed and shook her head. “I wish.”

      I tapped Astra on the shoulder, interrupting her bewildered glare as she took in the two bookish vessels.

      Pointing to the pillar, I asked her. “Can you go over there and touch that pattern?”

      Astra shrugged and did as I asked.

      She stopped beneath the pattern that ran across the pillar with the Fire glyph. Then she placed her hand on the stone.

      Nothing happened.

      “Might sound weird, but… can you attack this pillar with one of your skills?”

      Astra eyed me suspiciously, but she unstrapped Rael from her back anyhow. Performing a standard Cinder Slash, Astra skillfully missed the pillar by inches, bathing the crystal with flames.

      The pattern above her glowed bright, the three glyphs of Fire emerging for all to see.

      Theera laughed and patted an awestruck Misha on the shoulder. “Not every riddle is so complex. You two, put your damn books away and get ready for a fight.”
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      When the pattern on the pillar faded soon after, a solution was proposed. Siobhan pragmatically said, “Maybe the pillars must be activated at once?”

      Theera spun her fingers, indicating she was ready to try.

      The vessels lined the room, each standing before a pillar that matched their own element. Even Minh, naked and smiling from ear to ear, stood ready for orders.

      Unsure of where to place myself, I stood away from the room’s middle. If this truly unlocked the next chamber, or summoned monsters, I was wary of the center of the room.

      So, I stood below the largest pillar, wondering if my presence was required here as well.

      Maybe it represents the cultivator? I wondered.

      This question went unanswered as the vessels all performed a basic attack against their pillars. Minh, not in her shield form, could apparently still use her skills.

      Comically, she rammed her shoulder into the pillar with impressive force, and Buckler’s Bite caused a cascade of dust to trickle down from the shaken pillar.

      Even Tig was capable of doing so since her dagger used Earth Spirit in its attacks.

      The room quieted briefly.

      Then, as all ten pillars burned bright with their glyphs ignited, a deep rumbling sounded. I looked around the room, hoping to see what piece of the tower was shifting.

      “Behind you!” Astra shouted.

      I spun around and backpedaled as quickly as I could as the great pillar corkscrewed up into the ceiling. It revealed a massive hole in the floor, one filled with inky blackness.

      Minh tinkled to the ground, taking her coin form once more. I held up my hand and recalled her, then shifted her into a shield.

      Instinctively, the warriors moved toward the room’s middle, attempting to take up their positions in the two formations.

      Before they could converge upon me, however, an ear-splitting rush filled the hollow chamber, louder than a raging waterfall. A heartbeat later, a plume of shiny black smoke erupted from the hole.

      No, not smoke, I realized. Those are creatures!

      The swarm rose up in the air, swirling around and growing bigger and denser by the second.

      All I could think to do was lift Minh above me. I used Shield Shift to expand her form, making a perfect circle but for a half-moon notch at the top so I could see better.

      “Party buffs!” I shouted, knowing whatever we were facing would be a serious threat.

      Brea triggered Mist-Forged Shroud a second before Siobhan hit the party with Wind-Swept Steps. The combined buffs gave me a sense of confidence I’d been lacking before, a reassurance that we were all in this together.

      Theera cast her own buff, a skill called Granite Hands. A glow of Earth Spirit surrounded my fists, increasing my attack power.

      In the last moment before things got nasty, I used Inspect on the black swarm above us. The results were troubling, to say the least.
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      Shadow Louse

      Rank: Level 1

      Monster Type: Insectoid

      Disposition: Hive Mind

      Elemental Affinity: Shadow
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      Fleas? This terrifying boss is just a cloud of fucking fleas? More importantly, I realized, Lord Mahuang isn’t even using Wind monsters anymore. That definitely changes things.

      This time it was Theera who called out the information, but what any of us were to do with it this time, I had no clue.

      Then the battle began with no more warning than the host of buzzing Shadow creatures plummeting down from the ceiling. They formed a spear some five feet thick, heading straight toward me and Caradas, who were standing closest to the center of the room.

      I braced for impact, but at the last second, I drew on Minh’s power and activated Core Flash with all the power I could push into it.

      The bright beam didn’t kill any of the strange insects. It did disturb them, though. The spear of shadow bugs burst apart, swarming in all directions.

      Suddenly, the monsters were all around me. They clouded the pervasive light the tower provided. And as the tiny monsters passed over me, I felt a hundred tiny cuts open up across my chest, back, and limbs.

      I doubted my skills would do much on the swarm, so I reached up to my cloak and activated Winds of Ice and Fire. It was another of the large Spell Shards Adan had helped me develop.

      Cords of Spirit wound around my forearm and thrust skyward. Having no direction to pinpoint the enemy, I only wanted to hurt as many of the monsters as possible without harming my allies.

      Twin threads of Spirit, one Fire and one Ice, collided fifteen feet above my head. A tiny explosion burst from the unnatural combination, and a sphere of blue-and-red energy expanded.

      This collapsed a second later, and a torrent of flames and ice shards churned in a broad circle, pushing upwards until it reached the ceiling.

      The black insects popped and sizzled from the fire, shattering into small pieces when the shards hit them. In all, I must have killed over a thousand of the dime-sized bugs. It was a successful attack, but not one I could repeat again.

      With a howl of fell wind, the host retreated, cutting each of us as it did so.

      Misha blasted them with a few Fire spells. Brea and Elouine launched their own area-of-effect spells as well, killing hundreds more.

      That was when I noted two disturbing facts.

      The first was the condition of our party. Everyone had been harmed by the swarm. With countless cuts targeting each of us, the insects somehow bypassing our armor, we were all closer to death than I wanted to admit.

      I could act to alleviate this immediately. I cast my first of several Rain of Rejuvenation Spell Shards. The healing began almost at once, which soothed my body and helped clear my mind.

      Brea targeted Tig and Leanne with Precision Geyser, since they had the lowest constitution and were in dire need of healing.

      The second undeniable fact, however—the one that terrified me—was that the broken and burned corpses of the insects that littered the floor were evaporating in a cloud of black mist. That mist rose up and slowly reformed more of the insects.

      In less than a minute, the host had repaired itself.

      “Get ready!” I cried out. “Looks like round two is about to happen, everyone.”

      The cloud of insects spun around in their shimmering mass for a while, almost as if they, or the thing guiding them, were considering our party. Perhaps coming to a conclusion, the blackness changed tactics.

      A dozen streams of insects flew down and piled up, forming humanoid figures all around the room. They were bulky and short in stature. When the insects finished their task, twelve stalky golems stood, each bearing twin hammers.

      “Greater and Lesser Circles!” Theera called, and everyone shifted to take up new positions.

      Brea, Tig, and Elouine collapsed to the center, placing their backs to one another and facing outward.

      I stood between Astra and Caradas. Theera, Leanne, Misha, and Siobhan formed the rest of the outer ring.

      The golems came to life while we scrambled. Their eyes shone a violent purple, and they charged inward, movements terrifyingly fast and synchronized.

      I blocked an attack with my shield, the hammer slamming into me so hard it numbed my arm and shoulder. In the brief pause before the golem could attack a second time, I swung my Chasing Hammer in turn.

      Runic Vision revealed no empty rune slots to exploit, so I chose the onyx patch between the monster’s eyes.

      I triggered Peening Strike Sequence, hoping it might prove enough to break apart the golem. My hammer struck again and again, pounding the golem’s face. Each time it did so, the monster staggered, delaying its second attack.

      When the last blow landed, the golem lifted its hammer and swung again, not caring that half its head was missing.

      I blocked again, this time successfully turning the blow rather than absorbing the hit directly.

      Astra’s blade clanged off her own golem, the slashing damage proving highly ineffective. She growled in frustration and shifted Rael into a sword staff.

      Focusing on my own golem again, I threw caution to the wind and tried out another of my modified skills. After blocking a third time, my left hand completely numb now as it clung to Minh’s straps, I activated Anvil Onslaught Explode.

      Spirit-formed anvils dropped down onto the golem’s head. The new modification caused them to target a single area, so the anvils crashed through one another, driving deeper into the monster.

      First the golem’s head broke away, and then its short neck.

      The final anvils crashed into its torso. Then the shards of Spirit driven into the monster exploded simultaneously. The golem broke apart, finally defeated.

      Caradas danced with two of the monsters at once. He was hammering their bodies with the spine of his zambato blade, triggering an odd skill, most likely modified, again and again.

      I checked on Astra and found her doing good work herself. Her golem was covered in pockmarks created by powerful thrusts of her sword staff, but its body was far from being destroyed.

      The woman dodged an attack, then threw up Flame Bulwark Collapse. Her fiery shield broke apart and wreathed the golem’s body. The monster fought against its imprisonment, but the skill held.

      “Back up!” I shouted, and Astra sidestepped at the perfect time. I dropped a second Anvil Onslaught Explode onto the golem, and its body crashed to the ground seconds later.

      Panting from exertion, I spun on my heel to take in the rest of the room. Theera had finished at least one golem. She slashed another with Helias, the Divine Artifact even sharper than Rael as it gouged deep grooves in the monster.

      Caradas exploded another soon after.

      Then Leanne and Tig brought down the final golem, their combined efforts completely overwhelming it.

      Our party had shifted apart, so I gave a command, hoping to restore some order. “Reposition!” Then I asked, “Is anyone injured?”

      Caradas leaned over and braced himself against his sword. He lifted one hand. “I am. Took a hammer to the ribs.”

      Brea shot him twice with Precision Geyser, and the bear kin stood up and sighed after.

      Everyone else seemed largely unharmed, though it was clear we were tired, and I didn’t want to think about how low everyone’s Spirit Reserves had gotten.

      And though the golems had been defeated, not a single thread of Spirit floated into the air.

      This monster wasn’t dead yet.

      A faint vibration caught my attention.

      Then I saw the myriad fragments, black and almost ceramic in texture, shaking on the ground. A heaviness crashed down onto my shoulders, then shattered the golem fragments as it struck the floor.

      Countless pieces of black stone were powdered in the matter of a few terrifying seconds.

      Wind swept through the room, dragging the powder up with it, and once again, I found myself staring up at shapeless darkness. The powder started to glow, and then thin threads of the stuff emerged.

      It was like an unholy net that seethed and writhed above us. And no sooner had I completed that thought than the net fell, expanding as it did so to encase us all.

      Theera’s harsh voice shouted, “Slashing weapons! Attack!”

      Astra triggered Seven Blades Blaze beside me, and several other skills followed. I launched an Ice Blade upward, and the projectile cut clean through the tangled web.

      I watched the blade shatter as it hit the ceiling far above, then saw the fibers of the net rejoin.

      It closed on us.

      Like liquid mesh, the net wrapped our party in its terrible grasp, and I screamed as pain cut through me every place it touched. The strange attack felt so much like acid or poison, but it pushed deeper into my flesh, again ignoring my armor.

      I fell to a knee and threw my hand up to touch my cloak. Then I cast Rain of Rejuvenation once more. The healing spell slowed our demise, but something needed to happen soon.

      Misha called to Siobhan then.
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      The sensual and sweet woman had iron lungs. Her voice held a brassy note that any battlefield commander would envy.

      “To me, Sister of the Wind! Wind and Flame!”

      Siobhan answered, somehow unafraid, “I am with you.” Then the two mages combined their efforts and set the room ablaze.

      The net shuddered and started to retract. But the spell died out too quickly.

      I turned around and spotted the mages as they sought to repeat their attack. Taking aim, I sent a Raging Elementalist Spell Shard in Misha’s direction.

      Adan had approved of Flaming Elementalist. The spell wasn’t unique in design, but he’d liked the way in which I’d crafted it.

      Yet he had, of course, improved that design.

      Raging Elementalist struck Misha’s back, a wobbling ball of pure Spirit. Then it swept across her leather armor and sank in, penetrating to the woman’s core. Eyes blazing with Fire Spirit,

      Misha’s arm tilted up at the hovering net.

      Then Misha cast her Fire spell.

      Siobhan added Wind, and the net was suddenly bathed in a torrent of flames. It burned so hot I had to lower my face, blisters forming on my brow instantly.

      A voice shrieked inside my head, fell and seemingly distant, yet all around.

      It was Lord Mahuang, I knew it at once.

      Misha held the skill longer than before. She stood as the net retreated, hand pouring out hell’s bitter inferno.

      Is this a modification? Did she make a version of the spell that lasted longer? I wondered as I watched from under my upheld forearm.

      Then, suddenly, the net retracted.

      The pain in my body vanished as the net found a new target. It swirled around Misha so fast all I could do was watch in terror.

      It cut into her leather armor, burning through its protection in an instant.

      Misha cried out in pain as the fell net burned her flesh. Despite the flames it was enduring, the strands of the net continued to cut deeper.

      And still, Misha poured out her Spirit to destroy the thing.

      Siobhan kneeled below, gushing Wind Spirit directly from the tower-given staff. This whirling current of air fueled the cyclone of fire, adding to its intensity.

      The net reached her as well, and Siobhan’s sweet face twisted in torment. Staff held high, the avian covered the rest of her body with pristine white wings.

      Our enemy glowed now, this strange and bodiless monster. The network of threads glowed like steel in a forge.

      The beast was near to its end.

      I could feel its death rattle vibrate the air.

      Now free to stand, I backed away and cast Rain of Rejuvenation on our party. Brea unloaded Precision Geyser into Misha’s abdomen, time and again, the healing spells keeping the woman on her feet.

      All too soon, the archer’s Spirit Reserves ran dry.

      And poor Misha kept screaming.

      Her teeth exposed in a snarl, the mage endured the net as it ate through her body.

      At last, I saw something shift. Misha’s eyes bulged, and her voice cut off. It’s reached her core, I thought instinctually. It has taken her.

      Misha’s flames snuffed out, and she slumped back to the ground, hitting the stone floor limp and lifeless.

      For a moment, I thought the net would see to Siobhan next, but the center of its mass was missing. The brightest threads still clinging to Siobhan’s wings were burning out as well, slowly turning to ash.

      “Heal her!” I shouted to Brea. “Heal Siobhan! Astra, get a potion for Misha!”

      Brea shook her head. “I’m out of Spirit. I’ll use a potion.” The ranger darted under Siobhan’s protective wings to heal her.

      My stomach lurched as I witnessed the devastation the woman had endured.

      Siobhan’s wings quivered in pain, fatigue, or both.

      A pattern of dark streaks marred them, many of her feathers having been burned or fallen to the floor.
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      But it was Misha that stole my attention away.

      Theera fell to her knees and hoisted the woman up. Astra opened the mage’s mouth and tried to pour a potion down her throat.

      But Misha’s sweet eyes were devoid of life.

      The fire that danced in her core had gone out completely. Neither potions nor spells could pull her back from this.
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            A RARE RESILIENCE
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      Theera clung to Misha’s body, her strong arms trembling.

      Silent tears wet her cheeks, but some of the others hadn’t been so calm in their mourning.

      Leanne held a weeping Elouine. Tig, Brea, and Astra continued to heal and comfort a nearly broken Siobhan. Everyone had felt the tremendous blow to our party.

      We just had different ways of expressing it.

      Caradas hunched behind Theera, his face a mask of pure rage. He breathed calmly, though, his great fists opening and closing occasionally.

      He’s a coward! Minh ranted. What kind of a god kills mortals without even forming a body to fight against! I would tear the…

      And on she went.

      For once, I didn’t stop Minh. I let her vent her rage to me.

      I felt trapped somewhere in between. I hadn’t felt the need to cry, even though I was saddened by the loss of Misha. The mage had been kind to us, lightening the mood and giving everything she could to Siobhan without restraint.

      Yet the rage that swept through Minh and Caradas also filled my heart.

      I swam in the tumult, shifting my gaze between Siobhan’s tattered wings and Misha’s pale face.

      Then something truly horrifying took place.

      The mage’s body began to glow, and just like the monsters of the towers, she began fading away into thin air.

      Theera roared in outrage. “No! You can’t take her! You won’t!”

      But there was nothing she could do.

      Starting at her feet, Misha faded away, each part of her body disappearing in a fraction of a second. At the last second, Caradas’s hand darted out and snatched the mage’s staff up.

      That alone wasn’t taken by the tower’s dark denizen.

      Theera panted in horrified anger. She stared down at empty hands, either unable or unwilling to comprehend what she’d just witnessed.

      The others all quieted, and a heaviness fell over us.

      This had been an insult none of us had anticipated, despite knowing that all might be lost.

      Tig stumbled away from her group and dropped to her knees. “That doesn’t make any sense… the tower rules. I mean, cultivators and vessels have been absorbed before, but it never happens like this, not when there is a party to take the fallen away. It doesn’t make any…”

      The fox kin’s words failed her.

      Theera drew in a sharp breath, forming fists and pulling them to her abdomen. Then the Earth warrior rose to her feet.

      When she looked into my eyes, I saw the woman who’d first greeted us at Pine Mountain.

      Not the loyal person who had started to open up and possibly heal from her wounds, but the jaded and broken vessel that had no hope, no love, no joy in life at all.

      Theera’s eyes contained only one thing.

      A hunger for vengeance.

      “We rest,” she told us all in the flat and implacable tone of a commander. “We rest for three hours, and then we ascend the Sky Tower. Lord Mahuang dies today.”

      After her short announcement, Theera ordered all to rest but Caradas and herself. The two took up positions on either side of the room.

      One faced the stairwell we’d ascended.

      The other faced the opening in the far wall that had appeared after the monster died.

      Gathering my vessels together, I sat among them and pulled out something that just might help. Tucked away in Minh’s storage was a tea set. Before leaving Bern, Goran had given me special tea that had been popular among cultivators long ago.

      I poured water from Adan’s spring into the tea kettle, then heated it with a simple but effective Spell Shard made just for this purpose. In five minutes, the brew had been prepared.

      Pouring cups for my vessels first, I urged them to drink. “Finish it,” I demanded. “We will have our whole lives to mourn. But we must calm ourselves, we must rest, and then we must finish our task.”

      They drank obediently.

      I followed and, hopeful, checked my SI to read the Status Effect as it took place.
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        * * *

      

      Status Effect Active: Inner Stillness Divinity Tea
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        * * *

      

      Inner Stillness Divinity Tea: By consuming the Divinity Tea, steeped in the refreshing waters of Pine Mountain’s spring, you have temporarily soothed the mind’s excessive stress, anxiety, and negative emotions. Clarity of thought and purpose will be enhanced as well.
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        * * *

      

      Time Remaining: 7 hours and 59 minutes.
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      Even as I read, a weight was lifted from my shoulders. As the storm inside of me eased, a trickle of grief finally seeped out. I let a few tears fall, eyes closed, while I found the stillness that would benefit me in the hours to follow.

      Heavy sighs came from my women’s mouths.

      I opened my eyes and saw them relaxing at last. All continued to weep, but the frustration and the desperation had all but vanished.

      I poured two more cups, then sent Tig to deliver them to Leanne and Elouine.

      Finishing the pot, I took the last two to Caradas and Theera. The bear kin accepted the tea without comment, tossing it back and resuming his silent guard.

      His tense shoulders softened a little, however, so I knew he’d benefited.

      Finally, I handed the last cup to Theera. She scowled down at the liquid and shook her head. “I won’t numb myself to this. Take it away.”

      I rested a hand on her shoulder. “Theera, you command this tower raid. I can agree to that easily, given your experience. But you will drink this.

      “If not for me, then for Misha. Not only would she not want you to linger in grief for her sake, but you know as well as I do that you will fight better without it.”

      Theera ground her teeth. A shudder passed through her body, some final rebelliousness taking its course.

      Then she took the tea and swallowed it quickly.

      I didn’t comment further. Instead, I stored everything away in my storage and sat down with my vessels once more.

      Wisely, Astra had unpacked some sweets. She passed around a few cookies, a small snack that would fill our bellies and keep us busy while we continued to unwind.

      None would sleep during our rest, but that wasn’t necessary.

      Clearing my throat, I asked the group, “Is anyone else injured? Tig, Astra, Brea?”

      They all shook their heads.

      Then I focused on Siobhan. “How about you? Have the balms and potions done their work? Are you fully healed?”

      The avian shrugged.

      Wetting her lips, she spoke in a quiet and subdued voice very much unlike her usual self. “My body is sound. I can and will fight when we press on. But my… my wings…”

      Many of her feathers remained scorched or cut in half, and a wavy pattern of darkness had stained them. Compared to the brilliant whiteness she’d worn so easily, her new appearance broke my heart.

      Siobhan lowered her head as fresh tears sprang to her eyes. “I’m sorry, Rin. My beauty has been ruined.”

      Astra touched the woman’s shoulder, and Brea shook her head, about to argue.

      This was my duty, however, so I moved forward and kneeled before Siobhan. Clutching her face in my hands, I forced her to look at me. She tried to resist my efforts, pushing me away.

      “Look at me,” I said in a firm tone. “Siobhan, lift your chin and look at me.”

      Reluctantly, she did so.

      I searched her red-stained silver eyes. The pain and despair were etched deep in her heart, but it was the shame that I couldn’t abide. She was ashamed of her appearance, thinking herself foul and unacceptable.

      Tracing the scars on her shoulders with my free hand, I told her, “These marks, Siobhan, are evidence. They tell me many things.”

      She calmed for a moment to listen to my words.

      “Scars tell me a story of your courage, how you willingly fought beside us all and risked your life to preserve ours… and they tell me of your loyalty and sacrifice.”

      I leaned down and kissed her pale skin, a thin, twisting scar atop her shoulder where the net had burned her.

      “I find that more beautiful than flawless skin, Siobhan. And your wings? How about we do what we always do?” I moved closer so our faces were inches apart.

      “How about we hold hands and support each other. All of us, Siobhan, are here with you. We will wait patiently with you while your wings fully heal. And if they are always scarred by this battle, we will remember how you saved our lives.”

      Astra moved in beside me. “He’s right, you know. You can be a prideful and annoying jerk sometimes,” she said with a chuckle, “but I love you.”

      “As do I,” Brea announced confidently.

      The ranger stood and walked around to kneel behind Siobhan. “And I think your wings are just as magnificent as ever.”

      Finally, little Tig, ears twitching and tail held low, closed in on Siobhan’s left side. She took Siobhan’s hand and squeezed it. “I am with them,” Tig said resolutely. “You are like my big, strange, beautiful sister! You have to know that!”

      Siobhan sighed, and the last few tears spilled from her sweet face.

      Then she performed that miracle humankind so often does. Siobhan started the slow and intricate process of rebuilding herself. She rolled back her shoulders and wiped the tears from her face.

      Enduring a few more embraces from her fellow vessels, Siobhan sat up. “Thank you, all of you,” she said in a more steady tone. “It was so hard, losing Misha that way. I know the others, Theera most of all, knew her longest. But Misha…”

      She shook her head, unable to form more words.

      Astra nudged the avian softly. “How about that time Misha sat too close to Adan? She kept scooching nearer, pretending she wasn’t, until the old man yelled at her?”

      Siobhan smiled.

      Taking Astra’s example, Tig offered, “Or when she decided to flirt with Master Rin on the first night we met her! I swear, I thought Astra was going to box her ears in, but I think we were all too shocked!”

      More laughs passed between us, and more of the heaviness vanished.

      Finally, Siobhan smiled and looked between us all. “I will tell a story now. One you did not see.”

      I sat back on my heels, and everyone adjusted their positions. Astra crunched on another cookie, blue eyes fixed on the riordi woman who was so bravely opening up her heart.

      “On our third day of training, Misha took me on a hike. We walked to far side of mountain. I thought maybe she wanted a clearing, a place for us to spar.

      “But Misha brought me to a cliff that dropped very far down. Dangerous. Terrifying.” Siobhan smiled. “I thought the woman would have me battle on the edge, something crazy!”

      Shaking her head, she continued. “But no… Misha sat down on the edge. Patted the stone beside her, inviting me to sit. When I did, she pointed out to the trees and valleys below.

      “‘Isn’t it all so pretty,’” she said to me. “Then she asked, ‘What is your favorite? I like how that river looks like a strip of steel. What’s yours?’”

      Siobhan nodded to herself, wringing her hands together in her lap. “That woman could roast a dragon alive with her spells. So much power! So much control! But even after losing her cultivator and her fellow vessels… she was so sweet!”

      “That she was,” Leanne said from over my shoulder. “And thank you, Siobhan, for seeing that about her.”

      Elouine smiled broadly, standing beside her fellow elf. “She was also a pain in the ass, but yeah, I think her soft heart was the best thing about her.”

      No more was spoken about Misha that day.

      We broke apart into pairs, lying down on the ground and closing our eyes.

      There was time yet to rest, and it was sorely needed.

      The few stories, and the comments that had come after, sank into the room and seemed to provide a barrier to ward off Lord Mahuang’s touch.

      Even in this dark hour, I thought, Misha has given us all a small but undeniable gift.

      Even in this, she has touched us.
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            THE FORM OF SHADOW
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      Our buffs still active, and our determination more solidified than ever, the party climbed ever higher into the tower.

      Theera entered each new chamber first, Caradas, Leanne, and Elouine at her back. Her caution proved completely unnecessary, however.

      For not once were we attacked.

      The Sky Tower lay open to us.

      We climbed three more floors without encountering a single monster. This sped up our ascent, but rather than comfort me, it only served as evidence that this tower was a broken thing.

      Whether Lord Mahuang was preserving his energy, or if an ambush waited around the next corner, none of us could decipher.

      Finally, we reached the seventh floor. The ceiling of the tower spanned a hundred feet high or more, but in its very center, a massive cluster of crystals hung.

      They drooped down to forty feet off the ground, jutting out at odd angles.

      I had to assume that normally this formation would be a beautiful sight to behold. Thousands of tons of crystal refracting the ever-present light within the tower would have taken our breath away.

      But the white of the crystals had been tarnished.

      Black veins of Shadow Spirit filled them, pulsing sluggishly. The foul energy pumped through larger arteries in the walls. Each of these must have been as thick as my waist. All worked their way upwards and then back down into the crystalline heart.

      A fog drifted around it, and a presence as well.

      This is Lord Mahuang. This is the menace we’ve been seeking.

      Theera issued quick orders, spreading us out below the black crystal. The chamber’s width stretched well over a hundred feet, so we would have plenty of space to fight.

      I opened my mouth to call out some encouragement, and then asked Brea to fire an arrow up into the crystal to initiate the fight.

      That was when the darkness came for us.

      The black mist thickened and filled the room so quickly that I only had time to lift my shield and brace myself.

      He touched my body, mind, and core all at once, filling every part of me with a cold so deep it froze my limbs in place. All light vanished, and I could see nothing.

      Absolutely nothing.
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      Slowly, my vision returned.

      An inky, purple light blossomed around me, and I found myself standing amid an empty expanse.

      No wind touched my face. The ground, though, was firm beneath my feet. It was made of black stone or some other hard substance so dark I felt dizzy when I looked down into it.

      Calm yourself, Rin, I thought, trying to quell the terror rising within me. This can’t be real. At least not in a physical sense.

      An eerie and haunted laughter echoed through the vastness. Not real? I am very real, Rinmarron. I am as real as your nightmares, as enduring as the shadows that fill every corner of your precious Acalia.

      Each word hurt me, digging deeper into my being and taking root.

      I gripped my Chasing Hammer, but there was nothing to fight. No foe stood in my way to swing at.

      Lowering my weapon and shield, I took a single breath to steel myself before pushing back against the presence all around me. If you are real, show yourself, I demanded.

      An easy request, the voice hissed.

      Suddenly, a finger of blackness coiled up from the ground. When it reached my waist, it sprang out and landed in my stomach, doubling me over with the force.

      I heaved for breath, but even as the pressure clamped down tighter, I noticed the sensations were ephemeral. They lacked the weight of a physical attack.

      It’s in my mind, I told myself. All of this, the whole fucking place, none of it is real!

      A wheezing laugh shook the expanse. The laugh continued, and the cord of blackness wrapped around my torso changed in a subtle but undeniable way. Points along the cord sharpened, and I gasped as the black substance pierced through my armor, plunging into my flesh.

      What is real? the voice taunted. Is pain a reality? Or just another shadow?

      Fighting an urge to panic, I breathed deep. The spikes wormed their way into my gut.

      I knew where they were headed.

      My core burned within me, now six or seven inches from a force of evil that hungered for my Spirit. That was what had happened to Misha.

      As soon as the net had touched her core, she’d gone out like a candle in a stiff wind.

      I straightened my body and ignored the cramps and shooting pain. Lord Mahuang’s questions weren’t having the effect he might have wanted. Surely, the God of Destruction only wished for me to collapse in despair and fall to pieces.

      But the questions…

      Was Lord Mahuang as real as my nightmares? As real as shadows? Is pain a reality?

      They were all joined by a single thread.

      Nightmares are perceived within the mind, I told the fallen god. Shadows are perceived with the eye, and pain is perceived by the body. But outside of perception, none of these things are real.

      Knowing full well that I was fighting not only for myself but for my vessels and companions as well, I forced my mind to ignore the expanding discomfort of my senses.

      The God of Destruction roared, his voice and ill will echoing through this false plane of existence like a thunderclap.

      I ignored that too.

      Reaching deep, I commanded my body, alive and still breathing in Acalia, to obey me.

      Open your eyes!
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      And then the cord, the spikes, the purple light, and the black and featureless landscape were gone.

      I stood again at the top of the Sky Tower.

      My companions were all around me, posed in absolute stillness and silence. I knew I had to reach them somehow. It was obvious that they were undergoing the same mental assault I’d just escaped.

      The only question was how to do it.

      The black heart crystal pulsed above. And then I had my answer.

      I held up my hand, aiming at the darkest patch of crystal, where several arteries converged. I whispered the name of the Spell Shard, hoping to amplify its effect with the hatred in my heart.

      “Light into Darkness Cleaving.”

      When we’d created it, Adan and I had intended this spell to take down the physical form of the god’s avatar.

      But this tainted crystal stood in our way of accessing Mahuang’s true form. I had no choice but to use it now.

      A light suffused the air around my hand, glowing steadily brighter and brighter. It grew until the beam rivaled Minh’s Core Flash, and still it burned brighter.

      When I closed my eyes to preserve my vision, the spell finally completed.

      A gout of Metal Spirit surged out from my core, fueling the great spell. It manifested as a spear, rocketing up toward the crystal. As it went, the spear took the Light Spirit with it.

      Opening my eyes at the last second, I stared in wonder at what I’d helped to create.

      The arm-thick spear spun, wrapping the Light Spirit around it as it went. The metallic sheen of the Metal Spirit was soon suffused in brilliance.

      Then it struck the crystal with astounding force.

      I had no clue what to expect.

      Worry that the crystal might shatter and fall down on my companions crossed my mind. Or perhaps it would simply explode in all directions, shooting shrapnel through the room.

      But the spear only hit the darkness itself.

      The foul presence in the tower shuddered. I felt its pain as the spear sank into its being. My Spell Shard scorched the inner structures of the crystal, refracting all around and lighting the entire room.

      Die, I urged the thing. Die, you fucking bastard.

      With a whoosh of wind and pulse of light, the spell ended. Its light pushed out the blackness infecting the crystal of the tower. I willed the blackness to die.

      Gasps emerged from my companions, all of whom fell to their knees as the god was forced to let them go.

      I heard their rasping breath and felt hopeful.

      Yet I did not remove my eyes from the dark cloud above us. It roiled and surged, obviously diminished, or at least less secure now that it could not use the tower’s body to hide within.

      Then, before any of my fellows were prepared, the black fog pooled downward into ten pillars. Each pillar condensed until the liquid Shadow Spirit took on the crude shape of tall knights. The creatures lifted their hands at the same time and attacked.

      “To the middle!” I cried out, hoping to stir my friends to action. “Get moving!”

      Thankfully, everyone had a healthy dose of fear working for them. They ran to the middle of the room and turned outward.

      “Greater ring!” Theera commanded, and we formed up in a single circle, shoulder to shoulder in the chamber’s middle.

      Staring into the faceless black monster in front of me, I had a sneaking suspicion this battle could not be won with arms. “Brea! Elouine! Target them and fire right away!”

      The archers did so, and just as I’d feared, their arrows zipped through the creatures and broke against the tower wall.

      I dropped back out of formation and ran to Theera. “I must complete the Network Spell!” I told her. “Adan predicted this. I must complete the spell and bind him to the physical realm. That’s the only way we can win this fight!”

      The woman nodded, then barked out another order. “Fight defensively! Don’t let those things touch you, not even for an instant!”

      Leaving this task to my companions, I jogged to the center of the room. The stone of the tower floor would be ideal.

      Then I pulled out the seven runes Adan had lent me along with their various reagents. By the time I had the materials ready, the battle was well under way.

      Risking a glance, I saw the faceless things had forged solid weapons on the ends of their appendages. Some held maces, others long swords.

      One of them swung at Caradas, and the bear kin parried the heavy mace with his zambato sword.

      The impact clanged loudly, proving that the weapons would indeed harm my friends.

      Great, I thought bitterly as I organized my materials. Fighting a bodiless enemy that can still harm you… not exactly fair play.

      I took the rune of Crystal, chosen to interact specifically with the tower’s primary material. Placing it at the bottom of the formation, I charged it with Light Quartz, a glowing reagent that aligned with Light Spirit.

      I tapped the rune just so.

      As soon as I did, the room shook, and a deep and guttural moan could be heard. Could I ask for better encouragement? Yes, you son of a bitch, I am going to trap you.

      Next, I used the rune of Wind followed by the Tower rune. Each of these were struck successfully, Runic Vision showing me the precise location to place them.

      Each rune I activated shook the tower chamber.

      The faceless monsters fought with greater desperation, and the battle took a turn. I heard the unmistakable crash of a blunt object striking armor. A woman’s cry came after, and I looked up in horror.

      It was Brea.

      She clutched her left shoulder and struggled to get up. Caradas darted across the room and hammered his sword into the mace careening toward the woman’s face.

      I shook my head.

      Focus! Focus, Rin, or nothing else will matter!

      More runes, and more cries of pain.

      My world became a tunnel, a singular purpose forcing me to blot the rest out.

      The final two runes—Light and Shadow, predictably—were the most difficult. Light needed to be coated in a thick liquid that shone like living honey. Seconds ticked by as I poured it out of the small vial.

      I tapped it with my hammer, and the combined ring of the six runes deafened me. Shoving that aside, I placed the rune of Shadow and imbued it with a toxic sap, acidic and deadly if touched.

      Adan had stored the sap in a flat pouch forged from metal sheeting. I pinched the thing over the rune, and the thick goo slid out in a lump.

      When it touched the rune of Shadow, it clung to the metal and began foaming up around it.

      With all of the runes set, I stepped just outside the ring and closed my eyes to envision the spell’s intended function. I visualized the black liquid being drawn into the middle of the Network Spell and taking on the physical body of a mortal being.

      Then I spoke the words.

      “Prison of Flesh and Bone!”

      Unlike the fountain at Adan’s mountain, this Network Spell required no living sacrifice. As the grandmaster had predicted, the tower itself fueled the enchantment.

      The pervasive light in the chamber dimmed as the tower poured its energy into my spell.

      Each of Mahuang’s champions froze in place, giving my companions a much-needed reprieve.

      A hum charged the air with faint vibration. That sound amplified, and the black monsters shook and trembled. Soundlessly, the god’s Shadow Spirit was pulled into the middle of the room in ten onyx streams.

      Astra and the others blinked in surprise to see their unstoppable foes dismantled a little at a time, pouring their substance into the growing mass within my Network Spell.

      The entire process only took ten or fifteen seconds, and when it was done, we all stood facing a massive sphere of Shadow energy. The ball was perfectly shaped, without flaw or blemish.

      As the magic in the room ceased, that black sphere shrank in on itself. Its liquid state slowly hardened, and the monster we’d been fighting all along finally showed his ugly face.

      With skin the color of coal and burning purple eyes, the God of Destruction glared at me.

      Pure loathing swam in his terrible gaze.
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            WHEN GOD’S BLEED
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      The nightmare we faced seethed with anger.

      Lord Mahuang’s avatar had the muzzle and mane of a lion. But the beast had six eyes, and a dripping purple tongue lolled out of its fanged maw.

      Standing atop a four-legged centaur body, the god towered over a dozen feet tall. His arms were corded with thick muscle. They curved down to the ground, ending in five-foot blades made of black steel.

      His mane and the tufts of fur on his chest and running down his back were made of writhing purple flames.
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      A voice cut through our stunned silence, driving us to action. “Twin Spears!” Theera roared, not wasting any time.

      I shook free of the paralyzing fear that sought to freeze me in place. I ran to take up position beside the Earth warrior, Minh held at the ready.

      Theera’s companions lined up behind her, Caradas and Leanne side to side, and Elouine in the rear, her bow already aimed at the monster.

      Astra and Tig stood at my back, Brea and Siobhan behind them.

      In this way, our two groups had formed triangular formations, both aimed at our singular foe. Theera had guessed this attack would give us the ability to keep two people focused on the god at all times, and if things got nasty, those in the rear could easily replace the “tip” of the spear in order to apply constant pressure.

      The God of Destruction stood still, his head turning this way and that, studying us carefully.

      Praying I might learn something useful, I tried to inspect the monster. My SI failed to even recognize him as a creature. As if that wasn’t worrying enough, when I activated Runic Vision, a single shape repeating itself in a dizzying multitude, shone from his dark form.

      I’d never seen it before in my life, but I knew at once the glyph’s meaning.

      The glyph stood for death, decay, and destruction.

      I turned off Runic Vision as quickly as I could and tried to shake the fear that clung to my core like burning oil.

      “Remember the strategy,” Theera said from the corner of her mouth. “We bleed him. We bleed the bastard till he’s small enough to slay.”

      “You may try, Earth witch,” Mahuang rasped, his eyes blinking slowly as if to adjust to his new, corporeal existence. “I’ve grown much stronger this time. And now you don’t have your precious Wei to fight with you.”

      Theera growled, and rather than respond, she rushed the beast. Mahuang swung his sword arm in a blur, but Theera ducked, sliding under the attack on her knees. She swept her blade up as she rose, cutting deep into the monster’s chest with Helias.

      The God of Destruction roared.

      Rearing back, he flung his hooves up in Theera’s face. I triggered Buckler’s Bite, smashing into the attack and saving Theera at the last minute.

      Monstrous hooves slammed into my shield, deadening my arm and wrenching my shoulder from the impacts. It took all of my strength, not to mention a rune of Might on my core, to keep hold of the shield.

      I retreated quickly, catching a sword against my shield as I did so, then dropped Vindictive Vise Maim on our foe.

      The skill tore up from the tower floor and clamped around Mahuang’s front leg. The modified spell cut into his flesh, wounding him.

      It bought me enough time to get into position and cast my final Rain of Restoration on our party. I could only hope its gradual healing effects would be enough.

      “Weak!” the god roared as he twisted his body and tore himself free. “You’re all too weak to challenge me! Can’t you see that?”

      Mahuang bulled forward, drawing back his sword arm for an aggressive attack.

      Theera pulled away, her nodachi sword flashing as she did. Her first slash cut Lord Mahuang’s black hide once more, but he parried the second so powerfully that the woman lost her footing and tumbled backwards.

      The god stomped the ground immediately after, and a ripple of purple Shadow Spirit raced out through the ground.

      It reached Theera and shot up spikes that bit deep into her right thigh. She grunted with pain, but still managed to tear herself free as she crab-walked backwards.

      “Heals and ranged!” I shouted.

      Brea’s healing Precision Geyser struck Theera between the shoulder blades, and Elouine fired Volley of the Emerald Wood at the enemy. Six arrows sank into the god’s stomach so quickly that he only managed to swat away the seventh and final shot.

      Mahuang roared in pain, plucking one of the arrows from his gut. He breathed out a purple mist onto the bloodied shaft, and the arrow started to glow.

      He released the projectile as it came alive. The now purple arrow zipped back the way it had come and pierced Elouine’s stomach in the exact place it had hit him.

      Satisfied with his petty revenge, the fallen god turned to Theera as the woman finally got to her feet.

      “Switch!” Caradas boomed.

      The bear kin brought his zambato blade forward in time to swat away the attack meant for Theera.

      I sent an Ice Blade up at Mahuang’s face, hoping to hit an eye. He blocked the spell deftly, but that opened up a brief window for Caradas.

      The big man spun, whirling his massive sword in a tight circle. The tip of the blade cut a deep groove across the top of his horse-like legs.

      Black blood gushed to the floor.

      More. We need to hurt the bastard more!

      Lord Mahuang shrugged off this wound and answered with another stomping energy attack.

      Caradas, far more agile than any seven-foot bear man should be, dodged the energy spikes. Then he triggered a skill I’d never seen the man use before.

      He leapt up and spun, his zambato blade whirling around with him. A whirlwind of razor-sharp Metal Spirit shards flashed out and cleaved through Mahuang’s defenses.

      At least five gashes opened up on the god’s chest and abdomen, one cutting so deep I could see the pale bone of his hip.

      Before Caradas even landed, I threw out another Ice Blade that sank into Mahuang’s shoulder, then moved in and activated Anvil Onslaught Explode.

      As the anvils began to drop, I retreated as quickly as I could, holding Minh up to defend against counterattacks.

      Lord Mahuang swung both swords at once, but instead of aiming at me, the fallen god struck the blades together. An arc of Shadow Spirit pounded into my shield. The attack splashed around Minh’s copper rim, however, and I felt two lashes cut deep into both of my shoulders.

      The wounds numbed my arms completely.

      I dropped Minh, and my Spiritarm winked out. I backpedaled, trying not to panic as I realized I was completely vulnerable.

      Caradas attacked at the perfect moment, throwing everything he had into Lord Mahuang’s face to keep me safe as I retreated. A cold splash of Water Spirit filled my body with healing energy a second later.

      Then, steadily, the feeling in my arms returned.

      I recalled Minh in the hopes of cutting through the god’s black hoof. The coin missed, unfortunately.

      Astra belted out, “Switch!” then jumped in to take my position. I saw her trigger Flame Bulwark just in time to defend Caradas when the bear kin was vulnerable.

      The shield shattered, but it did serve to reduce the force of the blow. Instead of losing an arm, Caradas left the exchange with a deep gash cutting through his pauldron and into his upper shoulder.

      And the battle raged on.

      At the back of the formation, I panted to catch my breath. Theera stood opposite, wild-eyed with rage. But there was something else in her expression, something pleased.

      I looked back at the fight in hopes of seeing what she did.

      From this distance, I took it all in: Astra and Caradas dueling the monster side by side, Brea landing arrows in the god’s torso as often as she could.

      Siobhan cast the occasional Howling Spear when she had a clear line of sight or Rebuking Gust to delay a counter.

      It wasn’t our discipline or skill Theera was smiling about, though. It was the pool of black blood at Lord Mahuang’s feet. Dozens of cuts oozed the stuff, and though it trickled out slowly, I could see with my own eyes the effect it was having on him.

      Slowly but surely, the fallen god was shrinking.

      As if coming to the same conclusion, Mahuang tried something new. He opened his mouth and let out a feral roar, the sound reverberating horribly. Purple waves rippled through the sonic attack and amplified the effect.

      Both of my eardrums burst, and I staggered as my balance was thrown off.

      Hot blood ran down my cheeks. I couldn’t hear a thing.

      Still, the roar continued.

      I felt my bones creak within my body, and pain blossomed everywhere. One by one, my party members dropped to a knee.

      The bastard is killing us with a battle cry! We are not ending like this!

      I tapped into Beacon of Hope, the skill granted to me by the Breastplate of the Rising Sun I’d received in the Forest Tower.

      Immediately, it started to bolster our morale, strength, and resistance.

      Then I threw my last overpowered Spell Shard at the monster, hoping desperately it would be enough to shut the fucker up.

      My arm turned a brilliant green as Earth Spirit coursed through me. A volley of pumpkin-sized balls of green stone pumped out of my arm, growing in size as they careened ever closer to Mahuang.

      The first pounded into the god’s stomach, cutting off his terrible roar.

      The rest smashed him backward, forcing the god to retreat a step each time he blocked them with his black blades.

      Despite blocking most of the assault, Meteoric Mayhem had done its job. Not only had it stopped the sonic attack, but our enemy stood panting, trying to recover from the shelling I’d given it.

      “Potions!” I croaked as loud as I could.

      I used a single-target healing Spell Shard on Caradas, the one who’d been standing the closest to the attack. Rifling through Minh’s storage, I found one of the healing potions we’d purchased at the Viatross market.

      I swallowed it quickly, ignoring the foul taste, and stalked closer to help my companions while some time remained.

      Caradas limped back, allowing Leanne to fly at the enemy with her daggers and engage Mahuang before he’d fully recovered.

      Astra wavered, though.

      The redhead was hardly strong enough to hold Rael, let alone move under her own power.

      Tig dashed in and wrapped her arms around Astra’s waist. She hauled the woman back with surprising strength, bringing her to the rear for healing.

      As I neared the front line again, I shot a glance Siobhan’s way. “Cover us. We need a bit more time.”

      Without hesitation, the avian streaked up into the air, Vaulted Skies Falcon coming alive and sending her blurring up and to the side of the battle with incredible speed. Darting back in from the flank now, Siobhan channeled her energy and cast Howling Spear Impact.

      The modified ability sent a condensed shaft of Wind Spirit hurtling into the god’s ribs, bursting upon impact.

      He teetered to the side briefly and shook his shaggy head. Before he could respond, Siobhan swung her staff and struck Mahuang’s rear flank with a loud crack.

      His hind quarters trembled in pain.

      Blindly, he swung his sword out at Siobhan. The counter came too quickly for her to avoid. Throwing up her staff at the last second, she blocked the attack.

      The heavy blade arm hit her so hard that her wings folded as she flew back, and she landed some thirty feet away, sliding across the floor.

      “Heal!” I shouted again as I rushed in to stand beside Leanne. I tried to make it there in time to help the elf defend herself.

      Leanne had coated her blades in black blood.

      She ducked under a slashing attack, then activated a skill. Leanne disappeared and popped back into existence behind Mahuang’s guard. Both of her daggers sank deep into his abdomen.

      Leanne twisted, wrenching the daggers free and opening up a gaping hole in her enemy.

      Mahuang twitched his head instinctively. At first I thought the motion was merely a reaction to the pain. Then I saw his purple tongue flick out and slash up across Leanne’s torso and neck.

      The elf screamed and tumbled away, clutching her injuries.

      Our four-legged, sword-armed foe did something completely unexpected then. He lowered his head, and a bright purple aura surrounded his body.

      And just as I was about to trigger Buckler’s Bite, he turned and dashed away.

      Lord Mahuang left behind the wide pool of thick blood, and though he had been reduced in size, the god’s terrifying form still commanded my attention fully. Rippling muscles and a mane of burning Shadow Spirit gave the monster a nightmarish beauty I could not deny.

      He wheeled round, picking up speed as he did so.

      His hooves ripped up chunks of the tower floor, and his mane burned brighter.

      The purple aura shone like a fell warning.

      Doom is coming, it seemed to say.

      Theera barked at Caradas, the two falling in side by side to stop the thing’s charge.

      I took a step forward, intent on jumping in beside them. My instincts urged me to act as a shield and blunt whatever devastation the fallen god was about to unleash.

      Adan’s wisdom came back to me, though. His simple lesson explained so much about my role as a cultivator, my duty.

      I was the heart.

      It was my responsibility to guide the vessels who served me, not act as their shield. And as Lord Mahuang galloped our way, I heard the old man’s words. Observe your enemy as they are, not as you fear them to be.

      What I observed fell short of the omnipotent nightmare I’d built up in my mind.

      I saw a god bleeding out, his strength already failing. Six eyes burned in his uncanny face, each a weakness to take advantage of. His strong centaur body was held aloft by horse legs. These too, I could exploit.

      The first thing I did was turn to Brea. “Hail Storm Direct,” I told her. “Aim for the eyes when it comes within thirty feet!”

      Then I cast the Eagle Eye Spell Shard on her, the one Adan had reluctantly taught me to forge. Apparently, even sagacious old men regretted sharing all of their secrets.

      When I get back to Pine Mountain, I thought, I’ll have to thank him.

      The only Spell Shards I still had stored in my Casting Cloak were two of the Stone Sling variety. Not the firepower I would have chosen, but I had an idea how to make them work in my favor.

      Theera activated a spell that coated both her body and that of Caradas in a bulky suit of Earth Spirit Armor.

      Caradas drew back his sword and adopted a strange stance, the sword held behind him, ready to cut forward at a moment’s notice.

      “Now!” I cried to Brea.

      Her skill triggered, and a stream of icy arrows plowed into the fallen god’s face. Enhanced by the Eagle Eye Spell Shard, almost all of the arrows landed.

      And one by one, Lord Mahuang’s burning eyes winked out.

      The god stomped toward our group, his momentum carrying him blindly. He held up his sword arms and blocked the last of the incoming arrows, just as I’d hoped he would.

      Throwing out a hand, I invoked the last Spell Shards in my small arsenal.

      The first Stone Sling spit out at high speed, a wad of Earth Spirit more similar to a bullet than a stone. It smacked into the black flesh of Mahuang’s right thigh.

      My second attempt was better aimed.

      The magical bullet cracked through the beast’s left knee joint, impacting it precisely where I’d wanted. The wound caused Mahuang’s leg to buckle instantly.

      He roared in pain and surprise as his bulky centaur body tilted down and forward. The god struck the tower floor with both knees, sliding ever closer to Theera and Caradas.

      One purple eye blinked open as the monster slid to a halt just three feet before his intended targets.

      Recognizing his danger, Mahuang slashed out with both sword arms at once.

      Caradas caught the swords on his zambato blade, using all of his considerable might to blunt the attack. Sparks showered my two companions in a bright splash of Metal and Shadow Spirit.

      The force threw the bear kin off to my right. He tumbled away, his sword clanging to the ground away from him.

      Finally in place beside Theera, I hit the bastard with Core Flash just as he was drawing back for another powerful attack.

      My pulse of light jarred the monster.

      His eye squinted and he turned his head away. This delayed Mahuang’s attack by a fraction of a second.

      Theera screamed.

      With Helias couched against her hip, she lunged, then thrust her arms forward and up. The long nodachi blade punched up into the fallen god’s heart so deep it erupted out his back.

      Time slowed, as it always seems to do when life and death hold hands.

      Mahuang’s single eye widened in shock as he experienced the painful wound. Theera drove forward, sinking the sword up to its hilt so her body stood below the monster’s gaping maw.

      I dropped an Anvil Onslaught Explode atop the fallen god’s head, watching the attacks pound into the back of his huge neck, one after the other.

      The final burst must have shattered his spinal cord, for the strength fled out of Lord Mahuang’s legs.

      Desperate now, he pulled his sword arms wide and plunged them into Theera’s ribs. Dripping maw splayed wide, Mahuang bit down into the Earth warrior’s shoulder.

      His long fangs punched through her chest with ease.

      Yet still she pushed with all her might up into the wound she’d created.

      As I prepared to launch more anvil attacks, Theera spoke three words in a clear and defiant voice.

      “Sacred Union Sacrifice!”

      The sword in her hand, an ancient Divine Artifact she’d somehow acquired and carried all these years, burst into green flames.

      Earth Spirit suffused the woman as well so quickly that I could only lift my shield and dip my head below its surface. The accumulated energy bowed inward briefly, condensing into a sphere that absorbed into the woman’s core.

      Then it collapsed, and the tide of Spirit Theera had taken in, blasted outward in all directions.

      The explosion threw me off my feet.

      I flew through the air, landing far away on my back. Minh clattered away behind me, and my helm struck stone.

      Blinking up at the vaulted tower ceiling, I focused only on breathing. Try as I might, my breath wouldn’t come. When a splash of Water Spirit suffused my body with healing energy, my lungs inflated, and I gasped, long and hard.

      Only then could I sit up to witness the devastation Theera had wrought.

      The God of Destruction had been utterly ruined. His torso and head had burst into a cloud of blood and gore, painting the crystal walls black. The horse portion of his body began to evaporate in a plume of raw Spirit.

      Sprawled on the ground before him, white-faced and grim, lay Theera, former vessel of Wei Runesmith and champion of Acalia.
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            RETURNED TO STONE
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      Her armor, and her beloved sword, had been blasted apart by the explosion.

      Only the tatters of her robes remained.

      We undressed and cleaned her, grateful her body was at least spared. No tears were shed as we worked. Numbness prevailed.

      Caradas recovered a single piece of Helias: the brass guard, which looked so much like an oversized coin with a slot in the center for the sword blade.

      I stored this away and chose not to attempt to cycle.

      The Spirit in the room was tainted, a sickly blackness swirling through the raw vapors.

      “Let’s leave,” I told the group. “We have finished what we came to do.”

      Before we exited the tower, though, a familiar voice echoed down from the heights of the chamber. Rin, the voice called, faint and scarcely audible, thank you for freeing the Sky Tower.

      The others turned and glanced up at the ceiling, trying to locate the source of the words.

      This wasn’t the tower’s normal voice at all.

      It was Anya.

      The tower can give you no gifts, brave warriors. It is barely strong enough to cleanse itself and begin to regrow. But it thanks you all, nonetheless.

      Caradas slammed a fist to his chest. “We are sworn to protect the towers. And we were glad to rid the world of the God of Destruction.”

      Anya paused for a moment, and I feared she would not speak again. When she did, her voice was a faint whisper.

      Lord Mahuang has been banished… but his ploy was only to delay your progress, Rin.

      The three remaining towers are close to collapse. You must clear the monsters within, absorb and release the Spirit collected there. If you do not, Acalia is doomed.

      Keep fighting, Rin. I believe in you.

      I bit my lip, hoping for any more words, any advice that might lead me down a safer path.

      But she didn’t say anything else. Only silence filled the chamber. Anya! I shouted with my mind. Anya, tell me something, anything to guide me!

      Then, in a hushed whisper so faint I might have imagined them, I thought I heard, Beware… Beware the Alchemist…
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      Lacking an Earth Mage, Adan and I had to build the tomb using Spell Shards.

      We spent an afternoon crafting them, and just as the sun’s rays fell below the horizon, Caradas carried Theera’s body inside. It was just a shallow cave, dug into the sheer face of a cliff.

      Theera’s tomb would forever be difficult to get to, a fact Adan wisely pointed out that was more than a little fitting given the woman buried within.

      Weeping silently, Leanne kissed Theera on the brow, spilling tears across her face as if to anoint the fallen warrior.

      Elouine placed Misha’s staff in the warrior’s right hand and bound it in place with bright green cloth so that Theera would never let it go.

      We all stood at the entrance to the tomb and looked upon the savior of Acalia, a woman who had twice slain the God of Destruction. Though her body was scarred and riddled with terrible wounds, gone was the bitterness from her face.

      “She looks peaceful,” Brea said softly, placing a hand over her mouth after as if to reclaim the words.

      Adan chuckled. “That she does. I always knew what Theera needed to be happy. Some enemies simply beg to be killed twice.”

      Caradas let loose a belly laugh, its gravelly tones echoing off the cliff face in waves. “You must have been waiting years to say that, Adan. Not a chance you made it up on the spot.”

      A few laughs faded into the silence of snivels.

      Such was the mood at the burial. A pervasive joy spread out among us, bred from the knowledge that Theera had achieved her greatest aspiration.

      Then, of course, there was sadness.

      How could we not but mourn the loss of two friends?

      Adan took a bouquet of cut branches from his plum tree, bright flowers coloring it in full bloom, and set it on Theera’s feet.

      Suddenly, I wished I had a gift to leave behind.

      I searched my mind for something fitting. Then I had it. I knew the gesture would be grim, but this was Theera we were talking about.

      I stepped forward and knelt before the stone atop which Theera lay. I removed a dagger from Minh’s inventory and dragged the blade across my palm.

      Only when the blood ran freely did I relent.

      Then I pressed my hand against the stone, saying aloud, “Atop Pine Mountain, before Adan Runesmith VII, I swear on my blood and my life… I will not rest until the towers have been cleared and the people of Acalia are safe.”

      The wind stirred, rustling my hair for the briefest moment.

      When I stood up, my companions stared at me with a range of emotions. Respect was among them. So was awe and concern.
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      “A blood oath is not lightly given, Rinmarron,” Adan said with solemn eyes. “But I trust you will not betray yourself nor Theera.”

      Returning to my place, I prepared to seal the tomb, removing the Spell Shard from my inventory.

      But then Astra walked in.

      She repeated my oath, word for word, leaving her own bloody mark there on the stone. Brea followed, and then Siobhan and Tig.

      Caradas and the other heroes had most likely already given oaths of their own, long ago.

      They gave my vessels nods of approval, however, and I knew that none had been offended, only honored by our gesture.

      Finally, Adan gave me a terse nod.

      I held the Spell Shard in my left hand and pointed my right at the tomb. “Stone Slumber,” I said quietly, and the massive slab of rock slid into place.

      As the grinding ceased, a green flare of Earth Spirit sealed the gaps, locking Theera away.

      The final touch manifested in a flash of light.

      As wide as my hand, and deeply etched, the runes of Earth and Fire would forever remain to mark the location. Below each, two names appeared: Theera and Misha.

      Though Misha’s body remained a part of the Sky Tower, her staff as well as the sacrifice she’d made would be remembered by Acalia.

      Elouine sang then, a short melody spoken in elvish. Though I didn’t understand the lyrics, I knew them to be both sad and hopeful by the way they made my heart thrum within me.

      Then we turned away and walked up the steep path together. As we did so, I whispered one final goodbye to Theera, the strongest person I’d ever known.
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      “The only matter that remains is how we get inside Ferendell and establish a foothold before Cormac finds us out,” I said. “I’d rather be settled before anything dire unfolds.”

      Adan held out his cup, and Elouine filled it graciously. “Thank you, dear,” he muttered before sipping his tea.

      The old man’s eyes shone with mischief.

      We’d been discussing our next move all morning. Caradas had an unspoken journey to go on, one that had his long face looking both grim and determined.

      Leanne and Elouine were going to stay with Adan for a time. The two had plans to open a school of cultivation and combat, something that had given the three a degree of hope and purpose.

      Knowing full well Pim would need more training, this notion pleased me. She and Treshim would stay here at Pine Mountain until our business in Ferendell had concluded.

      Adan chuckled and stroked his beard.

      Oh, god, I thought. He is up to something terrible.

      “Do you recall my mention of three portals existing in Acalia? Before the creation of my own, that is?”

      I arched an eyebrow. “Yes, Grandmaster, I do.”

      “Well, the third happens to belong to a very old, very rude friend of mine. To say the man is a prick would be a drastic understatement.”

      Adan held up one gnarled finger, his eyes twinkling. “But! He is, indeed, a friend. You will travel there, to Sudon Mountain, which lies but ten miles outside of Ferendell.

      “I’m sure Reshem will not mind the visit, though doubtless he’ll treat you all like the scoundrel he is. Do not expect hospitality or gifts, for they won’t be given. Security and secrecy, though—those can be counted upon.”

      I sighed, not at all liking the sound of this “friend” that Adan so obviously disliked.

      With little other recourse, however, I acknowledged the plan was a good one. “When do we leave?” I asked simply. “I told the assassin we would arrive in ten days. We have time, but I would like to prepare before confronting Cormac.”

      Adan grinned broadly and gestured to the front door, where just outside stood his portal of sending.

      “Why, Rin, you will leave this very morning. I hope you’ve packed your bags. Reshem is already expecting you.”

      The Grandmaster’s last-minute announcement didn’t surprise me in the least. It was just like Adan to keep us on our toes and always moving forward.

      I bowed to the old man, deeper than was required. When I rose, I tossed custom aside and drew him into a hug. “Thank you, Adan. For everything.”

      He groaned and pushed me away. “Hands off, Rinmarron. Don’t ruin a goodbye by drowning it in too much sentiment.”

      We shared a laugh, both aware that he too had appreciated the gesture. But then he sighed and reached a hand into his robe pocket. When he drew it out again, Adan was holding the brass guard that had once been a part of Helias.

      “Keep this with you, Rinmarron,” the old man whispered. “Keep it with you at all times. I have a feeling you will need it in the near future.”

      The brass felt warm in my hand, and somehow more dense and heavy than it should be. A gyre of emotions churned my gut as I considered how to respond. At last, I figured information, at the very least, might help guide my hand in the future.

      “What can it possibly do?” I asked. “And how can it help me?”

      One of Adan’s bushy eyebrows rose far too high for my liking. “You will know, young master. You will know—”

      “When the time comes,” I said, finishing his sentence.

      Adan chuckled and nodded, then encouraged me to store the brass guard away and keep it out of sight at all times. Trusting in his wisdom, I did so.

      After hugs and goodbyes were exchanged, along with promises to meet up in the near future, my vessels and I headed out of Adan’s estate and stopped before the portal.

      Pim was crying softly, and Treshim had a huge hand wrapped around her shoulder for comfort. “Sorry, Master Rin, I just… I’ll miss you, is all.”

      I smiled at her, warmed by her affection. “Pim, I promise we will all return. Cormac is a dangerous man, though, and I want him out of our way. And you have some leveling to attend to. Use the Spell Shards I’ve left you and train with Adan, Elouine, and Leanne.

      “I expect big things from you, Pim, so no slacking off,” I said as I pulled her in for a hug. As I released her, I added, “Besides, I’ll be sending a message to Mattias. I’m sure Yurek would be a fine addition to Adan’s school.”

      Pim’s eyes widened, and her cheeks darkened a little.

      I kissed her on top of her head and shook Treshim’s hand.

      Without asking, the lizard man swore to me, “I’ll keep her alive, Rin. I can’t promise she won’t be wounded, but Pim will be here when you come back.”

      With that, our group headed to the portal, our horses in tow.

      I stepped through the portal and let my mind and body twist through space. On the other side, I hung my head to reorient from the process. Strangely, Jax didn’t seem to mind in the slightest.

      The horse just walked over to a clump of grass and began to feed.

      “And you must be Rinmarron!” a nasally and irritated voice snapped. “I knew Adan had poor taste, but still I find myself disappointed. Are cultivators all so small these days?”

      Astra giggled, and I turned to see her bowing before an impossibly old-looking tortoise.

      A few gray hairs hung from the creature’s wrinkled chin, but the golden eyes that stared out at me were fierce and angry. “He doesn’t answer questions either! Will you disrespect me in my own backyard?”

      I stared down at the ancient cultivator.

      He stood no more than four feet tall.

      Ignoring the irony of being called small by such a man, I bowed at the waist. “Apologies, Master Reshem. Adan told us you were as kind as you were wise. I did not mean to disrespect you at all.”

      The tortoise chuckled bitterly. “Kind? Well, that is the first lie. Better to have it out now.”

      I rose, sparing a quick glance toward Astra. The woman was grinning, obviously enjoying the old man’s antics.

      Reshem ignored us.

      “Follow me,” Reshem snapped. “It is nearly noon, and I haven’t yet had my first nap. At this rate, my entire routine will be ruined.” He paused, then added, “Hurry up! I won’t wait on stragglers.”

      The tortoise started down the hill at an impossibly slow pace, giving us all plenty of time to follow. As I took Jax’s reins to lead him, I got a good look around at our location.

      A small cottage sat behind us atop a hill. Thick grass and flowers were blooming all around, despite the fact that it was nearly winter.

      This far south, seasons didn’t assert themselves like they did in the north.

      Below the grassy slope stood a pagoda made of wood and stone. Whether it was a meditation garden or some temple, I wasn’t sure. If Reshem didn’t mind, however, I intended to visit it shortly.

      Ahead, on either side of the stone path Reshem led us down, was a sprawl of fruit trees, all in different stages of growth.

      Apples hung on some, and others had only bare branches.

      At the end of the path rested an old and windswept plum tree. Reshem stopped before the tree and held out his stunted hands. “This is all I will offer you, Rin. You can make a camp in my orchard for as long as you need.”

      He pointed down another path nearby with his twisted cane. “If you need to visit the city, I suggest you take that route. The main road is often watched. Adan told me of your… situation with Cormac.

      “No greater asshole lives in Acalia, so be cautious!”

      I took the shouting suggestion for what it was: a heartfelt warning.

      Reshem sighed and shook his head. “Anyway, I will leave you here. Don’t bother me today for any reason, understand?”

      I nodded, holding back a laugh.

      Reshem’s wrinkled face softened a bit, and he added, “I’ll expect to meet you and your vessels properly in the morning, though. I’ll see you at the pagoda at first light.”

      With that, the tortoise left us.

      I watched him hobble up the path, wondering what kind of cultivator he was and how old the man could possibly be.

      “I know I shouldn’t,” Tig said, quiet enough that Reshem couldn’t hear, “but I kind of love him.”

      Astra giggled. “Yeah! He is so mean and sweet at the same time. Think he’d hate me if I hugged him?”

      “Don’t even try,” Siobhan warned. “Old man like him? He will crack your head open with that cane.”

      “I think you’re right,” I admitted. “But I can definitely see why Adan considers him a friend. There’s kindness below all that…”

      “Cruelty?” Brea suggested, and we all shared a laugh.

      Then Siobhan turned around to inspect the clearing. “Enough room for the tent. I will begin,” she said resolutely, having already recovered her even temper and pragmatic mindset.

      I watched her head off with Brea, the two beginning to unstrap the tent from our baggage.

      Siobhan’s feathers fluttered in the wind. They had been burned and scarred, a web-like pattern of ashen black covering them.

      Tig let out a quiet sigh beside me. “She’s so brave,” the fox kin girl said, echoing my thoughts exactly.

      I touched the woman on her shoulder, and she turned her face up to meet mine. “She is, and so are you. I’m still proud of you for going through all that with us without bonding your core.”

      Tig shrugged, smiling shyly. “It was my duty, Rin. I couldn’t just stay behind.”

      “Perhaps,” I said. “But Tig, we will find some local monsters tomorrow. I plan on ascending before we meet with Cormac. I promise we will bond soon enough.”

      The fox kin’s smile broadened, and her cheeks flushed.

      She lifted up on her tiptoes to whisper in my ear, “That’s good to hear, Master Rin. I will be in heat soon as well. There are… other things we can do to bond as well.”

      Kissing me on my cheek, Tig giggled to herself and jogged over to help the others.

      Astra rested her arm across my shoulders. “Oh, poor you,” she said, chuckling. “Must be a hard life.”

      I turned to her and wrapped my arms around the woman’s waist. “It is,” I said with a sigh. “Nothing but headaches.”

      She rolled her eyes. “More like backaches.”

      We kissed then, a fleeting embrace to reassure one another of our presence. When Astra pulled away, I saw doubt in her eyes. “I’m scared, Rin. I… I don’t want to face him.”

      “I know. But hey,” I told her with a grim smile, “you have to remember plan B.”

      “Plan B?”

      “If things don’t work out, Astra, we’ll kill the bastard.”

      The harsh statement sank in. Rather than argue that we weren’t capable of such a task, Astra merely took a deep breath and then nodded. “Okay, Rin. That makes sense. If we could kill the God of Destruction, who is Cormac Alchemist?”

      She kissed me again, then headed to her horse, Duncan. “I’m going to hunt a little,” she said over her shoulder. “I want something fat and juicy to eat tonight.”

      Minh buzzed in my pocket. Let me out! I want to go with her!

      I laughed, telling her to give me a second. Minh buzzed again and again, tickling me with her urgency, until I tossed the coin to the ground.

      She burst free in a shower of Spirit, then jogged over to Astra.

      The blue-skinned woman snuck up on her friend, pouncing at the last minute and causing Astra to gasp in fright. Then they shared a laugh and fell to chatting about their intended hunt.

      As they left for the trail leading down the mountain, I admired the two.

      Despite their differences, Minh and Astra shared one thing in common. They were the first women to believe in me, to risk everything in order to enhance and protect my life. They were the first to give me their hearts completely.

      This realization warmed every part of mind and body.

      Well, sure… I still need to go head-to-head with the world’s strongest cultivator. And then, of course, there’s the Forge Tower to deal with.

      But for some reason, I mused as I watched the two disappear below the hilltop, I think things are going to be just fine.
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