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For Mary, my heart now and always.

I’m also grateful for the communities on Royal Road and Patreon. Their support means more than they know.

Dear reader, every book is a journey. Thank you for joining me on this one.
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Cast of Notable Characters from the Previous Books

The First & Second Families

	Alejandro, grandfather 
	Catalina, grandmother 
	Helen, wife 
	Alejandra, daughter, aka Alex 
	Daniel, son 


The Third Family

	Aluali, a child of the family 
	Biheila, an aunt of the family, aka Bihei 
	Billisha, a child of the family 
	Deer God, an earth spirit who stowed away to Diaksha 
	Felix, a blynx, son of Sun-on-Snow 
	Ikfael, donut-loving spirit of the land, her avatar is an otter 
	Oscar, a blynx, son of Sun-on-Snow 
	Sun-on-Snow, a blynx, aka Snow 
	Yuki, a uekisheile 


The Village of Voorhei

	Denela, married to Haol and Mumu, aka Dena 
	Dwilla, the village reeve 
	Ghitha, a merchant turned murderer 
	Koda, the village head 
	Sheedi, the village world speaker 


The Voorhei Hunter’s Lodge

	Borba, a hunter turned murderer 
	Haoleise, on Mumu’s team, married to Dena and Mumu, aka Haol 
	Inneioleia, former master of the lodge, aka Inleio 
	Integnei, on Mumu’s team, aka Tegen 
	Mulallamu, the lodge master and hunt leader, aka Mumu 
	Teila, on Mumu’s team 


Albei

	Aslishtei, the head of a family, magician and land soldier 
	Crunei’s Garden, a family of soldiers for hire, specialized in transporting goods 
	Ereinwa, an alchemist 
	Imsiikila, a merchant, aka Uncle Kila 
	Iseld, a powerful world speaker 
	Ithia, the land knight overseeing the region around Albei 
	Krenya, Aslishtei’s niece 
	Makul, a journeyman of the Healer’s Lodge 
	North Wind, the head of a family murdered by Borba 
	Ossul, the grandmaster of the Soldier’s Lodge 
	Silasenei, the grandmaster of the Hunter’s Lodge 
	Tusulei, a builder, aka Aunt Tulu 
	Wensatsu, Aslishtei’s niece 
	Xefwen, the hierophant of the region around Albei 


Others

	Heicata, the former master of the Hunter’s Lodge in Voorsowen 
	Leiluminwei, a spirit of the land, his avatar is a great egret, aka Leilu 
	Moonlight, a wolf beloved of Leiluminwei, his pack includes Mouser and Scout 



The Story Thus Far

Our journey began with Eight, where Oliver Sandoval, an office manager and sometime documentary film producer, reincarnated into the body of an eight-year-old boy in a fantastical world. Supported by the teachings of his brujo grandparents, the fallen god of order, and a magical otter named Ikfael, Eight navigated the treacherous landscape, learning to tap into the World Spirit—aka the System—and embrace his newfound magical prowess.

In his new home, the Glen, perils emerged from a variety of gruesome creatures, including a troop of crazed bishkawi, baboon-like beasts who drove him into a network of caves under a nearby escarpment.

Lost and searching for an exit, Eight stumbled across the zombies of a massacred expedition. Led by the now-deceased Woldec, these lost souls had sought a valuable lichen, only to have run afoul of the King of the Forest—a kalihchi bear with a talent for wielding lightning.

After having put the zombies to rest, Eight found the sought-after treasure, and bonded with a sapient lichen—a unique entity with potent qi mastery. Initially rocky, their alliance enhanced Eight's magic, granting him the strength to face his adversities.

Newly armed and returning from the caves, Eight rescued two children, Billisha and Aluali, from slavers. This act marked the beginning of his understanding of local civilization and led to the successful retaking of the Glen from the bishkawi. Thus, the first seeds of Eight’s new family were sown.

In Eight 2: The Way of the Hunter, Eight ventured to the nearby village of Voorhei, searching for ingredients to satisfy Ikfael's newfound craving for donuts. This simple quest led him to the village's leadership, where his extraordinary talents resulted in an invitation to join the local Hunter's Lodge.

Under the guidance of the lodge master, Inleio, and working alongside a team of hunters led by Mumu, Eight honed his skills and navigated the village’s politics. Although, his journey took a sudden turn when he was gifted the ability to see beyond the veil of life and death by the Deer God, an earth spirit from his old life.

When Eight uncovered a murder mystery linked to a powerful hunter named Grunthen, it forced him into a dangerous game of secrets and deceit involving Ghitha, Woldec’s brother, and Borba, another hunter.

Amid the tension and mystery, Eight strengthened his bond with the hyper-intelligent lichen, now going by the name Yuki, and the two worked together to uncover Borba’s role in the murders. As punishment, the ever-practical Inleio forced Borba to absorb darklight, forcing his advancement in levels but also twisting him into a monster.

Inleio also requested Eight’s help to strike a deal with Ikfael for the otter’s Healing Water spell. As the newly assigned keeper of her shrine, Eight fulfilled his role despite the expected ire of the Healer’s Lodge in nearby Albei. The spell had kept him alive, and it would do the same for the lodge’s hunters.

Eight trained relentlessly and investigated the magical world around him. He learned the lodge’s spells—officially and unofficially—and tamed a blinking lynx named, Sun-on-Snow. The Glen’s family grew when she and her kittens moved in.

The climactic confrontation with the King of the Forest tested Eight's resolve, culminating in his temporary demise and the blurring of the line between life and death. Ghitha's attempt at vengeance afterward resulted in the man’s downfall and the return of his mercenaries to Albei.

Also heading back to the city was the merchant, Uncle Kila, to represent Eight’s interests there—the sale of magical lichen and the remains of the golden slumber, a deadly mushroom that had been instrumental in the kalihchi bear’s death.

Finally, a semblance of peace had returned to both Voorhei and the Glen.

In Eight 3: Undaunted, that peace is shattered when the monster Borba escapes captivity and embarks on a murderous rampage, claiming the life of Inleio. Grief-stricken, the new lodge master Mumu rallies the Hunter’s Lodge to pursue him on a chase that leads through treacherous wilds and into the city of Albei.

Borba, however, proves to be more dangerous than expected, revealing a talent for absorbing the qi, spells, and abilities of his victims. As Eight and the hunters close in, they face not only the deadly Borba but also the consequences of their own actions. The village of Voorsowen demands reparations after the murderer’s rampage leaves their animals slaughtered and ranch hands injured—problems further complicated by the Healer’s Lodge restrictions on using Healing Water.

In Albei, the hunters encounter a web of complications: schemes from the land knight Ithia, assassination attempts on Eight, and the ever-present interference of the Healer’s Lodge. The Maltran Empire’s covert machinations also come to light, as does the Deer God’s hunger for power, evidenced by his consumption of the spiritual potency within Ithia’s throne. Despite these challenges, Eight’s bond with Yuki and his growing mastery of magic remain steadfast. New allies, including Silasenei the grandmaster of the Hunter’s Lodge, also bolster his efforts.

They locate Borba, who has taken hostages among the city’s peltwei. In a brutal battle, the hunters manage to slay him, though many hostages are lost, including a prominent magician known as the North Wind. The fallout is swift and severe: Ithia demands an impossible compensation from the Voorhei Hunter’s Lodge.

Desperate for a solution, Eight devises the Tournament of Masks, offering Yuki’s qi refinement as a prize to attract contestants and raise funds to pay their debts. However, the event is fraught with danger—saboteurs from the Healer’s Lodge, hidden assassins, and a tense negotiation that forces Eight and Ikfael to refuse the healers’ tempting offer to monopolize the Healing Water spell.

Though the tournament's earnings fall short of clearing the lodge’s debt, Eight and his allies succeed in forging crucial new connections among Albei’s hunters, soldiers, and world speakers. Their return to Voorhei comes just in time to face the Long Dark. The hunters and villagers endure five days of fierce battles, suffering losses but ultimately surviving the chaos.

In the aftermath, Eight learns a painful truth: he has been unknowingly filtering darklight for Yuki, leaving him physically and emotionally drained. Sworn to secrecy by Mumu, Eight retreats to the Glen, seeking solace in Ikfael’s presence and vowing to find a way forward in a world fraught with both light and shadow.


1

Eight Years Later

In the dark of night, the forest lit with the tell-tale flashes of fire magic. That would be Wensatsu, I thought, easing myself past a thicket. Ahead, the trees clustered like old men, or maybe more like the cutouts of them, backlit with their edges traced in flickering orange-red. There came a whoosh and a whoom, and I had to blink my eyes clear of the afterimages.

An unhappy roar sounded in reply—the spell must’ve found its target. The trees didn’t like it either, the fire licking a little too close for their comfort. All the small birds and animals had already fled the area, so there were only Aslishtei’s nieces and their bodyguards left, as well as whatever it was that had caused them to launch a distress flare earlier.

Assuming it was Wensatsu and Krenya, of course, but not many other visitors to Voorhei knew that particular spell, and we’d been expecting them.

I crept closer. Teila was to my right and slightly behind, while both Tegen and Haol stealthily circled around a stand of ferns about ten feet past her. Mumu was nearby too, to my left and ahead. Snow moved independently of the rest of us, watching for anything that might’ve been drawn to the fighting.

My team and I should’ve been back in Voorhei, celebrating with the rest of the villagers, yet we were still the only team whose members were all fully night capable.

So here we were instead—in the forest east of Voorhei, when we should’ve been out-of-our-minds drunk, filling the village’s central plaza with song and dance. Two days prior, the Hunter’s Lodge had bought Teila, Haol, and Tegen the last bit of silverlight they each needed to become dawn.

Wensatsu and Krenya hadn’t arrived in time for the party, however, and that was very unusual. The two peltwei girls were dependable, something we’d learned from them visiting Voorhei every spring for nearly a decade. In that time, we’d also learned that like their Aunt Aslishtei, both were accomplished mages, so Wensatsu’s flare likely meant real trouble.

‘It smells like kalesks,’ Yuki said.

I couldn’t help the sigh that followed. This would be the third time that week some version of the big lizards had attacked a traveler along the road to or from Voorhei. Ever since I’d unintentionally helped the Deer God to eat the power in Knight Ithia’s throne, the damn things seemed to be intent on seeking their doom at the hands of either the Glen’s defenders or the village’s hunters.

We’d been hard pressed to survive the influx of all the creatures descending on us—not just the wide variety of kalesks, but also everything and anything else that fancied the idea of growing more powerful.

Now, we had to figure out what kind of kalesk was causing problems this time and deal with it—or them. Step by careful step, my team and I approached. There was yelling, and I recognized Wensatsu’s voice shouting orders. The trees lit up again as more fire magic was cast.

A glance up revealed clear skies and the moon almost full. A chill spring breeze carried the scent of loamy soil and green things growing. Then the wind shifted and I smelled the kalesks for myself—a bitter tang in the air.

I cast my Camouflage and Scentless Hunter spells and posted next to one of the upset trees. My apologies, old man, but we’ll make this quick. Mumu was already in position, and the others would be soon.

My bow was in my hands, strung and with an arrow nocked. A quick peek around the tree revealed Wensatsu and Krenya at the center of a group of five of their family-sworn soldiers. Surrounding them were a pack of ravening kalesks.

Each of the lizards was about the size of a go-cart, their torsos only about a foot off the ground, but every single one was ornery, nasty-tempered, and densely muscled. They tended to be persistent too. Although the forest floor was strewn with their dead, I counted fourteen of the beasts still snapping at the guards.

These kalesks hunted in packs, although often acting more like hyenas than wolves. They didn’t always cooperate with each other, but their muscular, low-slung bodies and powerful jaws made up the difference.

If there were alphas among them, they were among the dead. My Talent Scout camera didn’t pick up anything beyond what I’d come to expect from ravening kalesks, things like: Jawbreaker, Built to Last, and Vengeful Ripper.

Methodically, I moved the camera between them to make sure none escaped examination. Then I scanned the area with my spirit eyes to check if there were any shadow kalesks in hiding. That happened sometimes, the shadowed ones stealing the kills from the raveners.

Through Yuki, Snow let me know the area was clear farther out too; she’d post nearby to rescue anyone who might need it. Then the uekisheile let me know they were ready as well.

Mumu signed to the group that her Wild Sense wasn’t picking up anything unusual, and I added the findings from my companions’ and my reconnaissance. Signals passed between my team as we picked our targets and got ready.

From the outside, it might’ve appeared that we were moving slowly and were callous of the life-and-death struggle happening on the other side of the trees—the cursing of the guards, the sweat soaking the young peltwei women’s clothes, their mana thinning over time, and the thrashing, biting ferocity of the ravening kalesks—but none of the besieged defenders were injured yet. Or if they were, the wounds weren’t anything that Healing Water couldn’t ease.

The danger would only really come once their casters ran out of mana. When their offensive and protective spells were no longer available, then the balance would shift toward the jaws and claws of the ravening kalesks.

Mumu began a countdown, then cast a Whisper Talk to the area: “Danger, danger, area attack in ten beats, stay to your defense line.”

I took a breath and steadied my mind. Qi trickled into my bow as I nocked an arrow. Yuki spun up Dog’s Agility and got ready to cast Unbroken Shield, while I brought the runes for Unerring Arrow to mind. It probably wouldn’t be necessary, but I didn’t like the looks of that Vengeful Ripper. I’d make sure it died first.

Even though Mumu counted down for us, I didn’t need to see the gestures. None of us did. We’d fought so often together; we knew the moment when it came.

Mumu cast her Thousand Spears, and the ground sprouted a bramble of them surrounding Aslishtei’s nieces and their guards. At the same time, Haol’s swarm of arrows slammed into the kalesks, with both spells each carrying a portion of Spiral Pierce. The air vibrated with the cacophony of them. Amid the noise and chaos, my own Unerring Arrow took the Vengeful Ripper in the eye.

Then Tegen was among the kalesks, swinging his spear like a staff to smash the already-wounded ones, disrupting their attempts to recover. Once he had their attention, Mumu slipped into their ranks too. She flexed her Scout-Born talent to diminish her presence and take lives almost unnoticed.

The cavalry having arrived, the guards similarly went on the offensive. It was all close-in work, so they used their sidearms—a macuahuitl, three swords, and a war hammer. The peltwei sisters contributed what they could too, but I could see they were out of gas.

The rest of my team shot arrows into the fight, looking for opportunities and watching the flow, until it looked like the kalesk pack had lost enough members and was on the verge of breaking. The big lizards turned to the side opposite Tegen’s position, so I dashed that way, out in the open in front of them for all to see.

I was no longer a young boy, so the tempting morsel that had made me such good bait over the years was lost to time. At sixteen, I was tall for my age, easily six feet. However, I was wiry rather than broad, and I slipped my bow onto its clip on my backpack. I even opened my arms to show I was harmless.

The ravening kalesks probably didn’t even notice. I could’ve been a juggling clown singing opera and they still would’ve stampeded my way.

I held my ground and brought the Whisper Talk runes to mind. “Danger, danger, area attack. Hold your positions.”

Now that the warning was given, the fun could start. A grin spread across my face, and Yuki was right there with me, their elation rising with mine as we simultaneously cast Lightning Hands.

Mana flowed through me, arcing up and down the silver filaments running along my spine. The forest lit up again, but this time it was an electric incandescence washing away every other color as it spread across the kalesks. The lightning scalded their hides and sought out their soft, wet eyes and mouths. Seeking, always seeking, it found entry into their bodies, locked up their muscles, and stopped their hearts.

The bright arcs spoiled my night vision, so it took a mental ping from Mumu—via the portion of Yuki within her—to let me know to stop casting. She beat Teila’s alert by a half second.

As the spell died, I blinked to clear my eyes. It took several precious seconds for my vision to adjust, but my team knew to watch my back. Eventually, I saw that the remaining kalesks were down.

Over the next few minutes, my team and the guards moved among the bodies, their weapons rising and falling, to make sure the beasts were all dead and to pull their cores. And… I was wrong: some of the guards were injured. As Krenya’s spells lapsed, a couple wobbled and had to be supported until they could sit.

I quickly strode over, reaching for the two waterskins attached to my pack. The likelihood was slim that I’d need both, but it was better to be prepared. Halfway there, though, I got waved off by Teila. The only mana she’d spent during the fight was on her Night Eyes, and she signaled her willingness to cast the necessary Healing Water spells.

So, I pulled a hunting knife from its sheath and started slashing kalesk throats instead.



Once the bloody work was done, my team discussed how to transport the bodies of the dead kalesks to Voorhei. Not that the village lacked for meat—if anything, our lodge’s storage areas were overflowing, but the excess could always be sold off to nearby Albei.

Half of the kalesks had been killed by Aslishtei’s family, but our lodge would charge them a dressing and transportation fee. There was a standing contract between us, negotiated shortly after their first ever visit to Voorhei.

At the time, a bunch of the village teens had taken Aslishtei’s nieces to go swimming in the river, and if I recalled correctly there’d been a wounded bear that had stumbled out of the woods, being chased by a shadow kalesk.

Little had we known how much worse it would get. Those early kalesks had been the first of many, and there’d been a couple of years when the village had barely held on during the Long Darks. If not for the influx of immigrants to Voorhei, we may not have.

“It’s a cool-enough evening,” I said. “As long as we get the guts out, the rest will keep until morning. It’s the scavengers I worry about.”

Tegen cast his gaze over the bodies. “We should move them tonight before the scent spreads. We’ll need the whole lodge, though.”

“I agree,” Mumu said. “The new hunters are eager to prove themselves and will come if we ask.”

“And not to be outdone, the teams from before Ikfael’s Boon will also join,” Tegen said.

In a lot of ways, that was how we’d taken to thinking of things: life before the boon and life after. There’d been that much of a change. We’d gone from barely being able to field four hunter teams to being in the process of filling out our ninth. And all those new hunters were invested in proving their worth.

“We can use Healing Water on the drunk ones,” I said.

Haol had been quiet through most of the conversation, but he chimed in, “By this point in the celebration, that will be all of them.”

Mumu nodded. “Then we do what we can with what we have available. And as our mana replenishes, more hunters will join in the effort.”

In that case, I thought, we’ll need to improve the rate at which our mana recovers.

I called in Snow from her position, and the blynx appeared next to me accompanied by a soft pop of air, followed by a gentle headbutt to show she was glad I was safe.

‘A good hunt,’ she sent via Yuki’s translation.

Kneeling, I gave her a good scratch, and said aloud, “We’ll set aside some of the meat for you.” My thoughts, though, went in a different direction. I’m sorry, but I need to borrow the portion of Yuki inside you. They’ll be returned once the task of transporting the meat is done.

Snow leaned into my scratches, purring, and I felt her agreement before the portion of the uekisheile inside her sprouted and flowed into my hands.

“Best girl ever,” I said aloud, then stood to clap both Haol and Tegen on the arms. “Not that you two aren’t also worth keeping around.” I appeared to be joking around with my lodge brothers, but the important thing in that moment was Yuki slipping into both men.

Our team had done this before—sneaking Yuki between members. The benefits were too good: telepathic communication, doubled recovery rates for both qi and mana, and an additional spellcaster who could shift their attention between us as necessary. Because of the frustratingly amazing advantages, it often became a real challenge to balance where the six extensions of Yuki’s consciousnesses should go.

Snow was often an obvious choice, since it allowed me to communicate with the team’s outrider and scout.

An extension always rotated between members of my family in Voorhei. That was perhaps a selfish choice on my part, but I needed to be able to stay in touch with them and make sure they were safe.

Another resided inside Mouser, a wolf belonging to Moonlight’s pack. If anything happened at the Glen, I’d know and could rush back to defend it.

Teila wasn’t necessarily an obvious choice, but Billisha and Aluali would be absolutely heartbroken if I let anything happen to their fiancé. Well, it’d be awful if anyone on my team died, but they’d all—my team and family both—pressed for Teila to carry Yuki with her, since she was considered “the future of the lodge.”

For a while, the people of Voorhei had started thinking of me that way. It had been quite an honor, especially since I was nathlein and people didn’t tend to have a lot of faith in outsiders. That had all come to a halt, though, when they’d realized I had no intention of stopping at Level 7.

Residing in a village was technically illegal for anyone past that point on the Path to Perfection. The only civilized place that would accept someone at that level was one of the big cities, places like Albei. Which was why, at Level 8, I lived full time at the Glen.

It was also why Mumu always carried Yuki with her as well. My membership in the Voorhei Hunter’s Lodge hadn’t changed, and she needed a way to call in help from their highest-level member.

Depending on where they were needed, Yuki kept one or two “spare” extensions inside me. That was a tactical decision, one that’d proven especially useful when dealing with beasts wielding powerful qi-based abilities. The uekisheile’s Qi Plunderer talent had been such a source of fear when I’d first met them, yet now it was a relief to know it was a weapon available for us to use.

In another few years, as their number of extensions continued to grow, the uekisheile would be able to maintain a regular presence in all of my team’s members. That’d be a welcome day. Until then, Snow would have to do without whenever my team took advantage of the boosted recovery rates.

As we were talking, Wensatsu had finished organizing her people, and she came over to bow to Mumu. “Our gratitude. I don’t think we would’ve lasted much longer.”

Where her sister went, Krenya followed, and she attached herself to Mumu in a side hug. “It was frightening. Yes, thank you.”

The mis-ordered words got her a few smiles in response. Not that that was Krenya’s aim—it was probably the fear talking. She was only twenty years old, and during Albei’s Long Darks, she almost always remained on the walls, kept well away from the direct fighting.

At twenty-two, Wensatsu was the more evenly keeled of the two sisters. She bowed to each person on my team. “Saving us has taken you away from an important event. My family offers its apologies and its congratulations to you and your lodge.”

Mumu patted Krenya on the back as she said, “Don’t mind it. We become dawn in the service of the people of Voorhei. This meat and light will be put to good use.”

“Then let it be so,” Wensatsu said. “Our family releases its claim on our shares and gives them to you.”

There were almost thirty dead kalesks. Looking them over and estimating the amount of meat, useful materials, and light we were likely to get from each, I estimated they should be worth between twenty-five and thirty antaak. Our team was already due half for coming to the sisters’ aid, but it was still a generous gift. And it was given earnestly too. As the fear and determination clouding Wensatsu’s spirit receded, they revealed her delight at our lodge’s good fortune.

Now, back to the village to get a bunch of drunk hunters moving.


2

Lessons Learned and Given

The fighting appeared to have scared off the other beasts in the area, so the trip to Voorhei was uneventful. When we crossed the village’s boundary, I sent Snow ahead to alert the militia members guarding the wall that we were back and safe.

A handful of villagers had volunteered for the duty, mostly younger folk who needed the extra taak. Snow gave them a good scare materializing among them, and it might’ve seemed from the outside like cruel mischief, but the prank was good training.

A couple of the villagers had jumped in fright, while the rest had either recognized her or brought their weapons to the ready right away. The two who’d reacted out of fear would surely be marked by Snow for additional… attention.

I almost felt bad for her victims, but it really was good for the villagers. Or it would be eventually, once she was done with them. And if my companion got a perverse pleasure out of the jump scares, then that could be considered a win-win.

Behind me, Wensatsu and Krenya snickered. That was another thing I’d noticed about the peltwei: their eyesight tended to be exceptional.

All around us the fields slumbered. The remnants of the previous Long Dark had been swept away by the villagers as soon as the snow had melted, and over the past couple of weeks, once the hard frosts had diminished, they’d worked furiously to plant the year’s crops. Those seeds were still hidden by the earth—each a tiny, ferocious engine of growth.

In my old life, I’d would’ve told you it was early May. Here in Diaksha, we were in the fifth week of the season of spring.

From the outside the village appeared unchanged by time. The walls were twenty feet tall, and none of the stones matched—a legacy of the Earth-Touched families who’d built them. As for the west gate, it was made from a series of logs banded together by iron and operated by a pulley system. Immediately on the other side was an enclosure whose walls were carved with stylized images of war dogs, teeth bared.

Snow re-joined us on the other side of the kill box. She looked so pleased with herself.

I did feel bad for those poor kids she’d scared. Almost.



Thankfully, Healing Water treated alcohol like any other poison, so my team was able to get a good number of hunters sober and shuttling out to where we’d left the dead kalesks. Then, we sent two more batches of helpers over the next couple of hours.

The process would’ve gone more quickly if the villagers who knew the spell could’ve also cast it on our hunters as well, but ever since Makul the Journeyman Healer had been ordered by his lodge to reside in Voorhei, we had to be circumspect with the spell’s use.

The reality was that our land knight, Ithia, seemed intent on leaving the status of Healing Water undetermined, even after all this time. Technically, she was still “deliberating” who it should belong to, but after eight years, it was clear to everyone involved that this was nothing more than a polite fiction and that she’d decided not to decide.

Therefore, anyone could legally learn the spell, and they’d be allowed to use it on themselves and their family members. And because the lodges were considered a second family, they were included too. Using the spell on anyone outside those groupings was a punishable offense.

One other complication was that, even if you stayed within the law, you had to withstand the healers’ ire.

There had been real consequences to that. For several years, the Healer’s Lodge had forbade its members from treating the hunters from Voorhei, and a couple of our people had lost babies during those intervening years, one woman nearly dying while in the process of giving birth. Healing Water was an amazing spell, but it couldn’t replace an actual, skilled healer.

When those situations had arisen, Makul had ignored every plea to help. I’d seen the toll it took on his spirit—he’d truly anguished—but that hadn’t stopped him from refusing to aid the children and their mothers.

I’d socked him the first time it happened, and afterward my team had made sure to keep me away from him whenever one of our hunters needed medical help beyond what Healing Water could address.

Fortunately, a couple of years back, Ithia had intervened and ordered the healers to provide non-injury-based support to our lodge. She’d chastised them for deepening the conflict while she was still considering the issue.

In many ways, the situation had helped Ithia immensely. It provided a way for multiple lodges to have full access to Healing Water, including the hunters, the healers, and the alchemists. Plus, there were all the random folk who’d made the journey to Ikfael’s shrine to exchange for the spell. That proliferation of healing magic had then resulted in improved survival rates for the Long Darks.

It also helped our dear Ikfael to do well. Because Healing Water was still being contested, she was the best and safest way to learn the spell. All those exchanges had gotten her spirit shining as brightly as it had before she’d one-sidedly saved my life from an assassin.

She’d thrived over the past few years, and so had our lodge, despite the difficulties. Or maybe because of the difficulties: all the light flooding into the region had increased the average level of our hunters even before the new immigrants were accounted for.

I mean, we were supposed to be celebrating, weren’t we? This wasn’t the time for maudlin thoughts and worrying about things I couldn’t control. Teila, Haol, and Tegen had all become dawn, and we’d received a windfall of nearly thirty kalesks.

It took about four hours to get the animals’ bodies dressed and stored, yet the party was still going. Our hunters re-joined the festivities, sliding right back in as if they’d never left. The sun peeked over the horizon before I was dragged away to bed.



One thing about a qi-reinforced body, it handled a hangover well. Add in a dash of Healing Water, and you were mostly right as rain. Assuming you got enough sleep, which I had. My Status clock read 12:37 in the afternoon when I finally rolled out of bed. There was just me in the longhouse, so I was the last one to rise.

I sat up and got my hair in order. It’d grown long in the intervening years, and I usually wore it in a simple hunter’s braid.

A pot of corn porridge simmered over a small pile of banked charcoal. I grabbed a bowl and served myself up some. Mmm, this is nice. Butter, green chilies, tomato relish, and smoked venison.

Yuki moved through my consciousness. The merge was as short and natural as blinking my eyes—just long enough to get a read on my condition—before they separated and turned their attention back to… Aluali, was it? They confirmed my supposition, with an undercurrent of amusement at my blurry thoughts, and let me know I was wanted at the lodge, but only when I was ready. There wasn’t any rush.

That was good, because moments to myself were rare in Voorhei, so I took advantage of the empty longhouse to handle some… personal business. Then afterward, I lay back in bed to let my mind wander and wake up in earnest.

I’d really cut loose the previous night, drinking far more than I should have. That was something I’d noticed about being a teenager again—everything felt so intense. My thoughts also tended to swing between extremes, but thankfully Yuki was usually available to help balance the boat. At least my ability to focus had only improved as my body had grown older.

Still, the benefits of a young body far outweighed the negatives. I’d never felt so alive and so powerful before. My Agility was Olympic grade, and my Spirit was approaching superhuman levels. Like, literally so—rank 20 was supposed to be the human limit, and that was where the attribute currently sat.

I brought up my Status to look it over.

	Eight (Hidden, Oliver Michael Sandoval)

	Path of the Storm Caller
	8

	Age
	16

	Silverlight
	27,753

	
	Soul Marks
	God Touched 

	Spontaneous Formation 

	Memories of Another World 

	Mana Door 

	Way of the Hunter 

	Dawn 



	
	Attributes 

	Strength
	13

	Constitution
	13

	Agility
	15

	Intelligence
	15

	Wisdom
	16

	Spirit
	20

	Charm
	11

	Luck
	15

	Free Attributes
	0

	
	Body Power
	34

	Qi
	107

	Mana
	15



	Talents

	Jack of All Trades 

	Talent Scout 

	Qi Sensitive 

	Uncanny Tracker 

	Multilingual 

	Enduring 

	Spirit Hunter 

	Lightning Affinity 

	Heart of the Storm 

	Scholar of Land and Sky 





	Blessings
	Aluali Eightsson (Human) 

	Billisha Eightsdaughter (Human) 

	Diriktot (Fallen God, Order) 

	Helen Miriam Sandoval (Spirit) 

	Ikfael (Spirit) 

	Mulallamu the Lodge Master (Human) 





	Curses



	Conditions
Occupied (Evolving*)



	Skills


	Artisan
	Appraisal 6 

	Construction 8 

	Woodworking 8 


	Domestic
	Cleaning 4 

	Cooking 7 

	Repairs 6 



	Magical
	Aeromancy 10 

	Body Power Arts 5 

	Geomancy 6 

	Gravity Magic 0 

	Hydromancy 10 

	Light Magic 0 

	Nature Magic 8 

	Probability Magic 0 

	Pyromancy 0 

	Qi Body 13 

	Qi Body Arts 12 

	Spirit Magic 8 

	Time Magic 0 


	Martial
	Archery 12 

	Knife Arts 9 

	Logistics 11 

	Marksmanship 10 

	Poison Arts 8 

	Spear Arts 11 

	Strategy 7 



	Mercantile
	Accounting 12 

	Administration 12 

	Barter 8 


	Scholarship
	Biology 6 

	Chemistry 5 

	Diaksh 11 

	Ecology 5 

	English 13 

	Meteorology 7 

	Nonverbal Communication 9 

	Numeracy 8 

	Physics 6 

	Signed Diaksh 11 

	Spanish 8 



	Social
	Gaming 12 

	Relationships 9 

	Storytelling 111 


	Spiritualism
	Meditation 12 

	Spirit Arts 12 

	Taoism 12 



	Survival
	Caves 3 

	City 7 

	Forest 13 

	Ocean 5 

	Stealth 13 


	


Yuki was ahead of me as a Level 9 Uekisheile, but they’d decided to wait there while I caught up. I only needed approximately four thousand more silverlight for that, and from there we’d both climb to Silvered together. That, however, was a long, long trek, with the gap between Level 9 and Level 10 requiring thirty thousand light.

At least I had some interesting toys to play with along the way. I’d picked up the Scholar of Land and Sky talent when I’d hit 20 Spirit, plus there were all the journeyman hunter spells I’d bought access to thanks to my contributions to the lodge, financial and otherwise.

There was also the Storm Call spell and the magic I could perform with it. The downside there was that it took time to cast—lots and lots of time. Depending on the exact meteorological conditions, I needed anywhere from ninety to one-hundred-twenty minutes to turn blue skies into a thunderstorm.

As a result, I mostly stuck to the hunters’ spells, though I could also electrify my weapons when it made sense to do so. I’d named those spells Lightning Arrow and Lightning Strike, and they were great for small encounters.

When an encounter called for area-of-effect damage, I often used Lightning Hands. The spell didn’t require any preparation at all, relying as it did on Spark. The only issue was that it was a mana hog.

Where my path really shone was during the Long Dark. A few times now, I’d gotten a big storm going and had beseeched the spirits of the air to light up the fields outside Voorhei with strike after strike of lightning. Those moments had been incredible and so gratifying. If the targeting had just been more precise, I might have been able to use the spell in our messier encounters.

I swiped my phone screen to check the weather report, but the forecast was mostly clear for the next ten days. The farmers would appreciate that, since there was still quite a lot of work to do in the fields. They’d want a few spring rains soon, though, so I made a note to myself to drop by their lodge to check on when that might be.

But first, I planned to clean up and head over to the Hunter’s Lodge to see what they needed me for.



The Hunter’s Lodge was located along the boundary surrounding Voorhei’s pyramid, opposite the Farmer’s Lodge on the other side of the plaza. This was where all the village’s most important structures were located: the communal ovens, the smokehouse, the smithy, and so on. Each of these buildings was constructed of stone, unlike the longhouses everywhere else in the village.

The interior of the Hunter’s Lodge was set up like a hall—a long, open space with animal heads mounted along the walls. They were things like elk, musk oxen, bears, and mountain lions. The newest head had once belonged to a kalesk. No surprise there.

The room was full of butchering and crafting tables, as well as hooks from which to hang game. A sparring ring occupied the middle of the lodge, and toward the back wall were three doors. The two smaller ones led to meditation rooms, while the third opened onto the courtyard out back.

I found Tegen working, of course. He sat at Inleio’s old desk, though he’d moved it several years ago from where it used to be—in the corner to the left of the front door—to the middle of the hall so that he could watch over and participate in anything happening in the lodge. The new location also offered a nice view out onto the courtyard.

Snow lay next to him, and I saw him pause his scribbling to give her a scratch between the ears. There were only a few other hunters present, and I gave them a wave. They greeted me back, each of them bowing.

They were all recent immigrants to the village, which tempted me to walk over to get to know them better. By that point, though, my curiosity had started waking up along with the rest of me, so I pulled up a cushion beside Tegen instead.

“How is it?” I asked. “Still settling into being dawn?”

Tegen smiled. There were bags under his eyes, remnants from the night spent partying, but his expression shone. “It’s better than I imagined. Nothing I’d read or heard truly captures the feeling.”

“And your path evolution?”

There were aspects of Tegen’s new path that eluded him, very much like how it had taken me time to figure out Storm Caller.

“So-so,” he said. “I can feel something tugging on my attention, but it is too diffuse to understand anything more than that.”

A click from my Status camera showed:

	Integnei the Warden of the Woods (Human, Dawn)
Talents: Braveheart, Patient, Devoted Teacher, the Hunter’s Bulwark
Nascent: Paperwork is Fieldwork



In becoming dawn, Tegen’s path had evolved. He’d gained the Hunter’s Bulwark talent and also had his Natural Mentor evolve into Devoted Teacher. Both changes were natural outgrowths stemming from the foundational role he’d been playing as Mumu’s assistant and the lodge’s primary instructor.

My guess was that he was feeling Hunter’s Bulwark, specifically the interaction between it and his path. Yet it really was just a guess on my part. His spirit map had indicated that the talent connected him to the hunters around him, but not much else was clear about it besides that.

I looked forward to learning more once he’d explored his path and talents.

Tegen should probably be leading his own team, I thought. And the same should be true of Haol, Teila, and me.

Six years ago, we’d argued in circles as a lodge about that proposal. For days and days. Speech after speech. In the end, though, the five of us had stuck together as a kind of alpha strike team to handle the village’s worst-case scenarios.

Normally, family members wouldn’t be allowed on the same team, but an exception had been made for the married Mumu and Haol. Their other spouse Dena had given her blessing as well. She’d said at the time, “There’s no safer place than when this bunch is all together.”

She was a force of nature all her own, that Dena.

The conversation with Tegen lapsed into comfortable silence, punctuated by the sounds of him scribbling in the book and the occasional purr from Snow. The afternoon was a languid one, to be honest. The whole village had the rare day off, and we were all enjoying it.

“So we’re waiting for Mumu, then?” I asked, my curiosity pricking me again.

“She’s with Aslishtei’s family,” Tegen said, then paused. “They came by earlier, and the three of them have been behind closed doors ever since.”

That was interesting, since it implied that Krenya and Wensatsu had come to visit for more than just the celebration. Did they have business with the lodge? They’d thrown quite a lot of business our way over the years.

Krenya was a Level 3 Magic Scholar with the ambitious goal of unraveling the nature of magic itself. She’d paid good money for us to hunt down certain beasts so that she could examine their magical structures.

The first time she’d offered us the job, she’d said, “My hope is that by understanding the small and the particular, I might come to know the big and the mysterious.”

Those jobs hadn’t ever required discussions behind closed doors before—perhaps she’d stumbled across news of a natural treasure of some kind? I knew for a fact that her extended family had at least one member who walked the diviner’s path, so anything was possible.

The bad blood between their family and me had mostly eased over the years. At first, I’d been suspicious of the sisters’ presence in Voorhei, but eventually their honest natures had won me over. The family’s patronage had also helped mellow the grudge I’d held against their aunt Aslishtei.

There was surely a long game being played, yet as far as I’d been able to determine, it was one without anything nefarious behind it. Aslishtei simply wanted a connection between her family and the source of Ikfael’s Boon, that was all.

Still, I called the nieces by their proper names, Wensatsu and Krenya, rather than their nicknames, Weni and Anya, as a reminder of how their aunt had once tried to buy me. Which was probably unfair to the sisters, but a grudge was a grudge even if it had mellowed.



I hung out with Tegen for about an hour, chit chatting. My gear was already in good order, and there really wasn’t anything else to do, so I took a break from my break to pop over to the Farmer’s Lodge and arrange for a mild rain shower in two days’ time.

On my way out, I spotted Mumu’s youngest steadily climbing the pyramid on her short, chubby legs. Little Nenet saw me in turn, and signed, “Come. Carry me.”

The little girl was a demon at hide and seek, although the pyramid was usually off limits. Curious about what she was planning, I did as she’d instructed and carried her to the apex. Once there, she had me place her on top of the roof of the structure sheltering the entrance. She’d be able to see the whole village from that vantage, yet because of the sight lines, no one would see her unless her head poked out.

Amazing, especially since the girl was only three years old.

	Nenetl Mulallamusdaughter (Human)
Talents: The Strategist
Nascent: Wild Born



Gods, it was gratifying to see how much potential there was in Mumu’s kids.

Nenet wouldn’t let me leave—she had me sit on the steps below her. That way, if anyone did think to search for her higher up, I’d be a distraction to them, which wound up happening twice. In this variation of the game, only one child hid while all the others searched for them, and a couple of the players spotted me. They came to ask me if I’d seen Nenet anywhere.

I knew better than to spoil things, so I gave them hints about good places to hide in the village. Hopefully, the information would never be needed outside of the game, but it was good to share, just in case.

Each time, after the kids left to go searching, I heard Nenet giggle.

“You spoil my child,” came Mumu’s voice from behind me.

I turned and saw her exiting the pyramid, accompanied by Aslishtei’s nieces.

“Cleverness should be rewarded,” I said.

“And yet cleverness makes fools of the clever. By hiding above the entrance’s enclosure, my daughter becomes vulnerable to enemies in the sky, including those that might be invisible to sight,” Mumu said, pitching her voice so that Nenet could hear her. “This is the danger of cleverness—we are so pleased to have found a solution to our problem, the pleasure carries us forward into danger unless we pause to consider it from all sides.”

“Our teeth cannot chew rocks,” I said, repeating the familiar warning against overconfidence.

“Just so,” Mumu replied. “That is why we must treat cleverness like dirt. We make it plain and unassuming, so that it doesn’t lure us into rash action.”

“But cleverness is useful,” I argued, playing devil’s advocate.

“Of course,” Mumu agreed. “Like how dirt sustains us: our seeds depend on it to grow.” She smiled, her expression turning sly. Hands hidden from Nenet’s view, she continued via signing, “I’m talking to you too, our Eight. This lesson is not just for Nenet.”

I laughed, because that was a truth I had to admit. My cleverness may have landed me in trouble several times since arriving on Diaksha.


3

Untold Legends

We met in the ritual room under the lodge. The space was circular, and it hadn’t changed much over the years. The same worn tapestries hung from the walls; they portrayed the woods around Voorhei and the creatures inhabiting them.

There was also a tapestry featuring a disguised Ikfael at the Glen. Not as Knight Otter—no, this was older, from the time before she’d created the sculpture based on Emma Peel from the Avengers. In those old days, she’d appeared to the villagers simply as a giant otter made of water.

Other spirits of the land also appeared in the tapestries, but they were hidden among the trees and brush: Aetheleita, a moose with moss running down her sides; Leiluminwei, a silver-winged egret with a crescent moon subtly stitched into the background behind him; and the stonewater serpent with stars in her eyes.

Behind each of the tapestries were the black-walnut cabinets containing the tools and necessities of the lodge. They were full to bursting at the moment, and the lodge had also rented space in some of the nearby homes and businesses for extra storage.

The other change to the ritual room was that the sconces had all been updated. Every one of them now included candle stones in addition to the tallow candles traditionally used.

The place had become familiar to me, like an old leather jacket. I felt comfortable with it around me. The same was even more true of my team. Time had a habit of doing that: wearing away the rough edges between people. Assuming they got along, that is, and my team and I certainly did. We still had our arguments, of course, but each of us was quite a bit older and wiser now.

I watched as Mumu prepared tea with deft hands, the tiny scars on them barely visible. The one on her face, running from the top of her left eyebrow down to her cheek, had also faded. You’d think it would’ve marred her beauty, but I knew that scar’s history and had fought against the kalihchi bear who’d given it to her. To me, the scar helped to make our Mumu shine even more brilliantly.

My Status camera showed how far she’d come:

	Mulallamu the Lodge Master (Human, Dawn)
Talents: Scout-Born, Tracker, Wild Sense, Invested, Strategist
Nascent: Leader of the Pack



Mumu was thirty-one years old and a Level 7 Wild Walker. Her Money Lover talent had evolved into Invested when she’d become dawn, and Hunter’s Shield had changed into Strategist. On the whole, time had treated our Mumu well.

She’d filled out some as well—giving birth to three children will do that to anyone—yet had only gotten stronger and more talented as she’d aged. There had been instances when I’d caught Haol sneaking glances at her, as if he was some love-addled teenager instead of her husband.

He was also in his prime—thirty-three years old and Level 5.

	Haoleise the Spellbow Hunter (Human, Dawn)
Talents: Keen-Eyed, Natural Archer, Ardent Bowman, Empowered Sniper
Nascent: Bow Friend



His love of archery had only grown deeper, so much so that Bow Friend had become nascent. That was a big deal—a kind of shortcut to the World Spirit itself. The last person with a friend-based talent in the village had been Inleio, the former lodge master.

Tegen was the oldest among us at forty-two, while Teila was seventeen.

	Teila the Verdant Ranger (Human, Dawn)
Talents: Wood-Wise, Stealthy, True Hunter 
Nascent: Seasoned Meridians, Bountiful Qi



She was already Level 5, and a True Hunter to boot. My understanding was that it was a talent equivalent to being Hunter Born; she’d gained tremendous boosts to both her Stealth skill and to her qi recovery rate from it.

There had been more than a few families who’d gnashed their teeth when her engagement to Billisha and Aluali had been announced. Thankfully, the three of them were still okay with waiting to get married. They were all much too young in my eyes. Regardless, the three kids were sweet together.

Huh, since I checked my team, I might as well also look at:

	Krenya Cleidetsdaughter (Human, Peltwei)
Talents: Mana Blossom, Thirsty for Knowledge, The Curious Sort
Nascent: Insightful, Ritualist



	Wensatsu Cleidetsdaughter (Human, Peltwei)
Talents: Magic is as Magic Does, The Responsible One, Solution-Oriented
Nascent: Lucent



The peltwei had bodies like any other human but with crows’ heads—the shiny, inky feathers reminded me of what Egyptian gods might look like. In Wensatsu’s case, though, a streak of silver also ran along the right side of her face, almost like war paint. The effect was quite striking.

Aslishtei’s nieces otherwise appeared to be like any other healthy young women. Maybe even more so, since both Wensatsu and Krenya glowed with the kind of vitality I’d come to expect from magic users.

They were as talented as you’d expect from Aslishtei’s family. As a Level 3 Practical Magician, Wensatsu belonged to the Soldier’s Lodge, while Krenya had joined the philosophers. The two of them had made a great team—one specializing in elemental magics and the other in enhancement, protection, and investigation magics. The two of them had devoted the past few years to furthering Krenya’s studies.

As I’d been glancing between my team and its guests, inspecting their abilities, they’d all been catching up. We hadn’t seen Wensatsu and Krenya since the previous autumn’s Tournament of Masks, where they’d both done decently well. Wensatsu, in particular, had made it to the fourth round.

The tea was ready, so Mumu poured for our guests. That was considered an honor, coming as it was from the lodge master. It should’ve been Teila or me who did it, but Mumu clearly wanted to show her appreciation to Wensatsu and Krenya. Not just for the gift of the kalesks, either.

Every spring, the two peltwei young women had come to visit Voorhei. They’d tagged along on our lodge’s hunts and helped us to improve our magic skills. That first year it was likely because they’d been bored out of their minds stuck in a remote village like ours, but once they’d gotten a taste of the hunt and its rewards, there’d been no going back.

We chatted through the first pot of tea and well into the second. With every moment’s passing, Krenya had become more and more animated, her black eyes shining as the excitement within her spirit built and built. My team’s amusement at watching her was hidden behind their eyes, but it was there. Mumu even drew out the conversation as a way to tease her.

A third pot of tea was left to steep before our lodge master took pity on the young woman. Mumu cleared her throat and said, “My heart is gladdened to hear how your family prospers, but we should now discuss the expedition you’ve brought to our lodge.”

Krenya’s hands fluttered. “Finally! You are too mean, Mumu; you know how important this task is to me.”

The smiles my team had been hiding came out into the open. Even the edges of Wensatsu’s beak curled up.

She reached over to tap her sister’s knee. “No doubt this is the price for filling Mumu’s ear with nonsense earlier today.”

“It wasn’t nonsense,” Krenya complained. “The history of Old Baxteiyel is important to share.”

Wensatsu clacked her beak, the equivalent of her pursing her lips. “The history, yes, but you filled the lodge master’s morning with fables.”

“I… well, yes, but for good reason.” Krenya glanced aside, clearly embarrassed. “The stories are so interesting. And they may be important too—fables are like cousins to the truth.”

Wensatsu scoffed. “Distant cousins, perhaps.”

“It’s family all the same,” Krenya argued back, “and with a lost city like Old Baxteiyel, there’s more fable than history. No one knows what’s true and what’s not.”

“Why don’t you tell us what this is about?” I said, interrupting. “From the beginning.”

That was all Krenya needed to jump at the chance to explain. “Listen, you won’t believe the opportunity that’s arisen. The hierophant of Albei has announced a race—a grand contest to delve the ruins of Old Baxteiyel.”

“Previously, the ruins have been off limits to all but the world speaker’s people,” Wensatsu added. “But none of them have been able to find a way inside the pyramid. That’s the goal.”

“And the prize is a hierophant from the treasure—” Krenya caught herself. “A treasure from the hierophant!”

“He’s silvered, isn’t he?” I asked. “How has anything stopped him from getting inside?”

“How much do you know about Old Baxteiyel?” Krenya asked in return, her eyes sparkling.

“It’s the remains of a city about three- or four-days travel to the southeast,” I said. “The place is supposed to be haunted, and oh… there’s something about a winged kalesk too.”

“An ancient, silvered winged kalesk,” Krenya clarified. “He supposedly protects the city, unable to leave it.”

“Don’t forget the treasure,” Wensatsu added. “Legends tell of a fabulous treasure inside the pyramid too.”

“No one knows what it is,” Krenya said. “All the legends say is that it has the power to defy the heavens.”

I hadn’t heard any of that before—and certainly nothing about a treasure. I pinged Yuki to get their attention. It took only a breath for us to merge, get a read on the situation, and separate once again.

‘Inleio didn’t share any stories about Old Baxteiyel,’ they concluded. ‘In hindsight it seems odd, like there’s an intentional gap in his description of the areas surrounding Albei.’

I turned to Teila. “Do you know these legends?”

She shook her head. “It’s the first time I’ve heard them.”

Tegen cleared his throat. “There’s a saying among the master hunters of our lodge… Old Baxteiyel is where the dawn go to die.”

A statement like that, I couldn’t let go. “What?”

Yep, that was me, master of the interrogative—but I was genuinely surprised. I’d thought the lodge would make sure its members knew about all the dangers around us.

“Think of our spell library, Little Pot,” Tegen said, gesturing toward the cabinet behind the tapestry of Ikfael. “Our brothers and sisters must prove themselves before they can get access. The knowledge of Old Baxteiyel is like that.”

Mumu expression was wry as she took over the explanation. “There was a time when our dear Inleio hid the lost city’s legends from me, fearing that my desire for taak would lead me into unnecessary danger. It’s happened before—the ruins have eaten many who’ve been greedy for treasure.”

Tegen nodded. “The newly dawn are almost always overconfident. That’s why the legends are not shared until the hunters have proven themselves steady.”

“And I’m not steady?” I asked, a touch peeved.

But as soon as the words were out of my mouth, the room broke into laugher. Even normally staid Tegen had to hold his belly from laughing so hard. At least Wensatsu’s and Krenya’s beaks clacked gently as they tried to be polite.

“Oh, our Eight,” Mumu managed to get out. “You are like the storms you love so much—wherever you go, chaos follows in your wake.”

Well, there was no denying that I’d been a source of change since my arrival in Voorhei, but the village had come out stronger as a result.

Mumu gestured to the others and said, “Now, now, that’s enough. We have business to discuss.”

“According to my aunt,” Krenya said, “Albei’s hierophant has sought to pry open Old Baxteiyel’s secrets for years. He is a master diviner, so whatever is hidden there must truly be a treasure worth pursuing. Yet in all that time, no one has been able to find a way inside the main pyramid.”

“I find that hard to believe,” I said. “A man like him has access to resources far beyond villagers like us. If the doors are locked, then break them down. If the winged kalesk gets in the way, kill it.”

“The pyramid’s doors are locked and enchanted to a minimum of Level 5,” Krenya said. “The walls too; it must’ve taken an astounding amount of light.”

Wensatsu ran her fingers through the silvery portion of her feathers. “The pyramid doors can be broken, but that will require sustained effort, which isn’t feasible because of the winged kalesk. People call him Asiik the Army of Sorrow, and he has harried or killed anyone attempting to breach the pyramid.”

Krenya raised her hand to halt my interruption. “Before you ask, yes, there’s a bounty on Asiik, but obviously no one has been able to claim it.”

“His name comes from a story,” Wensatsu said. “In it, there was a land knight of Sugrusu Hakei who’d sent his land soldiers to kill the winged kalesk and claim the lost city’s treasure. Yet Asiik decimated the army, so that only a handful of them were able to return.”

“Do we know the creature’s level?” I asked.

“If not twenty, then close to it,” Mumu said.

I’d been holding my teacup, avidly listening, but nearly dropped it at hearing her reply. “That’s… that’s suicide.”

Grimly, Mumu nodded. “Which is why we say Old Baxteiyel is where the dawn go to die.”

“And why we won’t even try to fight Asiik,” Wensatsu said. “That is where you hunters come in. You’ll sneak us into the city instead.”

“Back up, back up,” I said. “Let’s start from the beginning. There’s a race sponsored by the hierophant…”

Krenya bopped in her seat, her voice bright as she said, “Every expedition he’s sent has failed. Can you imagine—a master diviner not being able to determine the path to victory? That must be why he’s given up and is trying something completely different—”

Wensatsu put a hand on her sister’s elbow and said, “If you tell it like that, we’ll only go around in circles again. Let me.” Then she paused a moment to gather her thoughts. “Xefwen is the hierophant—a silvered, Earth-Touched master diviner and the leader of Albei’s world speakers. After decades of failed expeditions to Old Baxteiyel, he claims the World Spirit has recently revealed to him a path to success. That revelation entails a race— competition between teams—to find a way into the lost city’s pyramid and claim its treasures.”

“But then what does he get out of it?” I asked. “The teams competing will want to keep any light and treasure they find.”

“A good question,” Wensatsu said. “The prizes are two-fold. If Asiik is killed, then Xefwen will purchase the kalesk’s light for double its value. The same is true for any treasures found—anything he takes will also be exchanged for double.”

“He wants what he wants,” Tegen said, thinking, “but at least he’s willing to pay for it.”

“But why is he willing to pay so much for Asiik’s light?” I asked. “Is it revenge for having been obstructed all those years?”

Tegen made a so-so gesture. “Perhaps, but there’s also the truth that the light of powerful creatures often contains valuable insights.”

“Hmm… okay, I can see that,” I said. “And he clearly wants the heaven-defying treasure for himself, if it exists.”

“A given,” Tegen said.

“And the race’s details?” I asked. “How is it going to work?”

Wensatsu signed her desire to speak, then said, “In twenty-eight days’ time, the race will begin; his divinations have apparently revealed it as the most-fortuitous day. What’s unclear, however, is the location of the race’s starting point. That will be shared later.” She shrugged. “What people are saying is that Xefwen is taking no chances. How the teams are structured, where they start from, if they have to carry chili peppers stuffed with minced frogs’ legs—from the practical to the ridiculous, whatever his divinations demand, the hierophant will make it happen to capture Asiik’s light and Old Baxteiyel’s treasures. And we’ll have to follow his instructions if we want to participate.”

“Except we’re not going to!” Krenya said, unable to hold back any longer.

I’d known her for years now, and yet it still struck me strange sometimes to hear such a clear voice from a crow’s head. That brightness, the intelligence behind it… What’s Krenya’s goal in bringing the race to us? I wondered. Connections formed between what I knew and what I’d learned.

“The race is a distraction,” I said. “You’re after something else inside Old Baxteiyel.”

Krenya laughed and clapped her hands. “This is why you’re so shiny, Eight! Yes! Think of it—with so many people hunting Asiik, it’ll be the perfect cover for anyone wanting to explore the rest of the city.”

And knowing these two, it’ll have to be… “Magic,” I said aloud.

“Not just any magic,” Krenya said, smiling, “the magic of an ancient people who’d once ruled this land. This is an opportunity for us to study their hidden wisdom directly.”

“Hidden? Is there even such a thing?” I wondered aloud. “The World Spirit collects every advance in skill and knowledge, and shares it freely with anyone who works for it.”

Krenya nodded. “This is a truth, but some knowledge is… esoteric. To gain access from the World Spirit would take decades of meditation and experimentation, branching into obscure pathways. There is also knowledge that is intentionally made secret by locking it behind codes and splitting it into pieces, so only one or two people might know its complete form. That is why we need access to the ancients’ records directly, so that we can learn so much faster! There is a thing called the Arc of Knowledge—”

“Arc, like the curve of a bow?” Haol asked, blinking in surprise.

“Yes, that’s it,” Krenya replied. “The Arc describes a series of five buildings inside Old Baxteiyel. When you draw a line through them, they form a semicircle. The philosophers believe the structures to be temples, and inside each is a wall of text.” Her expression took on a faraway look. “I’ve seen reproductions, but how shiny would it be to experience it directly: to see the words myself and feel the magic with my own senses?”

With a nod, Wensatsu said, “Some of what’s contained in the Arc is well understood, but much of what’s on those walls is a mystery.”

“Philosophers have studied the texts for hundreds of years,” Krenya replied, “yet they continue to be an enigma. How is that possible? Then… then… I had a thought. What if, like me, all those philosophers only had the reproductions to study? What if, to unlock the secrets of the Arc of Knowledge, some kind of direct connection was required?”

“Surely others would have also had this insight,” Tegen said.

“Yes, yes.” Krenya waved her hand. “What I’m saying is that even if other philosophers have had the same thought, the number of them with the ability and opportunity to take action on it has been incredibly small.”

“Because of Asiik,” I said.

“Exactly,” Krenya said, pointing to me. “Because of the winged kalesk, the fruit remains ripe for us to pick.”

The room momentarily went silent. Mumu swirled her tea as she watched us consider the idea, gauging our reactions to it.

After a pause, she said, “Our mission, if we accept it, will be to escort Weni and Anya safely in and out of the city.”

“And the reward?” Teila asked, who’d been quiet up until that point.

Mumu replied, “Five antaak per hunter and extra shares on any bounties and light gathered. More importantly, our friends have also agreed to share any magical knowledge they discover with us.”

Now that’s interesting, I thought, regarding the magical knowledge. We weren’t exactly hurting for money. We’d paid off the last of our debts, and the Tournament of Masks was pulling in an easy thirty-two antaak a year for the lodge. Not as much as we’d expected, but a healthy amount all the same.

No, for us to attempt something as potentially risky as what Krenya and Wensatsu described, we’d need a more compelling incentive than taak. Like magic.

Tegen raised his hand and said, “There are two things I would like to understand better. How likely are you to learn anything useful, and why is it that you sisters are attempting it rather than the elders in your family?”

Krenya must’ve expected the questions, because she immediately replied, “There’s no certainty we’ll learn anything, but this will likely be the best attempt at doing so in who knows how many years. Also, I am a Magic Scholar, so my talents lend themselves to discovering new knowledge.” She took a moment to straighten her feathers. They didn’t seem to need it, but she did it anyway. “As for why us, perhaps it’s better for you to ask why we chose you and your team.”

Tegen raised an eyebrow at that, then a moment later his face cleared in understanding.

Krenya nodded. “You are all dawn and experienced hunters. Each of you is well versed in both qi and mana magics, and perhaps most importantly, among you is a hunter with Wild Sense and another who can see the dead. That is a potent combination of skills and abilities—one that is particularly appropriate for a place like Old Baxteiyel. The rest is… awkward…”

“What my sister is trying to say,” Wensatsu interrupted, “is that you would disregard a request like this if it had come from anyone else in our family.”

“So you’re using your relationship with us to get what you want,” I said.

“Yes,” Wensatsu said. “Because we want to go. This is our chance to test ourselves and do something special.”

“And Aslishtei is going to let you?” I asked. “From what you’ve described, this is going to be an incredibly dangerous expedition, and… no offense… I’m not sure either of you are ready for it, even with our protection. You’ve helped during our lodge’s hunts, but this is something else entirely.”

“We can only go… the expedition itself is only approved if you agree,” Krenya said softly, looking at me.

“What?” I exclaimed.

Wensatsu sighed. “Obviously, your team must also agree, but our aunt made everything contingent on your approval.”

I set my teacup down harder than I’d intended. “What’s Aslishtei playing at?”

“This is no game,” Wensatsu said, shaking her head. “Our aunt was very serious. At the end of our family’s discussions about the expedition, she held us close and told us, ‘The only way for me to be assured of your safety is to entrust you into that young man’s hands.’ And so here we are, hoping you’ll agree.”

“Your family won’t make the attempt otherwise?” Haol asked, curiosity plain on his face.

“Our family’s magics are too obvious,” Wensatsu said. “Asiik would need no help in finding us.”

I took a breath, understanding the impulse to keep loved ones safe. Then I had a thought and asked, “What if by chance… anything can happen, right? What if we do find a way into the pyramid and encounter Old Baxteiyel’s treasure? What happens then?”

Wensatsu smiled first, and then a beat later Krenya caught on. After all, if I’d thought that far ahead, then it meant I was likely already on board.

And I was. Probably. I’d need to consider the proposal more deeply. There was danger for sure, a ridiculous amount, but there was also the promise of new magic and… the romance of adventure too.

I really should think about it more. And I would, but I’d read so many stories when I was younger—how could I turn down an expedition through the ruins of a forgotten city?


4

Life is Change

After Aslishtei’s nieces left, my team stuck around the ritual room to hash out our concerns about taking on the job—the primary one being Asiik. There were supposedly other dangers hidden among Old Baxteiyel’s ruins, but anything too powerful for us would’ve already been killed by the silvered winged kalesk. It should just be small fry hiding in his shadow.

We wouldn’t count on it—that would be straight-up foolishness, given what Diaksha was capable of—but there was a fine balance between due caution and fear-induced paralysis. The crux of the question was if the reward would be worth the risk.

At one point in the discussion, we realized that we’d rehashed the same points a couple of times over, so we switched to talking about everyday topics: I mentioned the rain I’d be bringing in a couple of days, Mumu relayed Nenet’s most recent antics to Teila, and so on. All the while, the information percolated.

“Two things come to mind,” Tegen said.

“And they are?” Haol asked.

“If not for the race and the distraction it would provide, we would never attempt to infiltrate Old Baxteiyel,” Tegen replied.

“Agreed, even if the entire city was built from antaak,” Mumu said. “But magic is an investment in the lodge’s future. A chance like this to grow our spell library may never come again.”

“What’s the other thing?” Teila asked.

“That Weni and Anya have joined us on many hunts now,” Tegen said. “They know how to work with us, and in turn, we know the depth of their woodcraft. We can trust them not to blunder like other city folk might.”

“They’d have to leave their bodyguards behind,” I noted. “Their aunt may not like that.”

“Then we make it a stipulation of the contract,” Mumu said firmly. “I’ll not bring that team of clod walkers with us.”

Haol’s eyes narrowed in amusement. “The bodyguards aren’t so bad, are they?”

“They fight well enough,” Mumu replied, and left it at that. It was a compliment, yes, but an incomplete one.

While the nieces’ guards were skilled soldiers, none of them knew how to move through the wilderness with any finesse. The trip between Albei and Voorhei was within their capabilities. The deep woods, though? Not a chance.

“So we have a tentative agreement?” Tegen asked, looking at each of us.

I nodded in response, and the others did too.

Mumu smiled and shook her head. “I never would’ve believed that I would one day visit Old Baxteiyel.”

“We have less than three weeks to prepare for the expedition,” Tegen said. “I’ll write to the grandmaster. I doubt our lodge has information the philosophers don’t, but checking costs us nothing.”

“We can’t assume we have that much lead time,” I corrected. “It’ll depend on the race’s starting location as well as the travel time to get there.”

“Good point,” Tegen said, nodding.

Mumu turned to me. “Will Ikfael bless us with her presence on this expedition?”

“Given the potential danger, I wouldn’t doubt it.”

“Her company would be welcome,” Haol said with a smile.

“That it would,” Mumu said.



By the time my team left the ritual room, the light outside was starting to slant. Another three hours or so and it’d be dusk. Snow had been napping upstairs, but she roused as soon as I climbed through the trap door, and together we headed home. I thought Teila might join us, but she decided to have dinner with her family instead.

I nudged Yuki. Are the kids still at work?

The uekisheile’s qi sparkled in amusement, and they passed along a message from Aluali: ‘These kalesks aren’t going to skin themselves.’

I snorted. Let him know there’ll be a family meeting tonight.

Yuki acknowledged the thought before turning their attention back to Aluali.

Four years prior, I’d hired the family who’d constructed Ikfael’s shrine to build a workshop along the river to the south of the village. There hadn’t been room inside the walls, and tanning leather was a rather malodorous process.

The lodge’s hunters had been more than happy to pass that task over to Billisha and Aluali. Voorhei hadn’t had any specialists in tanning for a couple of generations, and everyone was quite excited to see the industry return.

People waved and bowed as Snow and I walked along the village paths. A few of the children ran up to ask permission to pet the blynx, and she nodded each time to grant it.

She enjoyed the attention in general, but she also had a soft spot for children.

	Sun-on-Snow (Animal)
Talents: Protector, Agile Hunter

Nascent: Blindside Blinker



Snow was Level 4 now and had begun climbing steadily. When I’d first met her, she’d refused to absorb any light whatsoever, content to lay low during the Long Darks, but the last few years had made it clear that the area around the Glen was becoming more and more dangerous. She’d realized that she’d have to grow in power in order to protect herself, the Glen, and her kittens.

Felix and Oscar had moved on, and each had their own territories now. Snow had also had five more litters beyond theirs, her offspring spreading in every direction. Three years ago, however, Snow had stopped seeking to reproduce. Instead, her focus had shifted to reaching dawn—the hope being that any changes to her body would also pass on to any new offspring. Then, they’d have an easier time surviving too.

With all the light flooding the area, it wouldn’t have been hard to jump her straight to dawn, but she’d refused for the same reason my kids had: all of them wanted time to accrue more training, more experiences, and more depth. Even Snow, who only communicated in thought-sense-emotion bundles, had understood that the richer a creature’s spirit was, the more they gained when crossing the boundary to dawn.

In essence: if you went too quickly and hadn’t honed yourself enough, then there wouldn’t be enough of what made you you for the World Spirit to work with. The opportunity dawn presented would be wasted.

Even Bihei wanted to wait. Despite being thirty-six years old, she didn’t feel like she was ready. That was why it was such a wonder Teila had made the leap. But then, she’d been an active hunter for years, going well beyond what apprentices were normally required to do, and she possessed a set of incredible talents to fall back on.

Should she have waited? No, I had agreed with her decision completely. Our team was often put into positions where the bonuses from becoming dawn mattered.

Should my family continue to wait? Let’s just say that they were as stubborn as mules when they wanted to be—no matter how helpful the advice I gave them.



I puttered around the longhouse while I waited. There was a black walnut storage chest in the corner that I’d been off-and-on building as a hobby project, but it didn’t call to me that day. Besides, even though it was almost finished, I was out of rottenstone—the mixture of oil and decomposed limestone I needed for polishing the wood—and I didn’t want to bother with making more at the moment.

I used Yuki to check in with Mouser back at the Glen, but everything was calm there. I asked him to pass along a message to Ikfael that I’d be returning the day after tomorrow.

Teila refused my call, apparently in the middle of talking to her parents. I mean, I’d just seen her, but I wanted to know how that conversation was going. The relationship with her family had gotten dicey after my kids and her had announced their intention to marry. Which was fair—Teila was essentially priceless in a setting like Voorhei, and no matter what my family pledged in terms of a marriage offer, it wouldn’t be enough.

We weren’t so uncouth as to steal her away, so that meant the plan was to eventually merge families. Now that had been an interesting bit of negotiations, and I let myself gloat a little as I thought back on it.

I’d had quite a bit of leverage from being the highest-leveled person in the village, as well as the keeper of a spirit of the land’s shrine, and I’d used that leverage to make sure all the members of my family were at the same hierarchical level as Miri, Teila’s mother and the matriarch of her family. Mostly, it was to make sure Bihei, Billisha, and Aluali didn’t get bossed around.

As the future head of the combined families, I’d ensure that never happened, but there’d be times when I would be away, so it was always better to set clear expectations from the start. Plus, it was a real treat to hear grown men and women calling my family’s kids uncle and aunt.

I checked the time and saw it was after six in the evening. There’d be another couple of hours of sun left in the day. Maybe I should run over to the smokehouse to grab some kalesk for a roast? We’d been well-stocked over the winter and still had a good supply of salt, dried herbs, and dried chilies. Yeah, it’ll be a nice treat for our hard-working children.



Some of Voorhei’s villagers considered me invincible, but my family’s children knew better. I had a sunburst scar on my belly from when I’d nearly died to a kalihchi bear, and they’d seen all the other wounds Healing Water had made disappear. So it was with a reasonable trepidation that Bihei and the kids listened to me talk about the hierophant’s race and our planned participation in it. I admit I got a little excited describing the history I’d learned, but the idea of helping to reveal new information about a lost civilization was almost like being a documentarian again, except this time I’d be on the ground with the archeologists instead of behind a desk making sure the film crew’s logistics were in order.

Billisha had grown into a practical young woman with girl-next-door features. As the most outspoken of the three, she was the first to reply. “You have that look in your eyes like the time you tried to tame a giant javelina. Nothing we say will stop you, but what can we do to make sure no one gets hurt?”

Hey, that’s unfair, I thought. The only person injured during the Great Javelina War Mount Project was me, and the wounds had been easily patched up.

How was I to know that the damn pigs were resistant to the Grace spell? Well, maybe not so much resistant as naturally cantankerous. Every javelina I’d approached was perfectly willing to gore me, even while feeling at peace in my presence. They’d just been more Zen about it, like the act of goring me was simply an expression of their true, inner selves.

Yuki had joked afterward about how it should’ve been called the Great Javelina Self-Actualization Project, but that was neither here nor there—the attempt had been worthwhile, and it’d helped increase my understanding of my capabilities.

Back to the conversation… Aluali spoke next. He was stockier now, filled out from the painfully thin days when I’d first found him with the slavers. He said, “The rest of the team will be there to keep him from reaching for the fire.”

“This is a truth,” Billisha said, “but I don’t see the value in examining a bunch of old stones. Why would Mumu let Anya and Weni bring this proposal to the lodge?”

Surprisingly, it was Bihei who responded, “Because every year has been harder than the one before. Whether it’s due to Ikfael’s Boon, our Eight, all the powerful new residents, or a combination of those things—there will eventually be a day when we won’t be able to keep up with the monsters being drawn to the village.”

“Is that you talking or your beau?” Billisha asked, half teasing.

For the past couple of years, our Bihei had been seeing one of the new members of the Hunter’s Lodge. The joke in the family was that he’d come for Ikfael’s Boon but stayed for Bihei. Aluk was a Level 4 Gray Spear, formerly of the Soldier’s Lodge, and a veteran of several skirmishes to the south.

“You’re not too old for me to spank,” Bihei said with a smile. “But to answer your question, it is me. I learn from Aluk, just as he learns from me. We all learn from each other. That is how a family should be.”

“Oh ho… so you think of Aluk as family now, do you?” I joked.

Bihei immediately blushed in response, and her lips pursed. Both Billisha’s and Aluali’s eyes rounded as they stared at the widow.

After only a beat, Billisha asked, “When will it happen?”

“Hold on, I was just trying to be funny.” The words felt numb in my mouth. I mean, I shouldn’t have been surprised. Bihei was still a healthy young woman. I knew she and Aluk had been getting serious, but… they planned to get married?

“In the fall,” Bihei said. “After the harvest but before the Tournament of Masks.”

“You’ll marry well before us, then,” Aluali said. “We have to wait until we’re twenty-one.”

Inside me, Yuki was doing excited flips at finally being able to talk about the good news, and even Snow was pleased—she looked forward to the new litter that’d come from such a fine pairing.

Aluk was a decent fellow, and I knew from his spirit that he was earnest about his affections. That, and Yuki and I had grilled him to discover his true intentions for Bihei. I really shouldn’t have been this blindsided…

Eight years had passed since she had lost her spouses and her children. She’d carried the pain of that loss with her every day, but it wasn’t too short a time to find new love, right? Yet, if that was so, then why did I find the news so jarring? Unless maybe I hadn’t let go of my own wife’s passing…

Listen, it wasn’t like I hadn’t had the opportunity to form a relationship with someone. Of course, I’d noticed all the incredibly fit, attractive people surrounding me in the lodge—every one of them was perfectly happy to strip down to nothing in the summertime to swim in the cool river outside the village. And my teenage emotions had been sometimes hard to control.

For a couple of years, I’d had a crush… on Mumu. It’d been probably the single most awkward conversation of both my lives, but I’d wanted to be upfront with her. I had explained that the feeling, while serious, wasn’t likely permanent; that I knew it was probably an infatuation; and that I hoped she wouldn’t mind it too much.

Sometimes late at night, I’d remember that conversation and cringe. For a full month, Yuki had had us dream about it, over and over and over, so that they could study the social dynamics involved. They’d been merciless.

But what could I have done? The relationships on my team were fundamental to the person I was. They were also a matter of life and death. We depended on each other, and anything that complicated our relationships was a risk. So, I’d chosen radical transparency and had likely overcommunicated. If it had cost me my pride, then so be it.

Besides, I’d known that Mumu wouldn’t take advantage of my feelings. In fact, in her own bit of candor, Mumu had explained that her spouses and her weren’t planning to expand their marriage any further. But even if they had been, they weren’t interested in me as a partner. I was a brother to them; they loved me for it, but that was all.

The crush had made me think I’d come farther along than I had when, in hindsight, it’d all been very safe. There’d been no real chance of it going anywhere.

The current conversation with my family continued well into the evening, but I only half-listened. I was stuck on the feeling of… well, being stuck. Of being left behind by Bihei and the kids, who were all growing older as they should be and moving on with their lives.

Yuki sensed my complicated feelings. They came over to wash their qi through me, and it felt like being covered by a warm blanket.

I asked them, Did you know that I was fooling myself, thinking I’d moved on when I hadn’t?

‘We suspected,’ they replied.

Why didn’t you say anything?

‘Would your feelings have gone away if we had? Besides, Mumu was good practice. Next time, you can fall in love with someone for real.’

My crush on Mumu had been like a little kid playing make believe, a toddler pretending to take on adult responsibilities. I didn’t think I’d done it on purpose… but I was still hanging on to my old life with Helen.



The next morning Aluk came to visit, looking apprehensive. Well, it was understandable; I’d put him through the grinder before, scouring him for his true intentions toward Bihei. The man was probably anxious I’d do it again.

He needn’t have worried, though. The process the first time had involved getting his permission to use a “deep truth-revealing” treasure, and so the man had already been thoroughly Yuki-vetted.

	Alukhei of Ganas Hakei (Human)

Talents: Natural Spearman, Low-Key Qi, Survivor
Nascent: Stained Gray, Discerning Eye



The ex-soldier had been through a lot, some of it soul-crushing, yet he remained a decent man at heart. A part of me couldn’t help feeling relieved that there’d be a warrior left at home to watch over the family when I was out in the field.

We sat and had tea, talking about the future. Aluk was estranged from a few distant relatives in Ganas Hakei, so joining our longhouse wouldn’t be an issue.

Also, he’d sworn to our Hunter’s Lodge, and that was where he planned to stay. At the moment, he belonged to one of the newer, soldier-focused teams. Their woodcraft was barely tolerable, but when put in the right position, they were very effective.

Aluk was already an experienced qi-magic user. Once Bihei and he were married, and the relationship continued to look solid, we’d share the secret of Yuki with him and get his qi enriched.

All of it was doable. Families took care of each other. They changed over time. That was the way of things. Life was change; the thought bounced around my head the whole time Aluk and I talked.



The rest of the day, I went to the Hunter’s Lodge to throw myself into my training. I roped in everyone present and put them through their paces. Eventually, word spread to avoid the lodge’s courtyard.

The newcomers didn’t know any better, or they came despite the warning. I was Ikfael’s shrine keeper, after all. Every one of them wanted her boon.

Weapons forms, duels, small-team tactics, large-team tactics, stretches, woodcraft—gods but it was glorious and terrible. Like a madman possessed, I pushed them and pushed them. I drove myself until I was too tired to think, until I felt nothing but absolute exhaustion.



The day after, I made it rain on the village’s fields, then Snow and I headed to the Glen.


5

The Tao of the Status Camera

The forest was flourishing with new life. The early bloomers already had their flowers out—the maples with their modest blossoms unfurled from the tips of their branches and the willows’ fuzzy catkins sprouting wild. All the tree species were well into budding and leafing by this time of year, their spirits awake after finishing their winter slumbers.

The birds were lively, calling to each other among the branches. They were joined by bushy-tailed gray squirrels scurrying among the treetops with acrobatic ease, while down below chipmunks darted in and out of their burrowed homes.

The streams had iced over during the winter, but they were clear and running now. Occasionally, I saw the gleam of fish scales in the water.

Snow walked beside me, alert to our surroundings. The same held for Yuki whose tendrils extended to sample the nearby qi. Both were good company as we hiked home.

I breathed easier by the time I’d climbed halfway into the hills leading to the Glen. Being among the green and wild things, I knew there was only room for the present—the here and now. The forest bath had washed away the disappointment in myself for not recognizing a pattern of avoidance I’d thought I’d already dealt with.

Life happened at its own pace. Buds opened when they were ready.



A pond lay tucked between the hills east of the Glen. About forty yards across, it was fed by a short waterfall spilling over a limestone shelf and was maintained by a beaver dam built from stone, wood, and mud at the northern edge.

I sometimes came here to fish. Today, it looked like a chliapp lion had had the same idea. There were the remains of several bass and perch along the shore close to the dam. The lion himself was there too, but distracted by something to the north. He hadn’t noticed my approach, so I paused to crouch among the underbrush and take a closer look.

The beast had the look of a mountain lion—the lean, athletic build and the tawny hide—but with five tentacles undulating in the air, emerging from a pronounced hump between his shoulder blades. Each was tipped with a dark claw.

	Chliapp Lion (Animal)
Talents: Sharper Than Average, Sensitive Senses



Snow had tensed at the sight of him, though nothing about the chliapp lion seemed unusual. While his muscles rippled under his fur and those claws looked wicked sharp, he didn’t inspire a desire within me to absorb his light. He’s not that powerful, I thought. An animal that’s chosen not to grow, content to be ordinary.

Well, there was one way to test that hypothesis. I slung my bow and brought my spear to the ready, nudging Yuki at the same time. They snickered in response, and I felt the anticipation suffusing their qi.

A huff from Snow signaled that she’d recognized our antics. A quiet pop followed, and she teleported elsewhere—our connection indicated a tree limb on the other side of the pond. She’d pull me out of danger if anything untoward should happen.

Once we were all ready, I stepped clear of the underbrush while letting one with the land fall away, and the chliapp lion instantly spun toward my direction. Before he even saw me, he growled and his tentacles fanned outward in a threat display.

Then, he did see me, and it took only a moment for the tentacles to fold back along his torso. The chliapp lion dipped his body low to make himself seem smaller and carefully began to retreat. He didn’t turn until he’d gotten some of the underbrush between us, and then he darted eastward.

There’d been a time when I would’ve killed the chliapp lion. He would’ve been too dangerous to leave alive, plus his light would’ve fueled my growth. These days, though, I recognized that a healthy forest needed predators.

I’d known that already in the context of my old world, but I’d come to appreciate how the principle applied to this one too. So, I left alone any low-level creatures who didn’t exhibit signs of desiring to grow more powerful. The only exceptions were if I currently needed the resources they could provide—meat, hides, bones, etc.—or if they looked like they had a troubling interest in the Glen or Voorhei.

That didn’t appear to be the case this time, so I simply watched the chliapp lion run off. Although… the direction he took was curious. I understood why he hadn’t gone west, since that was the silver wolves’ territory, but the lion looked like he’d threaded a needle between me and whatever it was he’d been sensing to the north. Something just as dangerous as me likely lay in that direction.

I immediately slipped back into the land.

The forest’s spirits did seem to be more active in that direction, so I made my way around the pond. Then I slipped through the underbrush to see what was on the other side, but the foliage was too thick this close to water. My normal, human senses weren’t up to the task.

‘Scout?’ Snow offered through Yuki.

But anything that could spook a chliapp lion had the potential to be truly dangerous to the blynx. Without the rest of my team to help cover her, I preferred to do it myself.

Magic first, I thought in reply.

Hawk’s Eye wouldn’t help unless I got closer, so I turned to the lodge’s journeyman sensory-enhancement spells instead. Owl’s Ears increased the range and acuity of my hearing, while White-Tail’s Senses boosted my ability to smell and taste. The spells cost both qi and mana to cast—four points’ worth of each—so they were moderately expensive. Under the right conditions, though, they were priceless. Plus, I had Yuki to help bear the costs. The uekisheile often used their qi and mana for these kinds of spells.

The forest was normally full of sounds too quiet for humans to hear, and Owl’s Ears let me scan among them. The feeling was so weird; it was like being in my old world, turning the radio dial and searching for something good to listen to.

The spell conjured a rich and vibrant soundscape. There was the waterfall, of course, as well as the rustlings of green things and small animals. Then, in the midst of it all, I heard the murmur of human voices. One, two, at least three. Maybe more.

I smelled too their sweat and leather and iron. I sniffed the air, then opened my mouth so that I could taste it too. There was something… different about the sweat. Like someone had eaten a lot of garlic, but it wasn’t garlic; I hadn’t been able to find any since coming to this world.

There was at least one person among the group who’d eaten a spice or herb that wasn’t readily available in Albei or any of the villages around it. In all likelihood, then, these people were pilgrims heading to Ikfael’s shrine. We’d gotten quite a few of them over the years.

There’d also been cases when people had come to snoop. Sometimes they’d been obvious to spot—if you had a talent for being a Natural Spy, that was going to give you away—but other times I’d had to depend on what I’d glimpsed of their spirits.

Let’s check on these visitors, shall we? I thought, then asked Yuki to contact Mouser to let the silver wolves know that a situation was developing. The reply was that the pack had been ranging to the south, but they’d cut their hunt short to return to the Glen.

Through Yuki, Snow nudged again, offering her eyes, and I weighed the risks. Since it was people, I figured she should be safe in the trees. Snow could teleport faster than most archers could shoot, and mages were exceedingly rare.

Okay, go, I thought.

The sense of Snow’s presence disappeared from the west and reappeared in the north. Then there was another shift to an elevation higher up. ‘Come-safe-see,’ she sent.

So, I merged with Yuki, and we focused our combined consciousness on the portion of us inside Snow. The blynx had taken a precarious position in the branches of an oak tree. As high up as she was, the limbs were thin and uncomfortable, but she’d spread out across several so they’d hold her weight. The tree’s canopy was still filling in, with just enough leaves to mask Snow’s position while also providing gaps to look through.

The browns, reds, and oranges of human sight were washed out of the world, replaced by light, dark, and faded shades of blue and green with hints of yellow and purple melding into them. Other than the poor color perception, though, Snow’s vision was excellent at both capturing the broad scene and the sharp details within it.

Two men stood almost directly underneath us. Both were dressed well enough to be merchants—one younger than the other by two decades at least. We caught the glint of shiny metal on the older one’s fingers and around his neck. His clothes also draped more nicely, the material apparently finer.

At a distance, we also counted five soldiers in brigandine standing guard, along with four more merchants resting nearby. This second batch of merchants also had one person dressed more finely than the others.

Two or more groups sharing the same guards? It was too early to tell, and we unfortunately couldn’t use Ollie/Eight’s camera to learn more about their identities. It didn’t work while looking through another consciousness’ eyes.

What we did have was Snow’s excellent hearing. Her ears swiveled so that we could better listen in on the conversation going on below us.

“You know what to do?” the wealthy one asked.

“Ask for the Healing Water spell; offer the silverlight in exchange,” the other replied.

“And if you encounter the one called Eight?”

“I gift him the second collection of silverlight.”

The questions by the wealthier merchant continued: “And if you are asked the reason for why you would do such a thing?”

The less-wealthy merchant replied, “I will say that it is in gratitude for Eight’s role in bringing the healing spell to the world.”

“You may see a blinking lynx; do not be alarmed. The animal is a known companion to Eight. There may also be silver wolves. Do not make threatening gestures at any of them. Simply back away, and head to the shrine. Do you understand, Sklein?”

“I do,” Sklein replied.

The other put a hand on Sklein’s arm. “Remember, you serve a greater purpose, a will greater than your own.”

“Honored, I know this truth. I hold m—I hold my zashas within me. My faith is unyielding.”

“All wise men are so,” the honored one said. “Now go. Follow the stream, and it will take you to Ikfael’s shrine.”

Briefly, we pulled away from Snow to check on Mouser. The silver wolves ran through the forest, the trees streaming past them, their hearts racing. As quickly as they were traveling, it’d still take another ten to fifteen minutes for them to arrive at the Glen.

Send Moonlight ahead, we thought. Tell him he should keep Ikfael from accepting any new exchanges until Eight arrives.

The silver-wolf alpha was Level 7 and faster than the rest of his pack. Moonlight would make it in time, which filled us with relief, because whatever it was we just saw take place, it was fishier than the bass and perch left behind by the chliapp lion.

We brought our attention back to Snow and found the two wealthier-appearing merchants were now conversing. The leader of the soldiers had also come to join them. They’d moved away from the tree we were in, but an Owl’s Ears cast on Snow let us hear them.

Yuki will continue to listen, we thought, while Ollie/Eight—My consciousness snapped back to my body—while I get eyes on these people to figure out who they are.

The cast times for Camouflage and Scentless Hunter were near instantaneous, so a second later I was moving through the brush, taking as straight a path as I could silently manage.

‘They’re talking about where to go next,’ Yuki said. ‘It was supposed to be the town of Huwata, but the other nicely dressed merchant is hesitant—something about the signs changing. The soldier wants to get moving and head away from this place, but the honored one is definitely in charge; he’s holding them back until they know what direction to go. He seems to be counting on the fact that it’ll take time for Sklein to reach his target and for the exchange to happen.’

Nothing about this sounds good, I thought.

Yuki’s qi shifted in the equivalent of a frown, and I paused my approach as they sent me an image: on a chain around the honored one’s neck was a stone. It was hard to tell its specifics, since the colors were skewed by Snow’s eyes, but that looked like it could be—

‘An alarm stone,’ Yuki said.

Vividly, I remembered the lesson from my lodge’s grandmaster about how these stones could reveal those hidden by spells, so I changed tack to head more northeast-ish. There was a stand of bushes in that direction I could use for cover.

My thoughts were quick, jumping from point to point. Eleven people, with none of them seeming that powerful according to Snow’s senses. If we have to, we can focus on the leaders, guerilla-style. Though that assumes they’re up to no good. We’ll need confirmation. Anything yet?

‘They’re avoiding talking about their goals with any clarity,’ Yuki replied

I approached the bushes that were my goal and paused to carefully apply poison to my spearhead and three arrows. The paste was a mixture of chishiaxpe and ant-killer hornet venom, kept in a tightly stoppered wooden bottle. Then, spear stowed and bow in hand, I continued onward.

I slowly eased myself into position behind the bushes, step by step, testing my footing to ensure no sounds gave me away until a single eye could peek… click, click, click.

	Theloc the Traveling Merchant (Human, Dawn)
Talents: Natural Appraiser, Eye for Remedies, A Good Sort



There was nothing special about the honored one, now revealed to be named Theloc. And his companions weren’t any different. The captain of his guards, Issa, was a natural swordsman, and the other nicely dressed merchant was a woman named Sulia with a talent for mathematics.

I worked my way through the other people present, and all the names and talents were innocuous. The only interesting tidbit about the group was that they had three dawn with them. That said, only Issa would be a threat if it came to a fight. Potentially. But not likely. A group like this wouldn’t last long, even without guerilla tactics.

Still, it wouldn’t do to get cocky, and it was important to learn their intentions first. I cast Prey of the Hunter on Theloc. The spell burned four points’ worth of qi and mana to mark the man so that I’d know the direction and distance to him for the next twenty-four hours.

My plan was to withdraw for now, intercept the one called Skein, and then decide what to do based on what I learned from him. If I had to, I could track down Theloc and his group later to… well, I’d do what I would have to.

Except, something was bugging me—a niggling sense in the back of my head. A slight warmth began to spread through my belly, a feeling I’d come to understand as my Taoism skill at work. I prodded it to see what, if anything, came loose.

	Taoism
The Tao is formless and eternal, uncapturable by words, the gate to all mystery. Recognize what is and what is not. Inhabit the first but dwell in the other. These words are merely signs, the true path cannot be named, only experienced.




The tooltip remained as obscure as ever, but then that was the nature of the Tao. What I’d found over time, though, was that the skill helped me tune into the world around me, occasionally providing clues to the appropriate responses to things, especially those spiritual in nature.

And right now, Taoism Skill-Sensei was gently… gently urging me to consider… I slowed my breathing and settled myself into the land even further. My eyes were already mild—prey noticed when a hunter looked too fiercely upon them—but my attention shifted even more, now becoming simple curiosity.

The world in front of me was merely interesting: the people, their clothing, the trees and their leaves, the clouds above, the spring air, the way my armor hung on my body… all these details fit together into a complete and sacred whole. Except, that feeling at the back of my head continued. It was like I was picking at a scab on the skin of the world.

And then the scab fell away, the truth revealed. Where before, the people in front of me had appeared harmless, I suddenly felt a weight from two of them. It was the kind of pressure I’d only experienced from the land knight of Albei and the grandmaster of the Hunter’s Lodge.

Still simply curious, still absorbed by the land, the alarm deep within me was muted, yet I used my Status camera as was only right and proper in this situation. The talent screens I’d seen before faded away, now replaced by new ones:

	Theloc the Philosopher (Human, Silvered)
Talents: Treasured Alchemist, The World in his Hands, Sustained Amplification, Stabilizer




	Issa the Captain of Theloc’s Guard (Human, Silvered)
Talents: Sword Supreme, Maltra’s Soldier, A Man of Action, Total Focus



	Sulia the Master Diviner (Human, Dawn)
Talents: Master Diviner, Signs Abundant, Seeker, The Way Ahead



Not only were two leaders of the group silvered, but there was also a master diviner, and all the soldiers present were revealed to be dawn. Their talents had also been hidden, each of the abilities a stage or two more powerful than what had been visible before.

More importantly. More importantly! One of the talents had given away the group’s origins: Issa the Captain of Theloc’s Guard was Maltra’s Soldier. These people were all agents of the Paramount Empire of Conjuncted Maltra, and they clearly had designs on our Ikfael.


6

Encounter at the Glen

Over the years, there’d been rumors of “accidental” darklight poisonings in the nearby towns, and not by small amounts either—these had been massive overdoses that had sent people straight into dusk, or in the case of a famous Albei carpenter, dark. None of the victims had been trained to handle the changes that came from that much darklight, so they’d all mutated hideously.

Some in the Voorhei Hunter’s Lodge discounted the stories. I, on the other hand, having once overheard firsthand how someone had tried to turn Albei’s land knight dark, knew the truth. There were people doing their damnedest to sabotage Albei and the Three-City Alliance to which it belonged, and there’d been frustratingly little progress in tracking down who or how.

That night when I’d overheard Land Knight Ithia and Grandmaster Silasenei discussing the saboteur, they’d suspected Maltra was responsible. They’d no doubt gone to great lengths to investigate the incident, as well as the others that had come after it, but hadn’t had any apparent results to show for it. Now, though, there was confirmation of the culprits’ identities.

Yuki, contact Mumu to let her know I’ve come across a suspicious group. Ask her to contact Albei immediately.

‘We’ll include the information that one appears to be an alchemist and that they’re talking about spreading darklight.’

That’s good, I thought in reply. Not too many details, but enough to get Silasenei’s attention. Oh, also mention that they have a way to hide their identities from Status-inspecting tools and abilities.

Yuki gave a qi-nod, and then their attention shifted eastward toward Voorhei. As for me, I knew better than to tackle two silvered alone—I probably couldn’t even handle just the Sword Supreme—so I faded back behind the bushes. A cast of Owl’s Ears let me overhear their discussion.

“The signs have changed again,” Sulia said. Then, there came the sound of stones being rubbed together. “Danger approaches. A monster will visit the area soon… no, it’ll be more than one. Two… three of them.”

“That’s another reason to relocate,” Issa replied, “besides nothing good coming from being near a spirit of the land who turns dark.”

I heard a “Hmm” from Theloc. “Do the stones still indicate we should linger near Voorhei?”

“They don’t,” Sulia replied. “A fortune awaits us to the east: the beginning of a path that leads to a great power, one that will be prized by our zashas.”

“Glory be to the sun and moon,” Theloc said.

“Glory be to them,” the other two replied.

Oh damn, that really is confirmation it’s Maltra. Their empire was co-ruled by two individuals who went by the names Brother Sun and Sister Moon. I didn’t know much about them—there were too many ridiculous stories, and it was hard to separate fact from fiction. What was probably safe to say, though, was that they both had levels in the high teens. And apparently, the people of Maltra worshiped them.

Yuki, I thought.

Their consciousness flowed through me, picking up the details of the conversation I’d overheard, and then they left again, carrying with them the intention of informing Mumu about the mentioned sun and moon.

“The signs have changed again,” Sulia said. “The danger intensifies.”

“If we move now,” Theloc said, “I’ll lose my grip on the light in Sklein’s possession. The dark hidden within the silver will be revealed, and then we’ll miss this opportunity to turn Ikfael. We must undermine that boon of hers before Albei grows any stronger from it. We will… we will wait until the deed is done, then fall back to—”

During the discussion between Maltra’s agents, the sound of stones rubbing together had been constant, almost like the rocks had been having a parallel conversation with each other. They’d suddenly gone silent, though, and that had caused Theloc to stop talking.

I leaned forward, listening intently, but didn’t hear anything beyond the forest’s murmurs. A strap was tightened, and feet shifted… cautiously. Steps were taken, the sound spreading as people moved outward. I began to back away—

Yuki sprang to life in my mind. ‘Snow warns—'

I’ve been made, I thought in reply. They figured out they were being observed.

The sounds of stones rolling against each other came again, this time faster and more urgently than before. I refreshed Scentless Hunter and retreated more quickly. Yuki shifted to Snow to better coordinate a blink escape, if necessary, then they came back to me to prep my own Blink emulator, just in case.

One of Maltra’s soldiers cautiously walked around the stand of bushes I’d been using as cover. He peered around the area, but didn’t have an alarm stone, so he didn’t spot me easing around the trunk of a nearby elm. Carefully, silently, I backtracked toward the beaver pond.

Yuki had Dog’s Agility ready to go. The Blink emulator was energized. The land had swallowed me whole, and… Sulia then came into view. Her eyes were closed as she listened to the stones being rubbed together in her hands. She was closely followed by Maltra’s two silvered—thank the gods, by then I’d moved out of range of the alarm stone hanging from Theloc’s neck.

I interposed another tree between us, moved through the bushes surrounding the beaver pond where they were thinnest, climbed the short distance up the waterfall feeding the pond, and then crossed the stream using the handful of stones poking from the water.

Light Fall was a journeyman qi-spell used to save oneself when dropping from heights. It also worked remarkably well for hopping from stone to stone without making too much noise or shifting the ones underneath you.

On the other side of the stream, I made my way west toward the Glen. Behind me, Sulia and the rest of Maltra’s soldiers approached the pond. One of their team knelt to examine the tracks by the water, so I angled away from the stream’s muddy banks.

My heart eased a notch as I passed through the boundary to Ikfael’s territory. Over the years, the sense of her presence had grown stronger among these woods, or maybe it was my sensitivity that had increased. At that moment, I could almost feel her becoming aware of me. Was it my imagination, or did she feel bewilderment at my stealthy approach? My steps sped up.

My pursuers were quiet behind me. Their woodcraft may not have been great, yet they at least understood the basics. Sulia was still in the lead directing their efforts, but the soldiers had spread out in a recognizable search formation. The alchemist Theloc hung back, along with the robed members of his group. He had a clay pot in his hands, though, and his eyes scanned the trees as if looking for a target.

I slipped another tree between us and schooled myself to be patient. Slow is fast, and fast is slow. Unless I needed to go really fast, in which case Dog’s Agility was the answer. But not yet. Not yet.

Up ahead, I spotted Sklein reading the sign that pointed travelers to Ikfael’s shrine. Even at a distance, I saw the tension in the way he held himself. There was also a kind of dizziness to his spirit that was shared by the other low-level members of their group. The dawn and silvered from Maltra might’ve had it too, but my spirit eyes couldn’t penetrate the density of their spirits.

Sklein unslung his pack to remove a wooden box, shiny with varnish. He held it as though it was precious while also gazing at it like it was his doom. Then, the man squared his shoulders, leaving his pack behind to stride toward the path to the shrine.

There wasn’t any sign of Ikfael or Leilu at the Glen. The otter and the great egret had taken to hanging out, the two of them often floating leisurely in the pool. And Moonlight didn’t seem to have arrived yet.

My gut was telling me that Ikfael was present, though, and aware something was up. A glance showed that the group from Maltra was within her territory now. She had the One with Water and Stone talent, so she might even be under their feet at this very moment. Seams of rock ran throughout the Glen that she could use. All she’d need was a single sign of their antagonistic intentions for her defense of the Glen to begin.

We faced two silvered, four dawn, and six people under Level 5. If it was anyone else besides Ikfael, I wouldn’t have risked it. But it was Ikfael, and my bow was already in hand with an arrow nocked. I didn’t even have to stop to aim; I’d long ago had my bow modified for the lodge’s style of archery.

A magic-infused arrow took Sklein in the back, piercing the area behind his left kidney. He gasped and fell to his knees, hands fruitlessly reaching for it. Behind me, the soldiers cried out in alarm when they saw their ally go down. Simultaneously, I rushed ahead with Dog’s Agility, while the tree I’d been standing in front of split as if a massive sword had cleaved right through it and stone spears shot from the ground underneath the Maltrans.

Weaving through the trees, I glanced back to see Issa pulling Theloc to safety, with Sulia hot on their heels. They were moving quickly too, faster than Ikfael could conjure her earth spears. The stone javelins she also shot at them were deflected by Issa’s sword.

The soldiers retreated too, although a couple were wounded. One got too close to the stream trying to escape, and a pseudopod of water lashed out to grab him by the neck and pull him in. The stream wasn’t deep, but his shout of surprise let the water get into his mouth. It’d be only a matter of time before Ikfael drowned him.

The low-level people, all except for Sulia, hung limp on the spikes that had pierced through them. Blood and gore ran down the stone.

I nocked another arrow and spun the qi for a Spiral Pierce. The runes for Unerring Strike flashed through my mind, while I also connected to my body power to cast Lightning Arrow. The three spells combined, ready for my attack.

An emptiness occupied my thoughts, lingering until I drew back on the bow and mentally targeted the diviner Sulia. I felt Unerring Arrow click in place. Then, I turned and saw her worried frown; she was yelling something at Theloc, her face in profile.

The arrow banged as I let loose, and it caught her through the throat. Surprise filled her eyes as she was suddenly thrown back. The remaining electricity in Lightning Arrow arced to those near her, but it didn’t slow either Theloc or Issa. They kept going, diving into the trees along with the rest of their soldiers.

Another arrow banged loose—the triple combination of spells hitting the slowest among the soldiers between the seams of his brigandine. He went down stumbling. The wound itself wouldn’t be lethal, but the venom on the arrowhead was. All three of my targets were dead or soon to be, left behind by the fleeing Maltran agents.

I nocked another arrow and slowed to a cautious walk, re-casting Camouflage and slipping back into the land. My breathing was rough by that point, but I wrestled it into a steadier rhythm. An old stump of an ash tree stood at the edge of the pool, so I posted there to keep an eye on the nearby woods, in case the Maltrans circled around after regrouping.

That had gone more smoothly than I’d expected. From the pressure being exerted by Issa and Theloc, it’d seemed that they would put up a fiercer fight.

‘Was it Issa who split the tree?’ Yuki asked, their thoughts feeling as cautious as I was.

That’s likely, I replied. His talents seem to run in that direction.

The sound of a splash came from the pool. When I glanced over, I saw a blob of water rise. Then two arms with hands emerged from the blob to sign a message from Ikfael: “One remains. I can feel their presence, but it’s diffuse and their location is hidden from me.”

The soldiers had possessed three or four talents each, with one skewing toward being a scout. Maybe he’s stayed behind to keep track of our movements?

Yuki flashed through my consciousness to double check what I’d seen among the soldiers’ Statuses. They brought the memories to my mind for me:

	Buruk Strongarm (Human, Dawn) 
Talents: Athletic, Hammer Time, Well-Trained, Buruk Smash



	Eswelo of Isteikta (Human, Dawn)
Talents: Natural Outdoorsman, Good Eye, Well-Trained



	Ahanaleitla the Sly Knife (Human, Dawn)
Talents: Natural Outdoorsman, Good Eye, Well-Trained



Um, what? The odds of two people in the same group having the exact same three talents had to be low. And I somehow hadn’t noticed?

I felt Yuki’s confusion parallel mine. They’d also missed the discrepancy. And as for the names…

‘One of these things is not like the other,’ Yuki noted.

I nodded. The Sly Knife did sound like a name people would call an accomplished scout. Or an assassin. The Maltrans had already demonstrated a way to mask their Statuses. It wasn’t unreasonable to assume one of them could do it by pretending to have the talents of people nearby.

‘With a dash of mind-bending magic,’ Yuki said.

Right, or else we would’ve noticed the copy and paste earlier.

My spirit eyes were wide open, yet nothing unusual stalked the woods. The trees were angered by the attack on one of their own, and the noise and commotion hadn’t helped either—every spirit in the area seemed agitated. But I didn’t see anything resembling a human form attempting to stay hidden. There was just the forest.

A talent for hiding, I thought. But also something that affects people’s perception, like what Mumu and I do.

‘Or like what Silasenei the Grandmaster does,’ Yuki said.

Hopefully nothing that powerful, I replied.

By then, I’d calmed enough to be utterly still. The drain on my Camouflage spell diminished until it was a trickle, so I could’ve stayed hidden for hours given the depth of my qi well, and that was without Yuki contributing. Would my opponent be able to withstand this battle of attrition?

“We wait,” I whispered aloud, trusting Ikfael to have heard me.

The minutes ticked by. My eyes roved over the familiar scene before me. The Glen was my home, and I knew every bush, scrub, and rock. Owl’s Ears wouldn’t help—the spell would’ve been overwhelmed by the crash of the waterfall feeding the Glen’s pool.

White-Tail’s Senses didn’t reveal anyone. Instead, the wind carried the scent of blood to me. Piss and feces too—the nearby bodies were still leaking out onto the ground. The accompanying thoughts weren’t comfortable ones, but they’d grown familiar too. Over the years, I’d become inured to what violence left in its wake.

Quietly, I envenomed another arrow. All the nearby small things hid. The only movement was the wind rustling the trees’ branches.

To the right! I spotted motion and turned, ready to loose an arrow, then stopped myself as my mind caught up to my eyes. Moonlight had finally bounded into the Glen, panting, while above I spotted a great egret flying; Leilu had arrived as well.

A pseudopod rose from the water again to sign the status of the Glen to our allies. That there’d been a fight was obvious from the dead bodies, but they needed to know an enemy remained hidden within the boundaries of Ikfael’s territory. Immediately, both Moonlight and Leilu vanished from sight—the silver wolf behind an illusion, the egret becoming one with the wind.

I wondered if whoever was out there hiding knew how much trouble they were in. The Glen’s most powerful defenders were now all present.

	Ikfael (Spirit of the Land, Dawn)
Talents: One with Water and Stone, Hoarder’s Pocket, Devoted Artist, Foodie, Ritualist, Skillful Defender 
Nascent: Once Human



	Leiluminwei (Spirit of the Land, Dawn)
Talents: Wind Born, Wind-Touched, Patient Hunter, Social Spirit, Beloved of Moonlight
Nascent: Air Play



	Moonlight (Animal, Dawn)
Talents: Moonlit, Discerning Eyes, Uncommon Wisdom, Leader of the Pack, Beloved of Leiluminwei 
Nascent: Imaginative Painter



When we’d first met, Ikfael had been relatively timid. She’d defended the Glen against invaders, but not the strong ones. Those, she’d outwaited while hiding in the pool. Her experiences in her previous life as a hunter named Ikiira had scarred her.

Then we’d met, and I’d wound up dragging her from one adventure or mishap to another. The Deer God didn’t help either—like a magnet he drew monsters of all kinds to the area. Hiding and waiting were no longer enough, not if she wanted to uphold her responsibility to the stonewater serpent that slept under the Glen.

So, our Ikfael had stepped up. She’d trained and forced herself to become comfortable with stone in the same way she was comfortable with water. She’d grown in strength—all the light flooding the area didn’t hurt either, nor did the years of practical experience defending the Glen. We’d celebrated her reaching Level 7 not long ago.

The above was also true for Leilu and Moonlight. They’d once been driven out of their territory, but the synergy of talents between them and us made for a potent combination. There was a reason that the Glen had thrived in the face of regular onslaught, both during the Long Darks and in between. It was the teamwork between Ikfael, me, Leilu, Moonlight, and a pack of sixteen silver wolves—who I knew would be arriving soon.

Oh, yeah. Whoever’s here is screwed.

With perfect timing, the wind carried a soft whisper to me from Leilu, “An animal with human-sized lungs is breathing to the east-southeast of your location, about fifteen saqilm’s distance.”

Bow in hand, arrow nocked, I started moving that way. So did Moonlight, his body visible to me only thanks to my spirit eyes.

“They’re fleeing now, slowly but surely,” Leilu whispered. The tone of his voice changed, becoming displeased. “And the opponent is strong enough to keep me from pulling the air from their lungs.”

Moonlight and I looked at each other in surprise, but then we kept going. We simply had to; there was no other choice. A hidden enemy couldn’t be left alone. They had to be killed.

“They’re in my territory now,” Leilu whispered in my ear, “moving more quickly. The opponent must know we’re stalking them.”

His territory surrounded Ikfael’s like a moat, which meant the assassin appeared to be trying to escape. Yuki?

The uekisheile replied, ‘Snow is overlooking the area but isn’t seeing anything. Whatever the hidden one is using, it’s more than the Camouflage spell. Also, Mouser’s ETA is three minutes. Mumu is headed to the Glen, along with the rest of our team. She contacted Silasenei via calling stone and dispatched a runner to Albei too.’

Steadily, Moonlight and I worked our way through the trees and brush, searching and scenting for the hidden Maltran, straining our senses to their limits. The trees’ anger was a distraction, but I didn’t dare close my spirit eyes for fear of missing the invader.

Inside me was the sense of Theloc the Philosopher, marked by the Prey of the Hunter spell, moving steadily eastward. There may not be an ambush, but there might be traps, magical or otherwise, left behind.

‘Still nothing from Snow,’ Yuki inserted.

The seam of stone Ikfael had been using must’ve run out, because she suddenly appeared up from the ground. I paused briefly to cover her while she poured enough water out of her Hoarder’s Pocket to form Knight Otter and then merge with it.

Normally, the water sculpture was colored with an artful assortment of dyes, but this version was clear. A beat later, it disappeared as Ikfael cast Camouflage.

The hunt resumed. In the distance, I heard the sound of wolves howling. The pack had arrived.

Yuki said, ‘We’re sending them south and around to block the Maltran’s escape.’

Tell Mouser to be careful, I thought. Whoever our opponent is, they’re strong enough to resist Leilu’s control of the air, so the pack should harass but not engage.

Yuki nodded, and I felt them pass the message along. Then, not too much later, I heard the wolves dashing past my position to the right. Moonlight dropped his stealthy approach to join them.

The decision to accompany them was an understandable one—most of the wolves in the pack were Level 3, and only the two alphas, Moonlight and Scout, were Level 7. I’d have done the same in his place.

The wind whispered in my ear, “Our opponent has fled my territory. His breath comes at a faster pace.”

Suddenly, I heard something pop behind me. The sound was innocuous enough, but I felt a spike in my gut at the same time, like I’d been stuck with an ice pick. My first thought was that I’d somehow been shot, but a quick scan from both Yuki and me revealed nothing wrong.

When I turned to look, I saw the spirits of the trees around the Glen thrashing. I mean, they’d been angry before, but this was a whole other level of rage. Knight Otter had frozen alongside me and turned at the same time. Then, without any explanation, she immediately dashed back toward our home. Of course, I followed.

Yuki.

‘On it. We’re letting Mouser know that the pack should disengage.’

Snow too. She’s too vulnerable on her own.

‘Done,’ they replied.

Do we know what happened? I asked, but the question was pointless. I could feel the uekisheile’s confusion as if it was mine.

All the while, Dog’s Agility had me shooting through the woods. The terrain that had previously taken slow, careful consideration only minutes ago now rocketed past as I sprinted at full speed. For a moment, I felt like lightning itself, and then I was at the Glen’s boundary where Knight Otter stood in a battle stance. She’d brought out her spear and held it in the ready position. From the ground, stone javelins emerged to hover above her shoulders.

The Maltran bodies on the spikes were squirming to get free. The fleeing soldier I’d shot in the back rose from the stream, as did Sulia, my arrow still in her neck. And worst of all was Sklein: he’d become a wriggling mass of muscle and bone. A simply massive amount of darklight circled him and seeped into his flesh.

As I watched in horror, four spiderlike legs emerged from his hips to pick him up and turn him toward us. Moments later, a beak wriggled out from his torso. I checked my camera:

	Sklein Thafeilsson (Undead, Dark)
Talents: Natural Woodworker, Sturdy Physique, Devoted, Unreasoning Rage, The Gloominess of Forgotten Memories, Spitter



What had once been dead now lived again.
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The Gloominess of Forgotten Memories I

I dodged, rolling to my left to put distance between me and the thing that Sklein had become. Hard-earned training kept me moving, turning me toward the hillside leading up to the top of the Glen’s waterfall. About halfway there, the dark creature’s Spitter talent kicked in, and a tree behind me rattled as something thunked into its trunk. I started counting.

Three seconds later, he shot at me again, the missile whizzing like an angry bee flying past. I kept counting.

In the meantime, Ikfael’s javelins had whooshed at Sklein, piercing his torso one after the other, yet the creature hadn’t collapsed. The natural toughness from becoming dark meant that the stone projectiles hadn’t penetrated deeply.

She dissipated Knight Otter and flowed back into the pool. Then another javelin emerged from the ground. This time, it carried a Spiral Pierce and multiplied as Ikfael cast Thousand Arrows. The Glen sounded like a shooting range as the javelins machine-gunned into Sklein.

While the dark creature stumbled, he still didn’t fall even with his “chest” pin-cushioned. Maybe his core shifted in the transformation and is in a different spot now?

When Ikfael had begun her attacks, Snow and the silver-wolf pack had started ravaging the lesser undead. The ones stuck on the spikes were easy prey, and their limbs were torn from their bodies without much effort. Sulia’s zombie, though tougher, was unskilled, and the wolves danced around her.

Their fight against the soldier was more challenging. His training lingered after death, and Moonlight’s illusions were useless; the undead relentlessly pursued the living, undeterred by camouflage or illusions.

About then, I’d made it to the top of the waterfall and ducked as a splinter of bone whizzed past me. It’d been another three seconds in between shots.

The soldier that Ikfael had drowned rose from the stream. Now there were two of them on the field, so a handful of Moonlight’s pack peeled off to harass the newcomer and lead him away from the main action. In fact… let’s get them all away from Sklein, I thought. A single one of his splinters could prove lethal to a blynx or wolf.

I ducked again as Yuki carried the message to Snow and Mouser below. I heard a splinter whizz by, as well as the sounds of the wolves acknowledging the instruction and moving away. Still three seconds, I thought, but no sign of what that obscure talent does.

Dog’s Agility continued to flow through me, pushing me to take action, but I was the spell’s master, and I moved when I wanted to. My spells were mine to command—I cast Lightning Arrow, then Spiral Pierce.

I popped up, drew, and shot at Sklein, aiming above where his heart would’ve been. A beat later, I repeated the motion, attacking the area below the heart. That second arrow banged into the beak already damaged by Ikfael’s attacks, causing it to shatter.

Still, Sklein didn’t collapse. All the electricity from my Lightning Arrows had done was to cause the dark creature to lock up for a second or two. Wasted mana that, but it had to be tried.

The next time I popped up to shoot, I drilled a Spiral Pierce arrow into Sklein’s throat—to no result. I did, however, see that Knight Otter had reformed behind him, and she sent her spear piercing through one of the spider-leg joints. A quick Cat’s Claw from her allowed her to slice through, causing Sklein to stumble.

A fifth leg began to grow from his torso, and he righted himself, turning to face Knight Otter. A splinter shot from his ruined beak, blowing a hole through the water sculpture.

Gods damn it, I thought. Being undead is such a cheat.

As Knight Otter re-filled her torso with more water, Yuki’s qi brightened within me to grab my attention. ‘Mouser says the wolves took down Sulia and a soldier and found more than one core in both of them.’

What? How is that—No, never mind. Just one extra?

‘In addition to the primary in the chest, there were four secondaries at the hips and shoulders.’

Another leg began to emerge from Sklein, which freed up one of the others to swipe at Knight Otter. The hips? I thought, but the dark creature had five of the joints. We’d just have to attack all of them. But first, the easier targets.

I yelled out what I’d learned so that Ikfael knew it as well. She must’ve had the same idea as me, because over the course of the next few seconds, a collection of Spiral Pierce arrows and javelins sprouted from the dark creature’s shoulders. The actual location of the cores turned out to be about two inches down from the clavicle.

The loss of them sent Sklein staggering, and darklight leaked from the holes, the coal-dust-like energy swirling around him—swirling but not dissipating. When Sklein spit his next splinter, the darklight went with it. The splinter shot through Knight Otter again, leaving the darklight behind to cling to the water sculpture. Ikfael’s creation lost cohesion like it’d been unceremoniously spilled from a pail.

Alarm rang through me. Concern, anger, and something else too... a feeling of losing something I hadn’t known I’d had. Ikfael! I thought, and then my consciousness whooshed down toward Sklein. Behind me, my body fell to the ground.

The last thing I heard was Yuki’s cry, ‘Ollie/Eight!’



Darkness enveloped me, permeated by a lingering sense of dislocation. A moment of panic followed—the last thing I’d seen was Knight Otter falling. My own body too.

Is she all right? Yuki? Yuki, I can’t find you.

My breath started to come fast. Over the years, my fears had never left me. I’d simply gotten better at recognizing and setting them aside so that I could get the work done. I’d learned, in my own way, to become undaunted in the face of Diaksha’s terrors.

Panic is the mind’s true enemy, I thought, holding on until the darkness receded.

The first thing I noticed was my armor and weapons missing. Even my arming jacket was gone. All I had now were the clothes I’d worn underneath it.

All around me were the beginnings of a cave, dimly lit by the exit nearby. I saw the Glen, though it was a distorted view of my home, like looking through a portal. Something in me knew that as long as I stepped out through, I’d be back there. I also sensed that it would be a terrible mistake—a conviction different than intuition, talents, or skills.

I tried checking my Status, and what I saw didn’t make sense:

	Conditions
Occupied (Evolving*), Out of Body



This experience was unlike any of the other spirit journeys I’d gone on—not the ones with Ikfael, the Deer God, or even when I’d gone wandering in my sleep. In none of those instances had I been able to use my phone.

There were also all the sensations. A cool, damp air blew across my skin; it flowed into and out of my lungs as I brought my breathing under control. I also smelled both my sweat and the scent of the woods on me.

I opened my spirit eyes, and the result was the dim tunnel turning all-encompassing bright. Everything and everywhere was a dizzying density of spirit that hurt my eyes so much I had to close them or else risk falling.

Once I got myself under control again, I took a peek and saw the dim tunnel once more. The walls, I noted, were made of limestone, like the ones under the escarpment west of the Glen. The difference this time was that they glowed with a soft ambient light.

“Hello,” I whispered, and that was another differentiator from my previous journeys—I could speak. So if not a spirit journey, then a dream or an illusion? How else could I describe the weird blend of experiences?

This isn’t helping, I thought. I need to pick a direction—out or in. Unless that sense of knowledge was fake too. No, wait, there’s a last thing to check.

I brought Hollow Night to mind, the spell wrapping around to hide me from the universe. In the past, it had let me escape the grip of some of my opponents’ spells, but when the effects elapsed this time, my circumstances hadn’t changed. The limestone tunnel, my sweat-stained clothes, the exit—everything was the same.

It really did seem like I had to decide on a direction to go. My head and heart told me to get back to the battle so I could defend myself and the Glen, yet when I took a step toward the exit, I experienced a feeling of deep regret, as well as a sense of… sorrow. Like… like I was abandoning something important—something so important it ran all the way through me.

In my previous world, I’d almost drowned in sorrow after the loss of my wife, so I knew to my core the feeling of it. That was me urging me to head downward—the sensation emerging from the depths of my soul.

It wasn’t lost on me that before I’d appeared in this place, I’d seen Ikfael attacked, which was then shortly followed by a sense of loss. Her blessing was still active inside me—I didn’t need to check my Status to know it—but putting all the clues together, I had to wonder if my leaving this dream world would somehow endanger her.

Well, I couldn’t take that chance, so I turned right around to walk back into the tunnel.

When someone lives long enough, they learn to trust their instincts, or they learn not to. In my case, I had learned to trust them, and I also trusted Leilu and Moonlight to defend me and the Glen in my stead. Those two excelled at leading prey around in circles; I put my faith in them.

Whatever this place was, I committed to my decision and began to jog downward.

The walls were limestone, yes, but there were no stalagmites, stalactites, or branching paths. There also weren’t any rocks, ripples, or pockets in the ground either. This place was like the idea of a tunnel rather than the real thing.

So, after a couple of minutes, when I saw there truly wasn’t anything on the ground that would cause me to stumble, I picked up speed—moving from a jog to the ground-eating lope hunters used to travel long distances. Which was good, because the tunnel continued on and on.

Doubt ate at the corners of my thoughts. Fear too, for that matter, but I ran through both.

Five minutes, ten minutes. I was considering using Dog’s Agility when I noticed a slight rumbling in the distance. Up ahead, I spotted a variation in the light.

The tunnel opened onto a wide-open space from which came the sound of rock grinding against rock. Slowly, I approached to peek through the entrance of a cavern nearly fifty yards across. From where the sound originated high up in the wall opposite, a giant snake corkscrewed through the stone from right to left. The body looked to be at least ten yards in diameter and was covered in a pattern of gray-and-white scales.

For a moment, my mind blanked. I’d heard about the monsters that lived under the escarpment and had hoped I’d never encounter one. They were creatures of legend in the village. Not nightmare, fortunately. People were apparently too insignificant a source of power for them to pursue, so on the rare occasions they’d come to the surface, they hadn’t bothered with the village. The last time was something like three hundred years ago.

The hunters’ guidance on the creatures was simple: don’t poke the snake if you encounter one. Stay hidden and let it go on its way. This experience provided me with another option, my Status camera.

	Error
Not a valid talent vessel.



Okay, another clue that this isn’t real, but let’s not take any chances just in case. I crouched small against the wall, cast my Camouflage spell, and tore my eyes away from the snake to let them rove over the rest of the room.

A pool of water occupied half the space, the surface rippling from the snake’s passage. Still no stalagmites and stalactites, though. It was just a big, empty room. Except… faintly at the edge of my hearing, under the sound of rumbling rocks, I could’ve sworn I heard the sound of someone… hyperventilating?

I opened my spirit eyes and was once again engulfed by brightness. There were more variations in my view thanks to the distances of the various walls, as well as a spike in the density at the closest edge of the pool. More importantly, the giant snake wasn’t visible, which was confirmation it was neither a spirit nor a ghost.

As for the rest of the scene, I didn’t want to make any assumptions. Closing my spirit eyes again, I felt it unwise to underestimate the complexity of the situation.

As I watched, the “giant snake” finally disappeared from view, its tail vanishing into the stone. Where it had been, the rock face was unmarred. Moments later, the noise of grinding rocks faded, and the sound of someone hyperventilating became clearer.

I crept forward, and the air was instantly chillier inside the cavern, as if I’d walked into an icebox. There was a pressure too, like the walls and ceiling were pushing in on me. Goosebumps rose all along my arms; I felt the heat draining from my body.

	Conditions
Occupied (Evolving*), Out of Body, Influenced (8)



I… what? Influence was something the dark and silvered could do, and it indicated the authority of a powerful creature nearby—a very high-level one if the condition’s rank was to be trusted.

About halfway to where the spike in spirit density had been, I had to fight to keep my teeth from chattering. I still didn’t see anything, though. Maybe the source is in the water?

I moved faster. The giant snake didn’t look like it was coming back, and there were too many uncertainties regarding the impact the cold would have on my… spirit, my psyche? Who knew? Not me.

At the pool’s edge, I could more clearly hear the… woman; it sounded like she was struggling to breathe. She was nearby—not in the water like I’d thought, but along the edge a couple of steps away. I smelled the acrid stink of fear.

My Status camera didn’t reveal anything, so I reached out… and touched an elbow. Instantly, a young woman was revealed to be standing in front of me.

The first thing I noticed were her eyes—they were blue like cornflowers. They looked right through me, though, staring at the water behind me. I might as well have been a ghost to her. The rest of her face was twisted in fear.

I turned to glance back and immediately leapt to the side, turning to defend myself. A giant snake had suddenly appeared in the water, then just as suddenly disappeared from view, as did the young woman.

I waited, but didn’t hear anything approaching—only the young woman’s continued panting. The cavern was otherwise as still as before. A suspicion formed in my mind.

Cautiously, I came up behind where the young woman had been and touched where her shoulder ought to be. She reappeared once again, and before us both was the stonewater serpent—the great being who slept under the Glen and woke only once a year on the summer solstice to gaze at the stars.

Click. This time, my camera worked:

	??? (Spirit of the Land, Stonewater Serpent, Silvered)

Talents: *Denied*



The serpent’s body rose about twenty feet from the water, her eyes locked on the young woman—the woman who had long, black hair hanging down her back, braided in the pattern of Voorhei’s hunters. Click.

	Ikiira the Lodge Master (Human)
Talents: One with Water, Promising Start, A Hoarder in the Making



A sigh left me, the air frosting. This… this was the moment when Ikfael had sacrificed herself to save her village. Sklein’s talent, The Gloominess of Forgotten Memories, had somehow trapped her in this moment, and I’d been forced to tag along.
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Why had my Status camera shown me results for Ikiira and the stonewater serpent? Perhaps it was because they were more present within this memory than the giant snake from earlier had been. Or was this experience more dream than memory, and its internal logic required certain details?

Maybe… maybe it was the relationship between the stonewater serpent and Ikfael at work? They’d had an agreement in place that had lasted for centuries—a relationship that meant a lot, at least to Ikfael.

Both individuals felt real to me in the way that Yuki felt real within my shared dreams. Even more so, in fact. This experience had a weight to it that my normal dreams didn’t normally carry.

Ikiira didn’t react to my hand on her shoulder. I felt her muscles trembling under the buckskin of her shirt, yet she held her ground while facing the stonewater serpent.

“I’m sorry, miss, but do you recognize me? I’m your friend, Eight.”

She licked her lips, her eyes glancing from side to side, taking in the environment before focusing on the serpent once more.

“Was that me you were looking for?” I asked. “Or a coincidence?”

Ikiira gulped. Several long seconds passed, though she didn’t respond. The scene remained unchanged, all of us at the cusp of something important happening yet unable to move forward. It was like we were trapped inside a video game’s cutscene, our blinking, breathing, subtly shifting bodies waiting for input from the player before we could move into action again.

The biting cold sent a shiver through me. My bones began to ache. The frost from Ikiira’s rapid breaths mingled with my steadier ones. What do I do? I thought, worrying about how to proceed. This tableau can’t last forever. Who knows what the cold is doing to me, and there’s still Sklein back in the real world. Assuming this isn’t real in its own way…

I swung around so that Ikiira and I were now face to face. She was about my height, maybe a touch shorter, and probably pretty under that fearful expression of hers. Her age… seventeen if I had to guess. Too young to be a lodge master.

According to the story I’d heard, she’d gotten the position only because of the village’s crisis. Voorhei had needed a worthy sacrifice in order to appease the spirits of the forest.

At the time, the Hunter’s Lodge had been feeding darklight to the animals living in the woods, trying to get them to rage against each other. That experimentation had earned the spirits’ wrath, and the village had been punished for it: all the village’s water had turned poisonous.

Supposedly, Ikiira had walked out into the forest naked as an offering, although she was clearly clothed here. She had no weapons I could see, though, so for a hunter she might as have well been naked.

She’d walked into the forest, and then returned three days later with a mark on her forehead of a serpent on a mountain. By then, the few villagers who’d survived had done so by drinking the blood of their animals. They’d clamored for answers from Ikiira, though she had remained silent as she’d walked through the village, as she’d climbed the pyramid, and as she’d waited for the sun to reach its zenith. Then, she’d died—fallen to the ground without sign of any wound or injury.

After that, the water had become potable again. Moreover, the water drawn from the village’s wells and the nearby river had become cleaner than ever before, earning Voorhei some fame in the region.

I didn’t know the whole situation, obviously—the story I’d heard was lacking in details, and Ikfael had never talked about the time when she’d been human—but I’d been around enough to know that an idea like experimenting with darklight to make the forest creatures attack each other smacked of years of pain and desperation. It wasn’t something a seventeen-year-old would come up with.

Or even if it had been Ikiira’s idea, it would’ve been the lodge’s elders who’d pushed for it, who’d driven the implementation while likely escaping the consequences of their actions by sacrificing a promising young hunter. Maybe one they’d been jealous of. It was a suspicion of mine that had sat in the back of my head for years, percolating.

I didn’t like seeing the fear on Ikiira’s face. Cupping her cheek, I whispered, “Easy, now, you’ll be okay. You’ll make things right. Don’t worry, I’ve seen your future.” I ran my fingers along her forehead in an attempt to smooth out the furrows. There was no mark of the serpent there, so this moment in time was probably before the exchange had been made. “You’ll… you’ll outlive all the bastards who sent you out to fix their mistakes.”

“She came here freely,” a voice said from behind me. “I would have accepted nothing less.”

I flinched, but managed to turn in a dignified manner, my hand falling to rest on Ikiira’s shoulder. From around the stonewater serpent, an elderly woman walked on the surface of the water. She wasn’t tall, coming up to only about my shoulders. Her hair was stone gray and tied back in a braid. A small, round face gazed at me curiously.

Well, I had a very strong suspicion about her identity, and my Status camera confirmed it:

	??? (Spirit of the Land, Stonewater Serpent, Silvered)
Talents: *Denied*



I dropped to my knees to bow and said, “Honored.” Surreptitiously, I kept contact with Ikiira by placing my knee against her foot. My thoughts raced—was she a dream version of the serpent, or the real thing also affected by Sklein’s talent? What were the implications of each scenario?

“You do like to think, don’t you?”

I looked up to find the serpent studying me with her aqua eyes. She’d walked to within five feet without me noticing. Then, she turned her attention to Ikiira. For a long moment, all she did was contemplate the young woman beside me. There was a heaviness to both examinations well out of proportion to her diminutive figure.

Eventually, she again looked at me. “Diriktot was right about you: you have been good for our territory.” At my startlement, she added, “Don’t look so shocked. Of course he’d ask for my agreement before bringing you here. The exchange between he and I was very productive, very… meaningful.” The emphasis on the last word was like the earth rumbling.

So, not the past stonewater serpent then, but the real one who was supposed to be sleeping under the Glen. I should confirm—

	Conditions
Occupied (Evolving*), Out of Body, Influenced (8)



Yet no matter how much I explored the Influenced condition, I couldn’t tell its origin—whether it was from the giant serpent or the smaller one in human form.

“I can almost see it, the soul mark,” the human one said. “Can almost perceive how it shapes the World Spirit’s interactions with you and how it hides your true presence from others.”

As she’d approached, I’d found it harder and harder to act under the weight of her influence—to speak, to do anything other than think. Wanting to take action, I had to gather my will to exert it at the muscular level, controlling my mouth, tongue, and larynx to shape the words: “Honored, there is a creature attacking—”

“Save your strength,” the serpent said. “I’m aware a being has turned dark within my territory, as well as the culprits who instigated it. Both Ikfael and you are safe at the moment, your allies protecting you from harm.”

“Still, the talent affecting us—”

A hint of curiosity came across her features. “What is its name? As told to you by your camera?”

“The Gloominess of Forgotten Memories,” I replied.

The serpent nodded in acknowledgement, her expression thoughtful. “I see. The name truly does not help, other than to provide a vague clue to the talent’s domain. How annoying.”

“Isn’t it?” I said with feeling.

The serpent’s eyebrows rose. “Are you asking me a question?”

“No?”

“That’s wise,” she said, “for you should be judicious about which questions you ask.” Her expression became sterner. “Wisdom isn’t a number, no matter what the World Spirit and your soul mark tell you. True wisdom is—”

“Formless,” I said, the word coming easier than the others previous to it.

The serpent nodded. “Exactly. And also wrong, but it’s a place to start.”

Formlessness was one of the central tenets of Taoism as I’d learned it in my previous life. My understanding was that to be wise was to dwell in emptiness: not letting thoughts, desires, and beliefs get in the way of experiencing life as it was.

I’d only touched true wisdom a handful of times—out in nature or seated in deep meditation—and in each of those instances, I’d felt that formless emptiness, as well as my spirit inhabiting it. Those experiences seemed to be contradictory, yet they had also been incredibly validating at the same time.

Right, so what was Taoism’s response to this situation? What would the truly wise do? Ask a question, of course. But it had to be the right one, because… An answer will require an exchange.

“How… how can I help Ikfael?” I asked.

“How selfless. And selfish too. Our Ikfael matters that much to you, eh?” The serpent smiled for the first time, a look of satisfaction on her face.

Had that been a test? Had I passed or failed it? If not, what question should I have asked?

The serpent raised her hand to stop me for speaking. “It’ll do you no good to ask another one. Anything else now will be a product of your mind, of speculation. You only had one shot to take, and whether your arrow will hit or miss, only the future will tell.”

A spike of annoyance ran through me. I’d been given no warning that I’d only have a single chance to ask a question. Although maybe I should’ve expected that. The Deer God certainly had a tendency to be capricious, so maybe I should assume it was a characteristic to be found in higher beings.

“I require an exchange before I answer your question,” the serpent continued.

“What do you want?” I asked, terser than I’d intended.

If the serpent took offense, she didn’t show it. “A point’s worth of your Wisdom.”

Everything stopped, my thoughts scattered, and for a moment I even forgot to breathe. “You can do that?”

The serpent simply looked at me, not responding.

“But… but my understanding is that a person’s attributes are… No, wait. If it’s a stat given by the System, then there’s probably some kind of silverlight scaffold that becomes internalized over time. How much time, though? And how long before what’s been transplanted in can no longer be transplanted out?”

The last time I’d raised my Wisdom attribute was eight years ago. Yet apparently that wasn’t long enough to protect it from—

Stop and think, Ollie. The stonewater serpent is the one who gave you the Grace spell. Her exchanges are fair. Right, her exchanges were fair. That was one of the reasons why Ikfael was so devoted to her. A point of Wisdom—whatever she’ll tell me has got to be worth it.

“I can see why Ikfael enjoys watching you. Your face is expressive.” The serpent’s eyes thinned into pleased slits, her hands moving in a gesture outside of my vocabulary. Aloud she said, “Within my domain, I am powerful enough to do what I promise. So, will you agree to this exchange? You’ve asked the question of how you can help our Ikfael… and I have such high hopes for you.”

“I’m surprised you’re not willing to just help Ikfael escape from this place,” I said. “Don’t you care about her? About what happens to her?”

“I do care, which is why I let her struggle. How will she grow if a silvered rescues her from all of her troubles?” The serpent shook her head as if in denial of the idea. “The gifts I’ve given Ikfael over the years, she has earned. Just as every gift you’ve gained from me, you have also earned. Every step along the path was taken with care. All were proper exchanges.”

“That’s it, then? It’s all transactional? There’s no friendship or love?”

“There is,” the serpent said. “Oh, by the gods, there is, but within the rules of the World Spirit, the spirits of the land must abide. Unless…” She let the rest trail off.

“Unless?”

“Since you will do me the service of removing a dark threat from the Glen, I will tell you: To move outside the rules of the World Spirit, you must be outside the World Spirit. An obvious conclusion, perhaps, but difficult to comprehend for any who’ve only known one existence.”

“That doesn’t help me,” I said.

“Not yet,” the serpent replied.

According to Ikfael, the stonewater serpent had spent centuries reading the stars to divine the nature of fate and luck, of cause and effect. I should put more trust in Ikfael’s zasha; I only wish she was clearer. But then how is this different than any other spiritual teaching? It’s meant to point the seeker in the right direction so that they can find their own way. Ultimately, we have to save ourselves. Isn’t that right?

The stonewater serpent watched me deliberate. By that point, I’d decided to go ahead with the exchange, yet I was having difficulty saying the words aloud. Not because of the Influenced condition—I’d found that growing easier to deal with as the two of us had spoken, almost like I’d been acclimating to it—but because I really didn’t want to give up the attribute.

Gritting my teeth, I said, “All right. I’ll do it. I’ll trade a point’s worth of Wisdom in exchange for the answer to my question. How do I help Ikfael?”

I’ll say this about what happened next: the stonewater serpent appeared moved by my devotion to Ikfael and she was surprisingly gentle. She placed two fingers—the index and middle held together—above where my third-eye dantian was, and I felt a subtle tug. The world around me dimmed, like it was going through a brownout. There was a brief flicker, and then everything seemed to return to normal, at least visually. Inside, though, I felt more distant from the world. Less connected.

The feeling was disconcerting. Why was I surprised about that? I’d known it was coming, but the response from within me was overwhelming sadness.

“This is your greatest fear,” the serpent said, “to be apart from the world. I give this knowledge to you in exchange for your care of our Ikfael.” Then, she went quiet as she focused on drawing something on my forehead.

Whatever it was, the world went suddenly sideways as if it was reorienting around me. Or was it the other way around? The sensation was so sudden and brief, I hadn’t been able to tell. I blinked my eyes to clear them, and by then the serpent had already withdrawn her hand and stepped back.

I noticed that I was no longer touching Ikiira’s foot, but I could still see her, as well as both versions of the stonewater serpent. The human one took me by the elbow, helped me rise, and drew me aside. The cold was no longer biting. The cave had turned temperate.

A moment later, Ikiira took a big gulping breath and dropped to her knees. “Please!” she yelled out. “We beg you for mercy!”

My jaw dropped, and instinctively I tried to move to her, but the elder serpent held onto me tightly. And it wasn’t like Ikiira could see me. Both the elder serpent and I seemed to be invisible.

“We are not of their time,” the elder said. “Instead, we are merely witnesses to history, to this memory. What was held still now flows again, all for want of an exchange.”

Gulping, I watched as the ground rose around Ikiira, layer by layer, swallowing her whole. “Yes! Yes! I agree,” she cried out. Her voice sounded so young and so plaintively heartbroken. “Anything. I’ll give you anything. Just save my Voorhei.”

“What—what’s happening?” I whispered, stunned by the events before me.

“The dark creature’s talent kept the memory from unfolding, locking the participants endlessly within for want of a trigger. Your exchange substituted that trigger, so they are now free to proceed.”

“That’s all? That’s all it took? But—”

“This is merely one part of the answer to your question. The second is that there is a journey ahead and you must take Ikfael with you. To Old Baxteiyel.”

Startled, I asked, “You know about the race?”

“Race? No. I’ve only seen what the stars have shown me. Now shush… this sacrifice from Ikiira demands our respect. Bow to honor her and watch in silence.”

Stone wrapped around Ikiira. It covered her mouth and nose. I could hear her gasping for breath inside a prison made of rock.
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The Gloominess of Forgotten Memories III

The stonewater serpent trapped Ikiira at the point between life and death—right at the edge of suffocation. Then, after a while, runes arose from within the stone surrounding the young hunter. None of them looked familiar, possibly because they ran through the rock in addition to along the surface.

The sense of pressure emanating from where Ikiira had been buried increased. Her cries drove me forward once again, but the elder serpent hadn’t let go of my arm. She continued to hold me back from interfering in what seemed to be needless cruelty.

Except that wasn’t the stonewater serpent’s way, was it? Not from what Ikfael had told me. How had she put it? “Our zasha has a finely tuned sense for balance.”

Ikfael had unequivocally considered the stonewater serpent to be a benefactor, yet I came to doubt her words as the minutes turned into hours and Ikiira’s cries turned into whimpers.

The longer it went, the more upset I became. My hands ached from clenching them. My jaw too. The elder serpent had never let of go my arm, and it felt like it’d been bruised where she held me.

After half a day of my struggling to watch this torture, the elder serpent scolded me, “Resolve yourself. You dishonor her sacrifice with your squirming and your pity.”

“You’re killing her,” I replied, my voice angry. “I get that. But how much longer will she suffer?”

“This is Ikiira who became Ikfael; she lasted the whole three days required for the ritual to complete.”

“Trapped like that?” I demanded.

The elder serpent’s eyes shone as she replied, “She could have freed herself at any time. All it would’ve taken was a single word from her.”

“But at what cost?”

“The exchange would’ve been forfeit,” the elder serpent answered.

“That’s no choice at all—her village would’ve died!”

“There is always a choice,” the elder serpent said. “One merely has to live with the consequences.”

“Three days of this,” I said, disbelieving.

“You need not worry,” the elder serpent said. “Time passes more quickly here than in the world beyond. Your allies will be able to keep your body safe until you to return to the battle.”

“That’s—that’s not even close to what I’m worried about,” I spat back.

The elder serpent raised her eyebrows in response.

“All right, I’m also anxious about the Glen,” I said. “It’s normal to be concerned about both Ikiira and Ikfael, the situation here and there.”

“It is as you say, normal.” The elder serpent shook her head. Something about the motion seemed to indicate worry over the folly of youth. “Trust in your zasha’s zasha. I am far-sighted enough to have more than one purpose behind my actions.”

“You’re saying there’s meaning to her suffering, that there’s purpose behind it.”

“Yes,” the elder serpent said, determined.

“I can’t tell you how much I hate that.”

“Because of your losses,” the elder serpent replied.

Right. Exactly. There were so many well-meaning people offering me their platitudes after Helen died. The worst was, “Everything happens for a reason.” Well of course it does! Otherwise, whatever it was wouldn’t have happened! But “because there’s a reason” doesn’t make the situation better.

Listen, I understood that death teaches us what’s important. There’s as much purpose in it as in any other aspect of life, but it doesn’t mean suffering is somehow a privilege. We can and should find meaning in it. At the same time, pain sucks. Both things are true. I’d rather hold to that unvarnished reality than cover it over with someone’s trite words.

I was witnessing the past—Ikfael had already survived this hardship, and it had made her the person she was. Yet I hated to see her suffering.

So, I took the elder serpent at her word and sat on the ground. When she realized I was settling down, she let go of my arm, seeming to note how I intentionally and steadily brought my breath back under control. The tension refused to leave me—I felt as taut as a drawn bowstring—but that would have to be okay. The body has natural responses to pain, even when it was another’s.

There was nothing new there; I’d already sat through a loved one’s death once before.

“You remind me of the Deer God,” I said. “So confident in the direction you take.”

I might’ve misheard, but the elder serpent’s breath seemed to softly catch. She took a seat beside me, legs tucked neatly underneath her, and said, “We all walk the paths demanded of us.”

“Even though we apparently have a choice about it, eh?”

“Yes.” After a pause, she continued, “Would you like me to save your life?”

“Excuse me?”

“I propose an exchange,” the elder serpent said. “Your life for a question of my own.”

“What is this, a lesson about the futility of choice?” I demanded. “Of course I’m going to say yes.”

“The Deer God… he’s quite possessive of you, is he not?”

“What, are you jealous?” I asked. “You finally going to do something about him intruding into your territory?”

“The Deer God is outside of this world,” she said. “I don’t have to do anything about him, because the World Spirit will do it for me. Now answer my question.”

“Yes, I suppose. He watches over me in his own way, although I wouldn’t say that I’m the focus of his existence.” I took a deep breath and slowly released it. “According to my ancestors, the Deer God’s purpose is to right imbalances.”

“Not unlike a spirit of the land,” she said.

“Except from what I’ve gathered, he considers your whole system imbalanced.”

“And you are the focal point for his actions,” the elder serpent said. “Without you, he loses his connection to this world and his purpose must go unfulfilled.”

“Is that why you offered this exchange? To keep him in this world?” I asked. Then, when she didn’t reply, I followed up with: “How will that work, anyway? Saving my life?”

“My mark will guide you in all things related to our exchanges.” The elder serpent turned to face Ikiira.

I waited to see if there was anything else, but the space between us remained filled with only the reality of Ikiira’s approaching death. Time passed in discomfort. Both Ikiira’s whimpers and her moments of silence felt heavy against my soul.

Apparently, none of us needed to sleep nor eat nor take care of any kind of bodily function. Indeed, there were no breaks from the dream-like state I’d found myself in. I thought maybe I’d eventually become numb to Ikiira’s pain, but that never happened.

It was a thing I knew I’d feel ashamed of later, but there were times when my mind wandered. I thought about Helen and my experiences since arriving in this world. I also wondered about the upcoming expedition to Old Baxteiyel. There were moments when I tried to trace the runes running through the stone. Several times, I caught myself staring at the elder serpent’s profile, trying to understand her.

Still, on the whole, I did my best to be present and do as I was directed: I sat witness to Ikiira’s sacrifice.



Three days. I was at the end of my rope after three days and wrung out from the waves of emotions that had run through me—the fury and sorrow and boredom and horror and everything else.

Ikiira had been silent for hours now. She was still alive, though; I could tell because against my better judgement I’d cast Owl’s Ears so I could hear her pained, whisper-thin breathing. I’d also caught snatches of her praying to Meliune the Compassionate, Goddess of Mercy.

“Soon now,” the elder serpent said.

“I don’t know that I’ll ever forgive you for this,” I replied.

Her face had remained impassive during Ikiira’s slow death, but when she turned to face me at that moment, I saw sadness in her eyes—and resolve too. “I understand.”

Whatever else she might’ve said was interrupted when Ikiira began to gasp loudly in short, harsh inhalations. Her heart was stopping. I don’t know how I knew that, but I did.

Suddenly, I felt my own heart halting along with hers. My breathing became labored until I stopped being able to take in any air. My lungs simply stopped functioning. I’d heard of sympathetic pain before, but a sympathetic heart attack?

I ran Nature’s Spring through me, but the qi-spell didn’t help. I struggled to get up, to splash a Healing Water on me from the pool. The elder serpent clasped my shoulder and held me down. I squirmed to get free, yet she was too strong. I threw a spear hand at her throat and then a claw at her eyes—each was like hitting stone.

“Why?” I managed to croak.

The sadness never left the serpent’s eyes. “You asked how you can help Ikfael. This is part of the exchange.”

Nearby, I heard the sound of stone cracking. Then everything went dark.



I died. Rather, I was pretty sure I’d died in that moment, but then I opened my eyes to see the sun in the sky, a scattering of billowy clouds scudding gently past. The sound of a waterfall filled my ears. And inside… inside my head Yuki was screaming, relieved that I was back. I’d collapsed after Sklein’s talent had taken effect on Ikfael, and—

Yuki moved through me, and then immediately reeled in the aftermath of three days of horrible memories. ‘What?’

That was what I wanted to know too. What had happened and why? Did me surviving the experience count as my life being saved?

This was not the occasion to lie on the ground in a daze, however. Beyond the sound of the waterfall, I heard the growling of wolves, so I forced myself to sit up.

To my right was Snow. Through the quick merge with Yuki, I’d learned that she’d stood guard over me while I was dreaming. Her eyes remained on the forest around us, but her ears tracked the sounds of the fighting down below.

To my left, my bow lay on the ground. Standing over it was the Deer God, gazing at me with anger in his eyes. He was there for only a moment before fading away. Later, later, I’ll deal with him and everything else later. Yuki, still shaken, had to be roused from their own stupor.

“Iron Heart,” I said aloud, just to feel my mouth and tongue moving.

‘Right.’ Yuki stirred their qi to get it flowing, and I felt the spell settle onto me, grounding me.

A glance at my Status clock showed that approximately ten minutes had passed, but my body power, qi, and mana wells were all full again. There were no unusual conditions, and… I’d lost a point of Wisdom.

Disregard it, I thought. What’s done is done—both now and in the past. Take care of the Glen first, then check on Ikfael. With Snow guarding my back and the sketch of a plan in place, I snuck up to the cliff’s edge to peek over the side.

All the zombies appeared to be downed except for Sklein. The dark creature had grown enough legs to make it hard to get a read on how many exactly—at least a dozen. His injuries from earlier still seemed present, though, so there didn’t appear to be any regeneration or anything like it.

I spied on Sklein and the silver-wolf alphas taunting him, weaving between the surrounding trees to keep from getting hit by his Spitter talent. Sadly, the damage to his beak hadn’t seemed to affect his ability to shoot bone splinters.

Although, Sklein’s aim was off. The damage appeared to be affecting it, as were a series of random gusts of wind, likely Leilu’s wind-based talents at work.

Still three seconds in between shots, I observed.

The illusions the wolves normally relied on were ineffective, so Moonlight and Scout weren’t able to close the distance and attack. We needed to lock Sklein down so that we could get to his hips. The problem was that when creatures reached the major level milestones, they became harder to damage. The effect was minimal at Level 5 but became relevant at Level 10, which was what Sklein felt like. You had to be dawn or dusk to have a hope of hurting them.

Fortunately, spells like Spiral Pierce were enough to get through the natural damage resistance. The issue was the way Sklein’s multitude of legs bunched up—they meant that my arrows would have to penetrate through layers of dark-reinforced muscle and bone to get to the cores underneath, with the layers acting like armor.

I popped up to shoot a Spiral Pierce arrow, and while it slammed into the thick flesh and embedded itself in the bone, the arrow didn’t reach deeper inside. The affected leg kicked the empty air in response. It might’ve looked simultaneously macabre and ridiculous, but each of those kicks clearly packed a wallop.

I stepped back, and moments later a bone splinter whizzed past.

Yuki, Blink emulator status?

‘Ready.’

It’d mean losing another spear, but I also might get lucky and pierce the cores directly. If not, then at least the embedded spear would interfere with Sklein’s movements. Those kicks will still be an issue close up, though.

Thinking that far ahead was a useless distraction in a fight; I’d know the spell’s impact once it was cast. So, gesturing for Snow to stay watching the area, I made my way down the slope on the south side of the waterfall. The limestone ridge gently descended to the ground below, and there was plenty of cover along the way.

Inside my chest, the space around my heart warmed as Yuki prepared the qi-mana matrix required for the Blink emulator. At the same time, I took deep breaths to loosen my muscles. The more stress in my system, the more damage there’d be in the spell’s aftermath. There’d always be some internal damage—that was unavoidable—but I could at least lessen the stress on my joints and ligaments.

I reached the bottom of the cliff and began the rest of my preparations: I set my bow and quiver aside, uncapped both my waterskins for quick access to their contents, unslung my spear, and got ready for the stance.

Yuki spent the mana for a Whisper Talk, and I said to my allies, “Blink incoming. Count one for distractions. Count three for blink.”

One. I stepped out into the open. There were no obstructions between Sklein and me. If I overshot, I’d materialize either above the pool or on the other side. Moonlight and Scout leapt out from behind their respective trees, barking madly.

Two. I gripped my spear by the bottom of the shaft and took a side stance, extending my reach as far as possible so that I would have as small an area of my body as possible in danger of overlapping Sklein’s body. It meant more risk of me clipping him, but if I did, the damage would be less. The warrior II pose in yoga had inspired the stance.

Three. Yuki threw open the connectors to the Blink emulator. The qi danced wildly, and my mana spiraled through the necessary shapes. My body shook; the world split in two. Deep inside me, I trembled in remembered fear. There’d been a time when I’d done this and earned myself a sunburst scar over my belly.

I flashed forward—and missed. Three feet shy and to the left. A spike of pain ran through me, but… Distance. I need to create distance. A flutter of steps took me out of the range of Sklein’s legs. He’d just shot a splinter at Moonlight, so I had three more seconds…

Again! I thought and cast Dog’s Agility.

One. I splashed Healing Water down my chest, then tossed the skin aside.

Two. I got into my stance, and Yuki once again slammed the connectors together.

The world sundered, and I felt like I split right along with it. Stumbling back, I let go of the spear and fell backward, the pain surging through me. Enemy, enemy. Eyes on enemy. Forcing myself to look, I saw Sklein falling in the other direction, my spear lodged all the way through his torso. He was still moving though, his legs kicking helter skelter.

My hands shook as I dumped the contents of the second waterskin down my chest, my mana coalescing into the healing spell. The pain had disrupted my Dog’s Agility, but Yuki held onto it for me, so I was able to scramble back up to standing.

The spear was making it difficult for Sklein to rise from the ground. After a quick breath to refocus, I grabbed my knives and swung around toward his head. The Spiral Pierced point went into the joint between his arm and shoulder. A kick flew at my head, but I dodged aside and came back to work the knife back and forth, casting Cat’s Claw to sharpen the edge and cut through. I let go to dodge the next attack, but the arm was half off by then, so it wouldn’t do him any good in trying to stand up.

Seizing the moment, Scout rushed in to bite onto Sklein’s head, her own jerking back and forth in a neck-breaker. There was hardly any damage done, but it would keep the dark creature grounded, his beak pointed upward and the bone splinters forced to shoot into the sky.

She took a couple of blows to the head, but held on. I was able to get my other knife into the second armpit. Then, Moonlight came to chomp down on the arm, and between my Cat’s Claw cuts and his neck-breaker, he was able to tear it off.

Amidst my heavy breathing, I scanned the area for anything trying to sneak up on me during the fight.

Leilu must’ve seen me looking, because the wind whispered, “No threats in my territory. Nothing’s passed through to the Glen. Where is Ikfael? Is she well?”

“Don’t know,” I said.

There’d been no sign of her since I’d awoken from the dream of gloomy memories. The thing I’d felt go missing earlier—the sense of her inside me that I hadn’t known I’d possessed—was back, though.

“I think… I think she’s okay. Just needs time to recover. Can you all hold until I get another spear?” I asked.

I needn’t have bothered; as I’d finished speaking, a length of Spiral-Pierced stone shot out from the earth, spearing Sklein through the torso. His beak seemed to choke on it, the mechanism for his ability to spit bone splinters finally broken.

A pissed-off looking Ikfael pulled herself from the water. With a gesture from her, the stone spear thickened, pulling material from the ground below and expanding until it tore Sklein in two. Even so, the legs continued to kick up a storm. They were like a fish out of water now, however, flopping madly.

And—and!—I saw the dark glimmer of the additional cores in the exposed torso.

We all took a breath then. The missing wolves reappeared at the Glen’s boundary, and the lot of us watched the legs kick. It was funny… now that none of our lives were in danger—in a grisly, but fascinating kind of way.

The show came to an end when two water pseudopods reached from the pool to pull the cores free from the torso. Only then did the legs finally still.

“Injuries?” I asked aloud.

Yuki reported that Snow was uninjured, and Ikfael signed that she was fine. I didn’t know whether to believe the otter or not, but she waved off my approach.

On the other hand, several silver wolves stepped forward to have their wounds tended. Also, Moonlight nudged Scout forward, because she’d definitely taken a couple of blows to the head. Between Yuki and I, we had enough mana left to treat everyone.

A quick check told me that the distance to Theloc the Philosopher was increasing. I couldn’t tell exactly how quickly, but it seemed a good clip. The hidden watcher he’d left behind had also apparently retreated.

Now that the danger had passed and the injuries had been dealt with, the majority of the silver-wolf pack departed back to their den to rest and recover. Leilu, Moonlight, and Scout remained behind to get their share of the deceased’s light.

The Maltran dead all seemed to have had four small cores implanted into their bodies in addition to the one that naturally formed above the heart. The only way to “kill” the undead was to dissipate or remove all of their darklight, so it was mostly silverlight left behind. The only darklight was in the two cores Ikfael had secured from Sklein. Each was the size of a small child’s clenched fist, and they made my palm tingle when I held them.

In the cleanup after the fight, we found a shattered box that must’ve contained the booby-trapped silverlight meant for Ikfael. The box itself was flimsy, like it’d been designed to easily break.

If Ikfael had accepted the exchange, then she would’ve poisoned herself. If she hadn’t, then what? He’d throw the box like a grenade to ensure the payload’s delivery? Fall on it as he died to guarantee he came back as an undead?

That last scenario was horrifically plausible, given the additional cores. They hadn’t appeared to do anything to strengthen the combatants, but they had made them harder to put them down. Was that really a… a reasonable use of light? It could be put to so much better use.

While Ikfael and the others cleaned up the blood and gore, Snow and I went to retrieve the scale used to measure light. It was a small and delicate thing, so I kept it locked up at the shrine, out of harm’s way. While I was there, I also got the kit for testing and preserving light.

When I came back with the tools, Ikfael still appeared distant. She had been the whole time we’d been working. Then, when she sat with the rest of us in a circle around the scale, her gaze seemed both withdrawn and antsy at the same time. I tried to put a comforting hand on her back, but she shifted out of reach.

Well, I’d only been a bystander for those three days of awful memories. How much harder would it have been for Ikfael? It wouldn’t be strange if she needed time and space to process it all. I certainly felt like I did. Not that I’d likely get it. There was Theloc to track down—

Moonlight nudged my elbow, while Leilu said, “If you please.”

Right, one step at a time, plus I should wait for reinforcements.

I rubbed the preservation oil on the darklight cores and set them aside so it could fully sink in. The coal-like surface became shinier after only a few moments. There were no discolorations or any other signs that things were different than they seemed, and they didn’t appear to be booby-trapped.

With a relieved sigh, I turned to balancing the collected silverlight against the specially marked weights. It turned out to be quite a haul, coming to about forty-three-hundred silverlight, enough to get me to Level 9. Except we’d be splitting the light six ways—two shares to be split between Yuki, Snow, and me; one share each for both Ikfael and Leilu; and two shares to be split among the silver-wolf pack.

Once the darklight appeared ready, I broke it open to get at the silverlight inside. Weighing the small nodules, I saw there was another two-hundred light for a total of approximately forty-five hundred silverlight.

Assuming the darklight proved safe, it’d also be split six ways. For a variety of reasons, neither Ikfael, Yuki, Snow, or I were willing to absorb any, so we usually sold our shares off. At times we also helped Leilu and the wolves sell theirs too, although not all of it. That group usually followed a conservative eighty-twenty plan—rising in levels through a mix of eighty percent silverlight and twenty percent darklight.

Thinking about it, I used the preservation oil on the silverlight too just to be sure, but no discolorations appeared there either. It should be safe to absorb, although the test likely hadn’t been necessary. From what I’d overheard, Theloc needed to be nearby to disguise darklight as silverlight. Perhaps it was some kind of range limit on a magic spell or talent? That would be useful intel to share with Albei’s leadership—one, that the Maltrans were capable of it, and two, the details for how it worked.

Gods, but Theloc was in for a world of hurt. I didn’t know if it was him specifically or some other Maltran agent who’d tried to turn Land Knight Ithia dark, but Theloc had made himself target number one for the full brunt of her fury. Assuming the hunter’s grandmaster didn’t get to him first. I certainly wouldn’t want Silasenei on my tail.

Still, it wouldn’t hurt to be prepared, and Level 9 was so very close. I could practically feel the gathered silverlight calling to me. In Albei, at the going rate, those other shares would cost me twenty antaak, but none of the beings around me were interested in money. Well, Ikfael was to a degree, but not the others.

Yuki was already funneling their shares into me, and I was certain Snow would agree to an IOU. To get the rest, I’d have to make exchanges with Ikfael and Leilu, and barter with the wolves.

Normally I didn’t buy silverlight for myself, but I’d been involved in these deaths. Because of the connection between me and the dead, it would make the light more potent, more likely to trigger additional effects. Being a hunter meant wringing every advantage out of a situation in order to come out on top…

All right, let’s do it. I’ll buy out all the shares—

That was when the pool split. Like a leviathan breaching, the stonewater serpent rose, shedding water down her sleek gray scales. Her aqua eyes gazed down at us.

Those of us remaining in the Glen were shocked. I mean, I’d seen her recently, but the timing of this visit was highly irregular. Ikfael was knocked out of her daze, while Leilu and the wolves appeared absolutely flabbergasted to be honored in this way. In all the years they’d been in alliance with Ikfael, they’d never been invited to attend to her.

Now, we all bowed down.

I felt a stirring in the air, a heat in my belly, and a force demanding that I raise my head. On the back of my neck, I felt the Deer God’s hot breath. I looked up, and almost without my thinking so, I used my Status camera.

	Heleitia the Boundless (Spirit of the Land, Stonewater Serpent, Silvered)
Talents: *Still denied.*



The stonewater serpent’s gaze shifted—no longer on me and the others—to the Deer God behind me.
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The Burden of Influence I

Her name was apparently Heleitia. I’d previously spent three days with her and had never wondered about it, never even thinking to ask her name while we were in the dream together. That wasn’t natural for a curious old man like myself.

When I’d asked Ikfael about Heleitia’s name in the past, she’d said it wasn’t her place to offer it, so I’d bided my time and thought I’d bring it up if the opportunity ever arose. But it never had. On the summer solstices, all the stonewater serpent had ever done was to drink coffee, eat donuts, and gaze at the stars. There hadn’t been a lick of conversation between us in the entire time I’d been in this world.

My suspicion was that the exchanges I’d made with Heleitia had revealed her name—the deal giving me at least a partial peek into her details. As for why I’d not asked for it during the dream’s three days, the answer was likely because of her influence. As beings grew in power, the world prioritized them.

The underlying principle was astounding-ridiculous-shocking: the high-leveled were somehow more present and real than others around them, and as a result that gave them more authority to influence the world and how it interacted with them. This influence in expert hands could even be used to warp reality itself.

Here’s an example: At Level 8, I exerted more influence on the world than a Level 1 villager holding a Level 0 knife. Let’s say they tried to slash my arm; the wholeness and integrity of my body would matter more than the cutting power of the combined villager-knife duo. Oh, I’d still get cut, but the knife would behave like it’d been dulled. Because it and the villager ultimately mattered less to the world than I did.

Once I became silvered, though, that knife would be useless against me. Either it or the villager would need to grow to Level 5 to have any effect, or perhaps even higher depending on the level disparity between us.

Wild, right?

According to Silasenei, I’d also be able to hone my authority and emphasize certain aspects of influence. I might focus on exerting a pressure that daunted lower-level creatures, learn to see more deeply into behaviors, or cause people to be more truthful around me. Moreover, as I grew in levels and continued to live longer and longer, I’d also increase my authority and the number of ways my influence manifested.

Soul marks, talents, and spells also played a role. They had the potential to “sharpen” or “dull” the impact of influence, depending on their potency. It made for an intellectually fraught, emotionally harrowing exercise fighting any dark or silvered creature: figuring out how to break through their defenses or avoid their manipulation.

Prior to our encounter in the dream, I hadn’t ever felt Heleitia’s influence. There’d apparently never been the need for it. What changed? I wondered, forcing myself to stay upright. Had she done something to piss of the Deer God? If so, why do it now? It was almost like she’d intentionally picked a fight. The pressure’s so freaking heavy.

	Conditions
Occupied (Evolving*), Influenced (8)



I felt like a mountain had settled onto my shoulders. None of the others appeared affected, though they could clearly tell something strange was going on. I knew the Deer God wasn’t visible to them, so they only saw Heleitia glaring at me, which was actually her glaring at the earth spirit behind me.

The mental and emotional trouble Ikfael had been struggling with vanished from her face. She signed, “Why is our zasha angry with you? We will make amends; apologize now so that we can begin.”

My hands felt clumsy, like they were swimming in water, but I managed to sign, “Not that simple. You-know-who is here.”

That shocked Ikfael into speechlessness—she started to sign, stopped, started again, then stopped once more. I didn’t blame her. I didn’t know what to say either.

Meanwhile, the stare down between Heleitia and the Deer God continued, feeling like it was lasting an eternity. I’d already been sweating from the fight earlier, but now it began to stream down my face and neck. My lower back ached from the strain, but something in me refused to bow down.

Then, the stonewater serpent hissed, an actual audible hiss. She swayed, and the escarpment to the west rumbled as one of the cliffs broke, the rocks tumbling down hundreds of feet to smash into the forest below.

In response, the Deer God stamped a hoof. He was right behind me, so I was at ground zero for a thump that then reverberated through the land, shaking the trees and sending all the startled birds flapping into the air.

I gulped as the weight on me grew heavier and heavier. My spine began to tip forward, so I cast Bear’s Strength. Then, I wondered at myself. Why had I done that? Why was I taking sides in this contest? Okay, yes, I had a very real connection to the Deer God, but Heleitia was also an ally.

My voice didn’t want to work, a clamp around my larynx. I had to croak out the word, “Enough.”

Heleitia’s eyes narrowed, and the world dizzied around me. Not to be outdone, the Deer God snorted, and my belly warmed through, a stabilizing force. Half of my body—from the chest down—felt as strong and steady as an oak, the other—from the neck up—spun like a top. Not literally, but it felt that way.

They’d both aided me so much in the past, but I still had to say it. “I… I… won’t be… your battleground.”

If anything, the sensations intensified, and neither the Dog’s Agility that Yuki cast nor me closing my spirit eyes helped. So much pressure was being applied, I swear I heard my joints creak. The only comfort was when Ikfael slipped her paw into my hand, her eyes serious-confused-concerned.

In the background, Leilu and the wolves appeared to be caught in a dilemma. Something was going on that was clearly none of their business—except that it was. Everyone present was caught in a web of exchanges and relationships, all of us connected to each other in one way or another.

We all had a stake in each other. Not that the two spiritual heavyweights seemed to care. It reminded me of a saying from my old world: “When two elephants fight, it’s the grass that suffers.” The only way to fight back was to grow stronger yourself, both individually and collectively.

But none of us were there yet, and even if we were, would Ikfael and Leilu be willing to stand up to Heleitia? Would I be willing to stand up to the Deer God? I mean, I was trying to in that moment, but was I really? How committed was I to refuting them? What price was I willing to pay?

Ultimately, Leilu and the silver wolves chose to withdraw. They bowed their respect to Heleitia and got out of there, leaving their share of silverlight behind. I had Yuki ask Snow to go with them. There was nothing she could do to help in this situation, and it simplified the variables I’d have to deal with.

Once Snow was clear, I gritted my teeth and said, “If you don’t stop… I’ll leave. The Glen… the area… whatever it takes.”

I felt a ripple of disappointment from the Deer God. There was a hesitation to let go of the ground he’d gained since arriving in this world. Heleitia too seemed to hesitate, like maybe she didn’t want me to leave either. Finally, the pressure eased. My breathing became less strained, and I didn’t feel like I was going to fall over anymore. Don’t get me wrong, there was still some pressure, but it no longer seemed to be directed at me. Instead, it was spillover from the Deer God’s and Heleitia’s conflict.

Except, Ikfael didn’t seem to be affected, and neither had Leilu and the wolves when they were still present. It’d only been me. Was my connection to the Deer God that strong? Was I picking up some kind of spiritual feedback through it?

Well, however it worked, my threat had been effective! The two elephants had recognized my willingness to carry through on it. I’d meant it, especially if it meant saving myself from being trampled by them.

I turned to Ikfael to share the success, and only then noticed that her paw had dropped away from my hand. She looked at me blankly, eyes turning stony. I realized then that I’d said I’d leave her behind. She was tied to the Glen in an ongoing exchange with Heleitia, after all. And I couldn’t take back my threat in that moment—not unless I was willing to undermine the only leverage I had.

I could try to explain later, but the Deer God was connected to me, potentially always listening. As for Heleitia, who knew how much awareness she maintained over her territory? Ikfael had told me the serpent slept on the days not the summer solstice, but she seemed awfully awake right then and… she’d referenced things during Gloominess of Forgotten Memories that spoke of eavesdropping on a regular basis.

What the hell was Heleitia thinking? She’d left the Deer God alone the entire time I’d been in Diaksha. Why start a fight now? I could practically feel him clinging to me in response, refusing to budge from our connection.

Selfishly, I checked my blessings, and Ikfael’s was still there, as was the sense of her inside me; neither of those things had been withdrawn. Still, seeing the stoniness that had taken over her features… it felt as if I’d stabbed my own heart. I was disappointed in myself for disappointing her. But what else could I have done? What can I do now?

Helen would’ve told me the situation required frank conversation, but even if Ikfael and I left Heleitia’s territory, the Deer God would still be able to overhear us. He’d use whatever I said to his advantage. No, until the day came when the two heavyweights came to an arrangement, I’d have to be willing to make good on my threat.

Unless I’m not and I backtrack on it for Ikfael’s sake?

I realized then that Yuki had been quiet. When I checked on them, I saw that they’d wrapped themselves tightly into a ball to keep from affecting my decisions. Unfortunately, the strategy didn’t work as well as they’d hoped. I felt a reluctance emanating from their qi—a desire not to leave family behind. Not Ikfael, and not Bihei and the kids either. Nor Mumu and my team.

That’s right, they’re all in Heleitia’s territory too. The kids might leave with me, but for the others, Voorhei is their home. Their roots are there. Damn it. In the pressure of the moment, I didn’t think things through.

Just who was I? And how much of me was me? I’d asked those questions and settled them time and time again since I’d first encountered Yuki, but in that moment, I felt the crisis resurface. I was gripped by indecision, suddenly overwhelmed.

Yet, these thoughts and feelings didn’t disturb Yuki. They knew me, after all, and understood that there were rampant hormones at work within my teenage body. The uekisheile simply weathered the storm, wanting to let me come to a decision on my own and feel like I had agency. To know that I wasn’t a puppet. It was probably one of the most loving things I’d ever experienced in my two lives.

That reminded me of another saying from my old world, this time a song lyric: “If you love someone, set them free.”

I’d always taken it to mean that you should let a loved one be themselves; not to demand they change to conform to a personal or societal standard; to accept them as they are while supporting them as they developed as people; to become partners and companions on the journey of life; and to commit to each other while also being free to be themselves, both at the same time.

How had Yuki become so wise? They truly were precious.

Mind you, my identity crisis didn’t abate entirely. The questions I’d asked earlier still felt relevant. But Yuki’s actions had filed down the edges, and I no longer felt like I was spiraling into a panic. That gave me the space to remember my age. I’d been through puberty before—the mental and emotional oscillations were no joke, but they weren’t anything new. Once the worst passed, I was myself again.

It was like the ocean tide had pulled away to reveal the shore that’d temporarily been hidden underneath.

Yuki was paying enough attention to snort at the metaphor, but in my defense, I was under an immense amount of pressure at the time. I’d been through a lot and was still going through a lot, including the fumbling of one of the most important relationships in my current life… potentially all the most relationships in my current life.

Still, the advice I imagined I’d get from Helen wasn’t wrong; the situation with Ikfael required earnest conversation. The two of us were adults, and we’d work it out. If the elephants eavesdropped, then so be it.

The benefit of 15 Intelligence combined with Dog’s Agility was that the pace of my thinking was faster than fast. The crisis came and went in an under a minute. By the time the spell lapsed, I was ready to act again. Bear’s Strength had also worn off by then, but I didn’t need the spell to handle the lingering weight hanging over me.

“Would you like to come with me for a walk?” I asked Ikfael.

The question was surprising enough to get her to look at me closely. She signed a negative, and then added, “Our zasha is here.” As if that was the only explanation needed for why she couldn’t leave.

And, well, I got it—Ikfael owed so much to the stonewater serpent. Heleitia truly was a benefactor to once-Ikiira and now-Ikfael.

“It’s just a walk,” I said. “A stroll while the Deer God and Heleitia hash things out. We’ll come back when they’re done. I imagine we’ll know when they reach an agreement.”

“It would be rude,” Ikfael signed.

“So is imposing one’s will on another,” I argued.

Though it was hesitant, the otter nodded. She’d seen the effects of Heleitia’s influence on me. “We don’t see as far ahead as the greater spirits of the land,” Ikfael explained. “We must be patient with the decisions they make so that time can reveal their intentions.”

“And they can use that excuse to justify all kinds of behavior,” I replied.

Ikfael narrowed her eyes. Her signs became sharper as she said. “The Glen’s zasha is the Glen’s zasha. She has proven her intentions to me.”

Yeah, they’d known each other for over two-hundred years now, but there was something in the dynamic that was new. Even as Ikfael and I conversed, the weight on me hadn’t dissipated entirely. The wills of the Deer God and Heleitia continued to clash against each other.

“We don’t know how long this is going to take,” I said. “We might as well go somewhere more comfortable.”

“You go. I will stay,” Ikfael signed, then shot me sneer. “That is what you want to do, right? To go. To leave.”

“Can we—” I stumbled briefly. “Can we talk about this elsewhere?”

Ikfael’s signs were emphatic: “It. Would. Be. Rude.” Then she folded her arms like she was done talking.

A spike of anger ran through me—why can’t she understand?—but I waited for the wave to pass before saying, “Then I’ll wait here. With you.”

Ikfael’s ears flicked in response. Her gaze held mine until she eventually relented to sign, “Okay.”

“Okay,” I repeated.

Ikfael went to sit at the spot she normally used during the stonewater serpent’s visits. My place was supposed to be next to her, but that didn’t feel right, given everything that was happening, so I found a more neutral position and parked myself on the stump of the old ash tree.

I needed to do something with my hands—something to pass the time—so I took out my knives to clean and sharpen them. The familiar movements were comforting, despite the ongoing conflict a few yards away.

The experience reminded me of when I used to hide in my room to read while my parents argued out in the living room. Gods, but this whole day has been one mess after another.

Cautiously, Yuki unraveled from their ball and sent a metaphorical feeler my way. ‘Sorry.’

None of this is your fault, I thought.

‘And yet our presence complicates things. You wouldn’t doubt yourself as much.’

That’s not necessarily true, I argued. There’d always still be the issue of influence. Then I sent them a ball of affection to express my appreciation for what they’d done earlier.

Yuki received it gratefully and sent one back in return; theirs was full of appreciation for my understanding. If only it were that easy to communicate with Ikfael, but she’d continued to refuse to accept Yuki into herself, and she’d only joined us for Grace twice in the time we’d known each other.

The first time had been when we’d discovered how the spell operated and had accidentally included her in the working. The second time had been intentional, a core component of the exchange that had resulted in the Tournament of Masks. After that, it hadn’t happened again—she’d avoided Grace every single other time afterward.



Working with my hands helped to settle me even further. The ongoing discomfort was annoying, like having to share a waiting room with a toddler in the middle of a meltdown. Unfortunately, there were no toys with which to distract the Deer God and Heleitia.

Yuki did the qi-equivalent of lifting an eyebrow. ‘You must be feeling better if you can compare them to a pair of screaming toddlers.’

And you must be feeling better if you can make wry observations about me.

We both snorted at each other then and shared a relieved sigh. While I appreciated the vibrancy and sense of aliveness that came with being a teenager, there were definitely days when it was a pain in the ass. I’d managed to weather the most recent hormonal surge, however, and had settled back into the steadiness of mind-spirit-body I was used to.

About twenty minutes had passed since the Deer God and Heleitia had started their argument, and maybe another thirty to forty before that since I’d encountered the Maltrans in the woods.

The question of why Heleitia had started this conflict lingered. She seemed to have some far-sighted goal in mind, but it was beyond my view, whatever it was. It did occur to me, though, that someone talented in divination might also be very, very good at manipulating events.

‘It won’t be too much longer until Mumu and the rest of the team arrive,’ Yuki said. ‘They just passed the spot where the stream bends around the outcropping that looks like a toad.’

I nodded, needlessly so. Yuki had already sensed my acknowledgement. No, it was more for my own benefit—a way to say, “Rest break’s over. Time to go back to work.” Besides, my knives were now as sharp as razors.

Ikfael had sat in the same spot by the pool the whole time, her head bowed in thought, her shoulders hunched. She looked… angry, despondent, stubborn. A whole bunch of words ran through my head, but none of them were big enough to express what I saw when I looked at her.

My thought then was that I’d screwed up. I wasn’t sure what else I could’ve done when I’d been trapped between the Deer God and Heleitia, but there was no denying that I’d hurt Ikfael in the process of escaping their influence.

So I picked myself up, dusted off my pants, and made my way over to sit beside her. When she looked at me, it was like all the emotions I’d seen before were washed away.

Ikfael’s eyes were mild as she asked, “Are you feeling better, Eight?”

Okay, that’s different, I thought. Aloud, I said, “It’s nothing I can’t handle. Listen, I wanted to talk to you about—”

Ikfael waved a paw to stop me. “You don’t have to explain. You’ve always been free to go whenever you’ve wanted to. None of our exchanges tie us to each other permanently, even the one with the Hunter’s Lodge—the foci for it are Mumu and Tegen.” The way she was signing gave off a sense of distance, like she was chatting with a stranger.

“Stop,” I said. “I’m sorry—” Then when Ikfael gestured to keep me from continuing, I wouldn’t let her. “No, I need to explain… When a person makes a threat, they have to be willing to make good on it, even if it’s the last thing they want to do. Otherwise, the threat’s useless. That’s what happened.”

“I understand,” Ikfael signed, but nothing about her demeanor changed.

“I wouldn’t want to—”

“But you would.”

“Only if the Deer God and Heleitia forced me—”

“Because you don’t want to be in their service,” she pointed out.

“It’s more than service. They impose their wills—”

“Isn’t that what the land knight does?” Ikfael’s signs had started to become sloppy, her anger leaking through. “The village’s leadership? The lodge masters? The parents and elders? All of them impose their wills on those younger or weaker or more gullible than them. What’s the difference between that and putting your faith in a zasha?”

“Nothing. In both cases, you need to examine the relationship between yourself and those in power. Do they have your best interests at heart? More than their words, you have to look at their actions—the laws they create… the… the exchanges they make. And if an exchange is unbalanced, you don’t take it. If a law is unjust, you either work to change it, break it, or leave… leave the community which is treating you unfairly.”

Ikfael eyebrows rose, but not in the familiar snarky way. This was more cutting. “And so, every person selfishly acts on their own.”

“No, of course not, there’s a balance between an individual’s rights and their responsibilities to the community,” I said, then immediately afterward thought, What am I doing? I’m supposed to be apologizing, not arguing politics.

Ikfael wouldn’t let the issue go, though. “You admit that imperfection flows through the relationship with power?”

“Yes,” I said cautiously.

“So it’s a matter of accepting the imperfections in order to reach a mutual, working accord.”

“I’m sorry, what? I don’t know that last word.”

Ikfael looked annoyed, but it was true. My vocabulary in Diaksh had grown dramatically over the last eight years, but I still sometimes stumbled across words I didn’t know.

“An accord is an agreement, deal, treaty—agreed upon and implying mutual satisfaction but not necessarily mutual benefits,” she explained.

“Well, ideally there’d be mutual benefits—” I started, but Ikfael’s eyebrows rose again.

“When dealing with power,” she said, “there are never mutual benefits. The spirits of the land must be careful of their exchanges only because the gods will it so.”

“You’d ignore the balance if you could?” I asked, surprised.

The exact details weren’t known to me, but I’d pieced together over time that the spirits of the land faced judgement by the World Spirit at the end of every Long Dark. If they’d strayed too far from balance in their exchanges, there were consequences.

Reluctantly, Ikfael nodded. “This is the way of the world.”

“How lucky, then,” I said, my words laced with sarcasm, “that the gods impose fairness through their laws.”

Ikfael and I quietly looked at each other. We’d gone way, way off topic—arguing about a thing that wasn’t really the thing we should be arguing about.

‘Try apologizing again,’ Yuki recommended.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m… I’m trying to do the best I can in these impossible situations. There’s no good way out of some of them, and sometimes that means you have to make threats you don’t want to keep. But I can’t—I can’t let myself be consumed by this world. I have to hold true to what I believe in or else I’ll become the perfect monster it wants me to be.”

“Do you believe I’m a monster?” Ikfael signed. “That it’s only the gods who’ve kept me from turning you into my puppet?”

“No. I don’t. Not one bit.”

“Even though I’ve admitted I would be willing to make unbalanced exchanges?” she asked.

“Because I trust that you’d only do so in specific situations, like with people who mean others harm.”

Ikfael sighed, the sound surprisingly deep coming from such a small body. “So you trust me?”

“I do.”

“But you do not trust in the zasha in whom I put my trust,” she said.

“I—” Well, that was true, wasn’t it? Seeing what had happened to Ikiira, it had seriously eroded the goodwill I’d felt for Heleitia. Plus, there was the mystery behind whatever it was she was doing now. Frank conversations required honesty, so I said, “Yes. Maybe. I’m not sure.”

“If you do not trust my zasha, doesn’t it then mean that you don’t truly trust me?” A sadness peered out at me from behind Ikfael’s eyes. “I am who I am because of my zasha, my Heleitia.”

“No,” I said, taking breath. “You are who you are because of you. You’re the one who went into the woods unarmed and alone, who found the stonewater serpent and was willing to make the exchange, who bore three terrible days of pain and suffering, and who made the ultimate sacrifice required save your village. Yes, Heleitia was the one who facilitated the necessary changes, but it was you—you who deserves to be praised above all others.”

Ikfael raised her paw. I wasn’t sure whether it was to get me to stop talking or to hit me. Eventually, she resolved her indecision and punched me in the arm. “You are unfair. Will sweet words solve all your problems? No, they will not.”

“It’s not how things work. I understand that.”

“Good,” Ikfael replied, fuming. At least anger was better than the strange apathy she’d exhibited earlier.

“What can I do?” I asked.

“I don’t know.” Ikfael’s signing revealed her forlornness. “I… when you said you’d leave, I… don’t know.”
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The next twenty minutes saw Ikfael and me sitting awkwardly together. Yuki tried to help by acting as my sounding board. The two of us went round and round in my head, talking about what to say or do, but sometimes life doesn’t give you an easy way forward. Sometimes you have to wait for more clarity before a reconciliation—on both sides of an argument.

Time was the thing that would help most. Ikfael was fresh from having to relive probably the worst three days of her life, and she needed breathing room to think more clearly about my intentions.

I also couldn’t ignore the ongoing struggle between the two titans. Bits of impressions leaked through the connection with the Deer God. It wasn’t anything coherent, though—more like stray fragments of will. They felt ephemeral and elemental, both at the same time.

Then, the Deer God and Heleitia abruptly stopped their conflict, and the two of them turned their attention eastward. While Heleitia sank into the water, the Deer God leapt toward me to disappear into my belly with a blip. Clearly, he planned to stick close until they resumed their disagreement later.

The rolling pressure that had filled the Glen withdrew, and both Ikfael and I looked at each other with confusion. Heleitia was usually more dignified when she retired back to wherever the hell she went under the Glen, but this retreat had seemed almost… hurried?

‘Woah,’ Yuki said. ‘Mumu just messaged. Something that looked like a giant block of stone just shot past them on the way to the Glen. At the rate it was moving, it should arrive in only a few minutes.’

Did she recognize what it was? I asked. It didn’t attack the team?

Yuki shook their qi. ‘Completely passed them by. She says that the lines were too clean and too symmetrical for it have been a creature. Maybe it’s a magical effect? The team is rushing here as quickly as they dare.’

“Is it the Maltrans back for round two?” I wondered aloud. To Ikfael, I added, “Something’s coming from the east—possibly the results of a magic spell. It’d be best to take defensive positions again, just in case.”

After a brief hesitation, she nodded and slipped into the pool, becoming one with the water. Once I saw her safely away, I grabbed my bow and made my way back to the top of the cliff. A Camouflage spell later, I was hidden too.

Working steadily, I envenomed a couple of arrows—one nocked and the other in easy reach. My knives were in their sheaths, ready. They’d have to do for now. I’m going to have to bite the bullet one day and take a spear to Level 5. Otherwise, they’ll keep breaking on me.

Yuki contacted Snow and Mouser to let them know that the state of things had shifted at the Glen. They’d gone northwest to investigate the area where the escarpment had collapsed but now started to double back, in case it really was the Maltrans again.

There was a disturbance in the forest to the east. Something approached, heedless of the trees, and the spirits didn’t like it. Moments later, the water in the pool flashed, which was a signal from Ikfael that something had entered her territory.

The stone block came into view, moving at the speed of a galloping horse and pushing aside everything in its path. No wonder the spirits were angry—the thing was like a bulldozer, leaving upturned trees and bushes behind it.

Interestingly, the stone block slowed as it pulled into the Glen. It was about ten feet on all sides, with a protrusion at the bottom front that looked like a train’s cowcatcher. Then, shockingly, one side of the cube flowed to make an opening for an elderly man to step through.

What I noticed first was that even though he wasn’t particularly tall, he stood straight and held his head high. His hair was white as snow and plaited at the sides with gold wire in a pattern I didn’t recognize. He wore a coat that looked very much like white silk over a red vest. His shirt and pants were both silver in hue and shimmered faintly. A series of pendants dangled from a gold necklace.

	Xefwen the Hierophant of Albei (Human, Silvered)
Talents: Earth-Touched, Master Diviner, A Singular Purpose, Perfect Opportunist



As Albei’s hierophant gazed at the scenery around him, a section of the cube’s stone pulled away to form a second smaller cube that hovered over his right shoulder. Then, he looked up at my position, and I saw his eyes turn from brown to gold, now shining in the reflected light of the sun.

“You there, show yourself!”

A quick look at my Status clock showed that only about forty-five minutes had passed since I’d first identified the Maltrans. That was an awfully quick response, even if Mumu had used the calling stone connected to the Hunter’s Lodge in Albei.

According to his Status, Xefwen was a Master Diviner. He could very well have foreseen the need for his presence at the Glen. It was just that his timing was off, you know? The fighting was already done.

Yuki sent Snow and Mouser the all-clear. Reinforcements had arrived, not more enemies.

“I said show yourself!” Xefwen’s voice was stern. “There will be no other warnings.”

I stood from where I crouched and let the Camouflage spell lapse. “My apologies, Honored Hierophant, but this place was recently attacked by Maltrans. As its defender, I was merely being careful.”

Almost immediately, I seemed to be examined and dismissed. Xefwen glanced around the Glen, starting to circle the pool. “Is it only you here?”

“There’s also the spirit of the land, Ikfael. This is her territory; her shrine is through trees over that way,” I said, pointing, then started to make my way down. “The Maltrans who attacked earlier retreated to the northeast. I’m tracking their leader with a spell—”

Xefwen waved a hand as if shooing away a fly. “They’re of no consequence.”

“But they’re the ones poisoning Albei’s darklight; I overheard them myself.”

The hierophant stopped to examine me again, his gold eyes flickering. “So they are, and you’ve done well to defend the spirit of the land’s shrine from them. I can see, however, that the hunters’ grandmaster is on the way. She will take the burden of tracking Albei’s enemies from you, so there is no need to worry. Now, was there anyone else here? Or did something happen—a phenomenon difficult to explain or understand?”

I nodded. “Another spirit of the land named Leiluminwei helped in the Glen’s defense. His territory surrounds this one. More importantly, the Maltrans somehow embed additional cores into their people, so that they are guaranteed to turn into undead after they die. Their zombies are also harder to kill as a result.”

Xefwen nodded sagely. “Anything more?”

“One of the Maltrans triggered the trap meant for our Ikfael. He turned dark, and one of his powers trapped me in a dream or old memory. Only for a time, though. I was obviously able to get out.”

“A memory, you say. Was it yours or…” Xefwen left the rest dangling.

I quickly signed a negative. “Not mine, but from history. There was a lodge master from Voorhei who sacrificed her life for the village—”

The hierophant interrupted. “What about power?”

“The Maltran leaders were silvered—”

“No, no, not them. I’m looking for a spirit or creature who is older, who has had time to truly grow into their abilities.”

Well, that seemed to describe Heleitia the Boundless to a T, but my throat closed up before I could say anything. Xefwen was one of Albei’s primary defenders—he could be trusted with the city’s deepest secrets—but it’d become a habit to avoid talking about certain truths. No, a duty.

The hierophant must’ve taken my silence as a negative, because he shook his head in disappointment. “There still may be enemies nearby. I will search the area myself.”

“Should I—”

“You stay here to wait for Silasenei,” he instructed. And with that, he looked around one last time, his eyes practically glowing, before striding into the nearby trees.

I stood there for a couple of beats, a little dazed by how quickly and smoothly he’d arrived and then departed again. He’d acted a bit like… well, it wasn’t a big deal, but I’d met a few famous actors and actresses in my previous life. There was a kind of breezy importance they carried with them that Xefwen possessed.

Still, reinforcements were reinforcements, especially when they were silvered. And apparently Silasenei was on her way too. The Glen will be safe now that Xefwen is here—

I blinked a couple of times, realizing that something was off about my thinking, and then I checked my Status.

	Conditions
Occupied (Evolving*), Influenced (5)



Gods damn it. The hierophant had had me subtly wrapped around his finger. If not for the regular practice I’d had of omitting crucial facts while under truth-telling effects, I might’ve spilled the beans about Heleitia and who knew what else.

I caught a pair of otter eyes peeking over the pool’s edge. The moment was brief, however. She nodded to me before slipping back into the water. Knowing her, she wouldn’t make an appearance unless Xefwen came forward to ask for an exchange.

Annoyingly, I couldn’t help making the connections between Ikfael’s argument and the hierophant’s actions: the leaders in Albei used their influence to further their goals. Even in Voorhei, although we didn’t have anyone silvered, I knew for a fact that our village head Koda had invested in Charm. He also actively worked to develop his people-based skills and talents. Both were critical in keeping the peace of the village and making sure we were united during the Long Dark.

Where was the line between persuasion and manipulation? Obviously there were some clear differences between right and wrong—lying to your people, asking more from them than they can afford to do, etc.—but in a world where you could literally affect how people thought using attributes, talents, and magic… that was a slippery slope, wasn’t it?

My mind spun in circles, not settling on any easy answers. People were complicated, and the systems by which they organized themselves were even more so. The only way to avoid those complications was to live alone, without even a spirit of the land for company.

What an awful, awful thought.



A whistle signaled the arrival of the team from Voorhei. Mumu came out of the bushes first, followed by the others shortly after. Thanks to Yuki, they were already up to date on what had happened with the Maltrans, as well as Xefwen’s arrival. The stuff about the Deer God and Heleitia, though, that was private. A secret of the family, as it were.

Still, it felt good to have additional allies nearby, and I got a fire started so that I could make them tea. While we waited for it to steep, my teammates curiously examined the stone cube the hierophant had ridden to get to the Glen.

I’d not found any runes or energy channels after my own examination. The cube appeared to be formed and controlled entirely via Xefwen’s Earth-Touched talent. It was a truly amazing feat, and I couldn’t help wondering if Ikfael might one day be able to manage something similar.

My team and I were deep into the debrief of the Maltran attack when he showed up suddenly, now on the other side of the pool. He paid Voorhei’s hunters no mind, however, and disappeared again after a brief once over. My team didn’t seem to find his actions odd; they took it in stride that he was too busy to talk to them. If anything, they were excited about having caught a glimpse of him. Apparently, the hierophant had a reputation for being reclusive.

A part of me wondered if we should hurry after Theloc, but Xefwen had said that our grandmaster would arrive soon. We could trust him to be right. We could…

With a sigh, I managed to once more slip out from under the hierophant’s influence, and it was with clearer eyes that I noticed how my team was being remarkably docile. Obviously, we were doing what was necessary—these debriefs were an important part of improving our hunters’ craft—but there was also this sticky notion that we should stay put just in case the hierophant needed our help.

A glance at my Status showed that the Influence (5) was still in effect even with Xefwen himself out of view. A quick merge with Yuki shook the uekisheile free from the effect, and they then passed along the message to Mumu and Teila.

A subtle frown was all I saw on Mumu’s face, but Yuki confirmed that our lodge master had also gotten free of Xefwen’s influence. Teila, not so much. Yuki reported that the girl had heard the warning, but then promptly forgot about it.

Mumu signed to caution the others that we were being affected by a manipulation power, and that reinforcement was what finally helped Teila to free herself. I saw her brow furrow with the struggle. Tegen and Haol also began the process of fighting off the influence.

It was interesting that Yuki had been affected. That meant the ability didn’t need to be targeted. There had to be a range limit, though. I needed to stick around the Glen to make sure nothing untoward happened, but my team didn’t.

“Go wait for Silasenei at the eastern boundary to Ikfael’s territory,” I advised.

“Will that be far be enough?” Mumu asked, her hands signing the question.

Replying in kind, keeping my hands low and out of sight, I said, “Don’t know for sure. If it’s not enough, go even farther. I’ll signal if I need help.” To help explain how the two of us could stay in touch like that, we wore paired calling stones. Another matched set connected me to my family in Voorhei.

Mumu nodded, and then signed for the others to head out.

I sent them off with a wave before sitting to gather my wits in case Xefwen came back. Once I felt steadier, I began to meditate and focused on simply moving the energies in my body to recover the mana and qi I’d spent during the earlier fighting. After a while, because I couldn’t help picking at scabs, I shifted my attention to the blurry line between my sense of self and the feeling of being influenced.

That only lasted about ten or fifteen minutes, though, and I had to stop when Xefwen came striding out from between the trees, seemingly frustrated. “Can I be of service, Honored Hierophant?”

Xefwen ignored me and turned in a circle as if to examine the landscape. He seemed to look through the things around him—the trees, shrubs, and waterfall. His gold eyes passed over me once, twice, and thrice.

“Here, but not now,” he muttered, a slight scowl marring his features. “Am I too early or too late…”

“Perhaps if you tell me more about what you’re looking for?” I asked.

This time when the hierophant looked at me, his eyes were once again a mundane brown. The tension he’d had earlier seemed to fall away, and he stood even straighter than before. I felt small in comparison, as if he was looking at me from high above.

“You’re that boy Iseld is fond of,” he said. “The one who helps organize her Tournament of Masks.”

“The tournament belongs to the Voorhei Hunter’s Lodge,” I clarified. “World Speaker Iseld is one of its dear supporters.”

“In honor of the spirit of the land whose territory we are in?” Xefwen asked.

“That’s correct, Honored Hierophant.”

“Our records make it clear the spirit is only a little over two hundred years old,” he said. “She must’ve found good fortune to develop so quickly in so short a time.”

I felt a tug urging me to be truthful, but I stuck with the cover story we’d developed for the tournament. By that point, I’d repeated it so often it might as well have been the truth. “My understanding is that Honored Ikfael encountered a natural treasure of some kind.”

“And you know this because you are the keeper of her shrine,” Xefwen observed. “A talented boy with—if you’ll pardon my frankness—a remarkably dull future ahead of him.”

I couldn’t help my eyebrows climbing. “Excuse me?”

“It’s true. I’m never wrong about these things.” Xefwen gestured meaninglessly as he continued, “Although you’ve done well by being at the center of things, you’re like a nugget of feldspar stuck between veins of gold.”

My jaw dropped. Had he seen my spirit map? Over the past few years, as puberty hit, the numbers on my visible Status had climbed until they were almost the same as the ones on the hidden version. Spirit was the only attribute that had lagged, likely because a 20 would’ve been far-fetched for a sixteen-year-old. A lot of my previous life’s old skills had also started to appear.

Seriously, I should’ve been downright impressive to him. Just look at this old man and his nonsense.

“Nothing to say, hmm?” Xefwen made another useless gesture. It was getting annoying. Every time he did it, it caught my attention, because I thought he was going to sign something.

“You’re no doubt shocked,” he continued aloud. “A boy like you, that village nearby would be desperate to keep you. They would’ve undoubtedly filled your ears with praise. Rewarded you with their paltry gifts. Have they tried to marry you off yet? Tie you down with responsibilities? That’s the way they do these things.” The last words he spoke were especially dismissive.

I was speechless, genuinely so. Even Yuki was flabbergasted. We really didn’t know what to say. Neither of us had been put in the position before of being randomly insulted by the equivalent of a country’s head of state.

Xefwen lifted his chin to look down his nose at me. “I’m the first, am I? To speak the truth to you? You’ve must’ve had some luck before to get to where you are and the position you’re in, but I see it running out—your future all drab and meaningless. A wasted opportunity, really.”

I finally managed to get out, “Honored Hierophant, why are you saying these things?”

“Because I hate to waste opportunities,” he replied. “Listen well, lad. When I was young, barely older than you are now, I was living in Hathwavel far to the south. There, during one of our Long Darks, I saw the city’s hierophant torn apart, our grand pyramid demolished. Do you know why? A single, stray worm—a silvered gray burrower. You don’t get them this far north. Be thankful to the gods you don’t.” Xefwen shook his head in dismay. “I learned that year that nothing is more important than power. With power comes safety. With power, you can control fate and bend fortune to your will. With power, all things harmful are averted. Nothing and no one else is as dependable as your own power.”

As he spoke, it hit me that he wasn’t talking to me. I was a prop to him, a convenient audience to the story he wanted to tell.

Then he continued, “So what do you say, young man? Do you want power? Tie your fate to mine, and you’ll have it. Not as much as me, of course, but more than you’d get from that village of yours.”

“I’m happy where I am, Honored—”

“The alternative is death, you know,” Xefwen interrupted. “There’s been a disturbance in the flow of fate—I’ve seen it, it’s why I’m here—and those never bode well for small villages like yours. Better to get out while you can and find someone more powerful, whose scraps you can use to transform you from feldspar to gold. Become my agent here, and I’ll make sure it happens.”

The offer was instantly ignored. Instead, the thing that caught my attention was: “A disturbance?”

Xefwen nodded. “Both here and at Old Baxteiyel, at the same time. The events are obviously connected, but the timing is… uncertain. Don’t worry, though, I’ll see that neither opportunity is wasted. The only issue is the timing, but I’ll divine it yet. Fate and fortune are in my hands. I need someone here to keep an eye on things. My attention will be needed for a race I’m hosting.”

“I’m participating in that race,” I said. “Some acquaintances from Albei have hired my team and me to guide them.”

For the first time, I saw Xefwen startled, as if what I’d said had surprised him. He examined me with his gold eyes then, and he kept them on me. “Strange, all I see is mediocrity, so that means even Old Baxteiyel will be a wasted opportunity for you. You need me, lad, to shake off that dull future. Now what do you say?”

Once more, I felt the tug of Xefwen’s influence, yet it turned out to be not that hard to say, “Thank you for the offer, Honored Hierophant, but I prefer to be the master of my own fate. Whether it’s dull or not, it’ll be on me to decide.”

Ooh, the hierophant didn’t like being turned down. His spirit might’ve been impenetrable, but I caught the slight frown and the faintly narrowed eyes. “I see. Well then, hopefully that spirit of yours is more sensible. Call her for me.”

In response, Leilu’s voice whispered in my ear, “Our Ikfael is currently unavailable.”

I glanced over to the pool but saw no sign of the otter. She’d thoroughly hidden herself away. Xefwen was an ass, but was he that distasteful? An exchange with him would surely benefit Ikfael, unless… I circled back to the idea that he was after Heleitia.

If that was true, it’d go a long way to explain the various behaviors I’d recently witnessed. But then, what was her connection to Old Baxteiyel? According to Xefwen, there was one, although I didn’t know how much credence to give him. He hadn’t exactly impressed me with the accuracy of his divinations. Speaking of which, I should let him know the bad news.

“Unfortunately, Honored Hierophant, our Ikfael appears to be away. She withdrew after the fight with the Maltrans and hasn’t yet returned.”

That frown of his became more pronounced, and he didn’t say anything for a while. He simply looked at me with those gold eyes. Then, with a “Tsk,” he spun to walk back toward the stone cube. At the entrance, he paused to speak over his shoulder. “Send a message if you change your mind. Do know, however, that the offer won’t last long.”

The stone cube sealed up once he was inside, and he drove away, although at a slower pace.

For the first time in what felt like ages, the Glen was still, with only the sound of the waterfall and the motion of the fine mist rising from it. Heleitia, Ikfael, and even Leilu and the silver wolves all appeared to have decided that enough was enough and had retired for the day.

It was me alone for the time being.

Far to the east, at the edge of what I could sense, the winds shifted. I felt a change in the pressure and clouds gathering. A quick scan of the weather forecast didn’t show anything unusual over the next ten days, but I was sure. A storm was brewing.
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Our Good Friend, Confusion

When Yuki let Mumu know of Xefwen’s departure, she replied that the team was investigating the trail left by the Maltrans. Doing that work now would save Silasenei time later, speeding up the pursuit. Her instructions to me were to stay at the pool and call when the grandmaster arrived.

At first, the time passed interminably. I hid the silverlight we’d gathered earlier, then practiced some yoga to stay limber and meditated a while to center myself after the emotional buffeting I’d experienced. After that, I tinkered a bit, carving a couple new thumb rings used in the hunters’ style of archery. I found that the rings tended to expand and contract depending on the season. Having a variety on hand helped to make sure there was always one that fit perfectly.

Eventually, I was able to focus on the work, and the time started to slip by in earnest. The trickiest part of what I was doing was getting the right amount of lip on the rings for the bowstring to rest against during the draw.

After about three hours, Mumu and the others returned to the pool. They briefed me on what they’d found—a steady, vigilant retreat from the Maltrans, followed by a pause to reorient, and then further travel. The new direction appeared to be more northerly. There was a lake up that way and some hills, west of a village called Voorheita.

That aligned with what I sensed from my Prey of the Hunter spell, and I kept tabs on their progress off and on until suddenly the magic cut out. There was a kind of snap to the feeling, like the connection rebounded to smack me in the chest.

I’d been told that there was no range limitation on Prey of the Hunter, so the spell breaking must’ve been the Maltrans’ doing. They’d been stopped for a while before it happened, and I’d assumed it was to rest, but maybe it was for a ritual instead? Or they’d traveled to a cache with the tools to dispel any tracking or divination magics that had been cast on them.

It was unfortunate but not terrible news. We still had two of the best trackers in the region: Mumu and me.

About an hour before dusk, Silasenei finally showed up—and not just her. Land Knight Ithia was with her, along with a team of hunters and two teams of land soldiers. I’d heard a whisper from Leilu saying there were multiple strangers entering his territory, so we weren’t as surprised as we would’ve been otherwise. Still, it was like a damn parade. All the high and mighty had come to visit.

We bowed as the land knight strode into the Glen. Normally, any visitors were to be received at the shrine, but the Albei hunters wanted to examine the battle signs for themselves. Ithia and Silasenei didn’t budge either, overseeing the investigation directly. And man oh man, there was a righteous fury in both their eyes.

The one good thing was that Ithia didn’t use her influence on me this time. Don’t get me wrong; she grilled me good, prying as much detail out of me as she could, but she trusted me to tell the truth without coercion. No, what was interesting was Silasenei’s influence.

My Status had remained clear throughout the debriefing, yet I noticed a telltale distortion—a feeling that was becoming increasingly familiar. In Silasenei’s case, her influence was even fainter and more subtle than Xefwen’s, but I did manage to pick up on… an eeriness. The more I focused on it, the more it felt sharp and observant, like the shadows themselves were watching me.

I supposed it wasn’t surprising, given her talents:

	Silasenei the Grandmaster of the Hunter’s Lodge (Human, Silvered)
Talents: Born Hunter, Knife Friend, Persistent Survivor, Ear for Trouble, Shadow-Touched, The Hidden Piece 
Nascent: Dwells in Darkness



May Theloc and his crew get everything they deserve, I thought.

Ithia and Silasenei only stayed for about half an hour. They’d pumped me for information, had their hunters read the signs closely, and then took off, moving quickly. We’d offered to go with them, but they declined without giving us an explanation.

It felt strange to suddenly have the problem removed from our hands, but they were the land knight and our lodge’s grandmaster—their authorities far outstripped ours. By unspoken agreement, my team and I waited until Leilu passed the word that they’d gone beyond his territory before sighing to the ground in relief.

All of sudden, Snow appeared beside me, urging me to pet her, which I did vigorously. The scratches were therapeutic to the both of us.

Teila came over to add her own pets. “Our grandmaster frightens me,” she said.

“As well she should,” Tegen replied.

“That’s it, then; there’s nothing else for us to do,” Haol added.

“We’ll stay the night, then head back to Voorhei in the morning,” Mumu said.

“Do you think we can watch a movie?” Teila asked me, looking up.

I shook my head in reply. “It’s been a long, difficult day for our Ikfael. I don’t believe she’s up for it.”

All the hunters looked crestfallen at the news. Each one had gotten hooked on watching the water plays. The movies had developed quite a lot over the years, with Moonlight providing backgrounds with his illusions and Leilu doing the sound. The last movie they’d put together was an adaption of Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid, except we’d had to turn the protagonists into rebels fighting against the Paramount Empire of Conjuncted Maltra. There was no such thing as charming, roguish bandits in the villagers’ eyes, and the tensions between our two countries had ratcheted up enough over the past years that they made for easy villains.

Disappointed, the hunters grabbed their gear to retire to the guest rooms at the shrine. There were two that could be used by pilgrims or hunters staying overnight. Technically, there was also a shrine-keeper’s room and an underground safe room too, but those were mostly used for storage.

I saw my team off to their lodgings before retiring to the cave behind the waterfall. It’d also been built out over the years and was still the place I slept most comfortably. I’d assumed I might toss and turn awhile, my thoughts whirling, but the sound of the falls came through even the walls we’d built. They lulled me to sleep in no time.



In my dreams that night, Yuki and I reviewed our encounter with the Maltrans, as well as its aftermath in its entirety. We went through the whole thing a couple times but didn’t notice anything new or different. When I got up in the morning, I saw that the dinner I’d left out by the pool had vanished overnight. Ikfael had grabbed her share.

The sun hadn’t quite risen, so the sky was a rosy blush to the east. The air was brisk and damp, an early breeze chilling me and raising goosebumps along my arms. It was a perfect morning for a fire and a bowl of grits with bacon and eggs on top.

The shrine had a stove I used sometimes, but for the deep, smoky flavor I wanted, the grits needed to be cooked atop a campfire. So, I got one started and waited a while for the flames to build. In the meantime, I caught sight of Haol moving around the perimeter to search for threats that might’ve moved into the area overnight. The Glen was about as protected a spot as you’d find in the woods, but the hunters stuck to their ways religiously.

Snow arrived to let me know that she hadn’t found anything during her own rounds, so I whistled an all clear, which Haol acknowledged with a wave. I signed that I was making breakfast, which he also noted before continuing his circuit, moving to the area above the cliff. From upstream of the waterfall, a wolf howled, but there were no whispers from Leilu. His territory was also clear of threats this morning.

It had ended up being a quiet night. Hopefully, it’ll be as quiet a day. The previous one was eventful enough.

When the grits were done, I ladled out a bowl for Ikfael, then covered it with chopped bacon and a raw egg. It sat steaming by the pool’s edge while I carried the rest of the pot to the shrine.

Haol must’ve returned from his patrol by that point, because he’d left the gate open for me. Inside the small courtyard, the hunters were finishing their preparations to head home. They trooped back inside the shrine for breakfast, though. Everyone grabbed their bowls and migrated to their favorite spots, sitting out in the main area in front of the wooden statue of Ikfael. A handful of colorful wildflowers lay at her feet.

The grits were good, if I do say so myself, and the mundanity of talking through the day’s plans with my team helped soothe the anxiety in my gut. We needed to figure out whether I was staying at the Glen or heading to Voorhei with them. As of yesterday, there’d still been no word about where the race for Old Baxteiyel’s treasures would begin—no surprise, given that the race’s organizer had just been here at the Glen.

Still, Aslishtei’s nieces expected our team to stick close by so that we could all be ready when the location was revealed. A delay of a few hours—the time it’d take me to hike from the Glen to Voorhei—should be okay though, since our goal wasn’t to win the race. The tricky part was somehow convincing Ikfael to also come along to Old Baxteiyel.

While trapped within the Gloominess of Forgotten Memories, Heleitia had said that Ikfael also needed to make the journey. Now, I wasn’t the stonewater serpent’s biggest fan at that moment, but she’d told me that as part of an exchange, an exchange specifically to help Ikfael. Whether we were arguing or not, I wouldn’t let that opportunity pass.

My team sensed my preoccupation and chatted around me, giving me the space needed to ponder in depth. They helped themselves to seconds, then cleaned up the dishware afterward, tidied the space, and swept the floors. Once they were done, the shrine was ready for the next pilgrim’s use.

As for me, I figured I could rely on saying it was Heleitia’s advice to convince Ikfael to go with us. If that didn’t work, I’d ask for an exchange. Well, I’d probably have to do that either way. To date, the only freebie I’d ever received from Ikfael was when she’d saved my life from an assassin.

Saving my life had cost her something tremendous, her spirit diminishing to a frightening degree afterward. It hadn’t been until she’d later made her own exchange with Leilu that things truly started to recover. The great egret had somehow “healed” the wound that had been inflicted by Ikfael’s unbalanced action.

So, I planned to stay in the Glen to reconcile with my dear friend and convince her to journey with us to Old Baxteiyel. Yet little did I know, the stars were already in motion.

As my team and I passed through the shrine’s gate, we caught sight of one of the biggest moose I’d ever seen. She was over six feet tall and surely weighed close to fifteen hundred pounds. Her fur was patchy from molting her winter coat, which was why I didn’t catch on right away that some of the stuff hanging from her body was dead moss. Tufts of green were starting to grow along with the new coat. Oh damn.

Mumu and the others caught on at the same time I did and bowed with me.

	Aetheleita (Spirit of the Land, Dawn)
Talents: One with the Trees, Nature’s Protector, Strong Back, Hard-Won Insight



The spirit paused briefly to examine us before continuing on away from the Glen; she seemed to be circling the shrine to look it over. Her territory was supposed to be to the north and east, so she’d likely head that way afterward.

“Why is Aetheleita here?”

I must’ve spoken the question aloud, because Mumu whispered, “The Maltran threat must be greater than we assumed.”

From Ikfael, I’d heard that Aetheleita was friendly but protective. And also that I should be respectful if I should ever happen to meet her. Of course, I’d passed that tip along to my team too. We rarely traveled through her territory, but for a hunter information was life, and we always did our best to make room for “just in case.”

It looked like she’d come from the direction of the pool, so once she was gone, I dashed that way with the rest of the team behind me. There, at the pool’s edge, we found Leilu consulting with Ikfael, the two spirits looking like they’d just come out of an important business meeting.

My team was relatively informal with Ikfael and Leilu—we ate and watched movies together—but since we’d bowed to Aetheleita, it would’ve been incredibly rude not to bow to them too.

Leilu gave us an acknowledging nod before winging away to the west where his wolves denned. After a moment’s consideration, Ikfael waved us closer.

“Did something happen overnight?” I asked her, worried. She looked healthy, almost rosy, but the only time I’d seen the three spirits of the land together was in my dreams. For them to meet in real life meant the situation was even more serious than I’d thought.

“The spirits Leiluminwei, Aetheleita, and I have entered into a joint exchange,” Ikfael signed. “The others will watch over and protect my territory while I am away.”

My heart felt like it stopped. A pit started to open in my belly. “Y-you’re leaving?”

“To go with you,” Ikfael signed, including the whole team in her gestures.

The pit closed, and my heart started beating again. I needed a breath or two to find my words.

In the meantime, Mumu said, “We’re honored, of course, but you don’t need to travel with us to go to Voorhei. You’re welcome there anytime.”

“Not just to Voorhei,” Ikfael signed. “To Old Baxteiyel.”

The reply surprised Mumu. “Can I ask why?”

“That information is not available for exchange,” Ikfael signed, “but your Eight knows the reason. He can tell you it benefits everyone involved; there is no hidden price.”

My teammates turned to look at me, their expressions alert and tense. Ikfael had once joined our team to hunt the murderer Borba. She’d done it, because she’d feared for my life. It was reasonable, therefore, to interpret her coming along as a signal of increased danger. They understood the risks, obviously, but they likely wondered if she knew something they didn’t.

“This… this matter touches upon several preexisting exchanges,” I said. “One of which requires a measure of privacy and secrecy. Not mine, but I know of it. What I can tell you is that visiting Old Baxteiyel will help our Ikfael.”

“That’s excellent,” Mumu said, smiling. “When one grows, those around them also flourish. But tell me, you know this for certain?”

“As much as the future can be known, yes,” I replied.

Ikfael went to stand before Mumu. “In addition to my aid on the expedition, your Eight will be given Leilu’s, the wolves’, and my shares of the silverlight from the Maltrans. The price for this exchange is first choice of two of the treasures found. I will also take a five-fold share of everything else.”

‘Woah,’ Yuki commented in the back of my head. ‘She’s not joking around today.’

Mumu must’ve felt that way too, because she looked troubled as she said, “I’m sorry, but that’s not an exchange I can make. You remember Anya and Weni? They’re the ones who hired us for the race. It would be their decision to accept it.”

“Then take me to them,” Ikfael signed authoritatively. She pulled a small, otter-shaped figurine from her Hoarder’s Pocket. The piece was made of fine-grained black basalt and was only about five inches long, but the lines were clean and beautiful.

Once the figurine was in her paw, though, Ikfael hesitated. She looked at Mumu, yet when she reached out to hand it over, the figurine came toward me. “Only because you know what to do,” she signed.

“Clearly I don’t,” I replied. “I’m at a loss for how to mend our argument.”

Ikfael nodded. “We fight well together. That will do for now.”



Karmia, my old yoga teacher back in Portland, used to say that confusion was a friend to any good seeker. According to her, the uncertainty that came with it was a state of potential.

There was this one time when the class had been resting in savasana after a particularly rigorous session, all of us laying on the ground with our eyes closed as Karmia had wandered between our mats. “If you ever find yourself confused,” she’d said, “let yourself linger there. Don’t rush to find answers. Instead, dig through the questions that arise, and keep digging until you find the roots of them. Once you’ve uncovered the roots, they’ll lead you to better places. Confusion isn’t your enemy, it’s a sign that there’s more to be learned and more wisdom to be unearthed.”

It was good advice then and now, although it didn’t exactly feel good to be in that worried-concerned-uncertain state about what was happening with Ikfael. She knew something that she wasn’t telling me—the spirits of the land had had a meeting, and I wondered quite anxiously about whether it had been Heleitia that had called them together.

Why else would Aetheleita suddenly show up? As far as I knew, neither Ikfael nor Leilu possessed a way to communicate over long distances. Heleitia might, though, since almost all of the local forest was her territory. The other spirits of the land were effectively subletting, the stonewater serpent delegating the areas to them.

Had Heleitia called the meeting? If so, it was likely she who had arranged the exchange. And it must’ve been relatively complicated too for it to include four spirits of the land, though it was also seemingly random, since it had involved me getting that silverlight. Was that piece of it a sweetening of the pot, or did she foresee me needing to be Level 9 for the expedition? Was this part of how she’d save my life?

And what was Heleitia’s connection to Old Baxteiyel—her true purpose in suddenly becoming more active and becoming involved in these events? Thinking about it, there was probably more than one reason. There was a saying: the gods gave gifts with ten hands. Just how many hands did a greater spirit of the land like Heleitia have?

At one point on the hike back to Voorhei, when my mind wouldn’t stop swirling from the questions I was facing, Yuki popped up with a thought. ‘Do you remember what Albert said after that yoga class?’

Karmia’s husband?

‘Mmhmm, yes,’ Yuki said. ‘You were chugging a bottle of water at the time. Albert was behind you talking to someone else. He said, “Confusion is fine up until the feces hits the fan. Then you gotta decide who you are and what you believe in. When it comes time to act, act.” ’

It’s not that time yet, though, is it?

‘No,’ Yuki replied, ‘but it’s an interesting point.’

Are you trying to tell me something? I asked.

Their qi shook to indicate a negative. We’re only helping to keep you in balance.

Thank you. There was a difference between dwelling in uncertainty and paralysis. One served you while the other risked your life—at least on Diaksha it did.



Once we were back in Voorhei, Ikfael had me carry her to the pyramid so that she could take up residence there. A room had been set aside for official visits. Technically it was available to any of the spirits of the land, but in practice it was only Ikfael who’d used it previously.

Word got out as soon as she was settled in, and a stream of visitors made their way to her; the village’s leadership came running over, as did all the new hunters who’d joined our lodge in hopes of one day receiving her boon. There were also supplicants making use of the opportunity to exchange with her without having to risk traveling to her shrine. All in all, a real queue. There were so many people, we had to switch to one of the pyramid’s meeting rooms.

My family came too, and all the other villagers were kicked out for that visit. Ikfael emerged from her Knight Otter form in order to greet and chat with them more personally. I’d already told the family about the attack on the Glen, so partway through Bihei and her fiancé Aluk took me aside to get more details on the Maltrans. The three of us talked while the kids fussed over Ikfael.



Wensatsu and Krenya didn’t show up until the afternoon—about 3:30 PM according to the phone in my head. Word was that they’d taken their bodyguards to investigate some of the local wildlife, so there’d been no insult intended for appearing late nor was any taken by Ikfael.

The meeting’s participants were arrayed around the table. Knight Otter sat in the spot usually occupied by the village’s world speaker, with me on the water sculpture’s right and Mumu on the left. Across the table were Wensatsu and Krenya.

When they’d sat down, the peltwei had curiously examined Knight Otter, clearly wondering why they’d been summoned. They would’ve come on their own—that would’ve been the respectful thing to do—but the moment they’d walked through the village’s gate, they’d been met by a messenger and informed they were wanted at the pyramid.

The sisters had already done the bowing-and-greeting thing. The small talk had died. All that was left was for Ikfael to propose her exchange, and yet she’d let the silence continue. Inside Knight Otter, I saw her spirit gazing pensively at the peltwei. Had she changed her mind about going to Old Baxteiyel?

Mumu caught my eye. Via Yuki, she asked, ‘What’s going on? What does our Ikfael intend?’

I subtly shook my head to signal that I didn’t know, Yuki confirming to her my confusion about Ikfael’s behavior.

Knight Otter finally stirred, as if taking a deep breath. From the Hoarder’s Pocket, she removed a mug and a carafe, then poured herself a cup of steaming coffee. A look of annoyance passed across her face, though. Ikfael wouldn’t be able to drink while inside the water sculpture.

So, she made the sculpture go away, the water disappearing into the Hoarder’s Pocket in a rush. A simple otter was left in the knight’s place.

Mumu had stood in sudden surprise, and I found myself standing too, also shocked. Ikfael had never before shown her true avatar to anyone who wasn’t a good friend before. Did this mean that she had reason to trust Wensatsu and Krenya?

Ikfael carefully took the mug with both paws and sipped at the coffee. She sighed in satisfaction, clearly appreciating the flavor. Then she glanced aside to see both Mumu and I staring at her.

The otter placed the mug down to sign, “Sit down already. The two of you are towering over me.”

At the other end of the table, confusion clouded over Wensatsu’s and Krenya’s spirits, but the two of them were clever enough to recognize they were being honored. They both bowed again, hands over their hearts, their beaks touching the table’s surface.

“What does this mean?” I asked.

“I must stop hiding,” Ikfael signed. “Honor belongs to me, not a puppet I’ve created.”

“So this isn’t a gesture of trust?” I clarified.

Ikfael turned to look back down the table. Aslishtei’s nieces still had their heads bowed, but their attention was focused on us.

“We will be facing danger together,” Ikfael signed. “If I don’t trust them now, how will I trust them later? Better that they see me for the first time here, rather than in the future when it may be a surprise. What is that phrase you like so much? ‘Just in case.’ ”

Okay, that makes sense. Personally, I would’ve waited until after the exchange, but whatever… there’s no harm done. There’s no reason why people can’t see Ikfael’s avatar. She’s perfectly impressive on her own; the wizard doesn’t need to hide behind the curtain.

Always quick on the uptake, Krenya said, “We’re honored to be among the first to see Ikfael as she truly is.”

Then Wensatsu followed up with, “Very much so, but if I can ask for clarification, what do you mean by ‘facing danger together’? ”

Ikfael signed, “I offer an exchange. In return for my aid in your upcoming expedition to Old Baxteiyel, I will receive first choice of two of the treasures found, as well as a five-fold share of everything else. This exchange also includes my boon for you two sisters at the end of the next Tournament of Masks. If you accept, you should also know that there will be an ancillary beneficiary. This Eight will receive a sum of silverlight before we depart, approximately nine hundred kuthas’ worth.”

The peltwei girls had both jolted at hearing about the boon, like their seats had been wired and electricity run through them.

“Yes—” Krenya began, but her sister reached over to put a steadying hand on her beak.

“We cannot agree to this exchange,” Wensatsu said.

Ikfael quirked her head in confusion. “You think it is unbalanced?”

“Not at all,” Wensatsu replied. “We simply don’t have the authority. The expedition is ours to lead, but it’s our family that sponsors it. We would need permission from our family head to accept.”

“Aslishtei,” I said.

“Our aunt, yes,” Wensatsu said. “But everyone in Albei recognizes the value of Honored Ikfael’s Boon. Surely getting her permission will be a simple formality.”

Even as she said that, I thought, As if anything having to do with Aslishtei is simple.
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Before we set out for Albei the next morning, the master of the Farmer’s Lodge found me and requested an update on what they could expect over the next ten days. I told him the weather would be mostly clear, with a few patchy clouds moving in. The spirits were continuing to gather to the east, however, so while there was no rain in the forecast, it would be only a matter of time. The farmers should get ready for a doozy of a storm.

A handful of villagers also had business in the city, so they took advantage of the opportunity to travel with us. And since we were following the road, we all went as one group. The hunters ranged slightly ahead, while the others followed behind. That trailing group consisted of the villagers, Wensatsu and Krenya, and the sisters’ bodyguards.

On four separate occasions, I sent Snow to scout a disturbance in the woods ahead of us, but none of them turned out to be anything serious. The journey was as smooth as I’d ever experienced it, like the forest had decided to be on its best behavior. I wished I could’ve enjoyed it more, but my thoughts weighed on me the whole time. Still, I did my job, and eventually Albei came into view.

The city walls were fifty feet tall and worse for wear from the damage done to them during the last Long Dark. Several sections looked to have been gouged out, with long furrows running through them as if the barriers were made of soap instead of stone. According to the reports I’d heard, several kaiju-sized kalesks had attacked on the fifth day.

The land soldiers manning the gate looked weary, but the line to get in wasn’t too long. Once we were through, the damage to the city became even more apparent. There used to be a caravanserai across from the gate—a place for travelers and their beasts of burden to rest after the long journey to Albei—but a corner of the inn had given way and the stables were crushed. Farther down the street, I saw more scars left by the fighting.

In addition, the coppery scent of blood hung oppressively over the city. It must’ve been going on for some time too, because many of the residents wore masks.

I saw a nearby hawker selling them, calling out, “The finest cotton, scented with the essence of wildflowers, only a half-taak each!”

Wensatsu walked up to where we stood, and I noticed that she had a small mask covering her nares, the avian equivalent of nostrils at the base of her beak.

“The smell gets worse the closer you get to the Butchery,” she said. “The scent-suppression magic embedded into the plaza stones was broken, so a hundred years of odors is now leaking from them. The enchantments need to be re-embedded before the situation will improve.”

“How many people did you lose?” I asked.

Wensatsu followed my gaze to the ruined caravanserai. “To the kalesks? Fortunately, only about thirty. We saw them coming and had time to evacuate the residents who were in their path.”

“That’s still a lot,” I said, observing the ghosts lingering in the area.

“It is,” Wensatsu said, “but also not, considering how bad it could’ve been. The colossi weren’t element-touched. They only had their brute strength and the uncanny sharpness of their claws—no flames, upturned earth, or poison gasses.”

I nodded. Any of those things would’ve been a true nightmare in a population center as dense as this.

A brief dip into the land brought me a sense of the city—the unruly mixture of chaos and order that was Albei. Whatever tragedies had happened during the Long Dark, the residents had gone right back to work afterward. They strove to succeed, to become rich, to make a name for themselves, to grow in power, and to follow their Paths to Perfection.

“The work continues,” I said.

Wensatsu tilted her head like I’d said something overly obvious. “We know how to hunt; this is the city of blood. The Butchery is busier than ever.”

“What’s the status of the repairs to the plaza?” Tegen asked.

“Non-existent,” Wensatsu said. “We don’t have artisans qualified to do the work here in Albei, so we’re currently waiting on a contract with Ganas Hakei.”

By then, the villagers who’d traveled with us had also passed through customs. They walked over to thank us for the escort and bid their farewells. They had their own destinations in Albei, and we wished them well in their endeavors.

Once they’d departed, Krenya said, “We should get going too. Do you want to buy masks now or later?”

“Why suffer?” Haol asked in return, holding out six in his hands. I assumed he’d bought them while the villagers had distracted us.

The scent of flowers was cloying when I put mine on, but it was better than the alternative. Snow thought so too. Her face scrunched up, but she didn’t fight Haol adjusting the mask on her face. Also, the sight was damn cute—a grown man putting a mask on a blynx.

“Are we staying at the Ten Point?” Teila wondered.

“The inn’s right at the Butchery plaza’s boundary,” Tegen reminded her.

“But the innkeepers will be disappointed,” Teila said.

“Not as much as my nose would be,” Haol replied.

“Agreed,” Mumu said. “We’ll stay elsewhere tonight. The Ten Point will have to do without our Eight’s culinary prowess this time.”

“Somehow I think they’ll live,” I said, then Snow followed up with a yowl. Even with the mask, the scent of blood was clearly distracting.

“You could stay with us,” Krenya suggested. “Our house has guestrooms, and we don’t know how many days or weeks it will be until the race’s starting location is announced—”

“We’d prefer not to be a burden on your house,” I said, interrupting her.

“We could find another inn,” Haol suggested.

“But—” Krenya started.

Her sister placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder and said, “It’s all right. They don’t wish to trouble our house nor be troubled by it.”

Mumu nodded gratefully to Wensatsu. “We will find a place close by to your residence, so that we can consult with you easily. And we will maintain readiness to leave at a moment’s notice.”

“There are many inns in Geista, but not any owned by peltwei,” Krenya said, frowning.

Wensatsu began to walk, gesturing for everyone else to follow. “Any peltwei visiting know they can stay with our families. Why would they pay if they don’t have to?”

“True, true,” Krenya said. “It was just a thought, but the question remains—where will our friends stay?”

Tegen replied, “Anywhere will be fine, as long as the rooms are clean and our privacy respected.”

“And the walls undamaged,” I remarked as we passed the caravanserai.



Wensatsu led us to an inn called the Horn of Welcome, which had a sign out front displaying a conch in blues and pinks. The interior was clean, including the kitchen when I ducked inside for peek. The staff were a mix of nisaak and “regular” humans, and accommodating to boot. They said it was okay for Snow to use their yard out back to take care of her business.

As for the price, it didn’t matter. We were now officially on the clock, so Aslishtei’s family would be footing all our reasonable expenses until the end of the race. The sisters put down a deposit for our stay, then left immediately to arrange a meeting for us with their aunt.

The rooms upstairs were on the small side—furnished with a couple of narrow beds that were each paired with a footlocker for storage—but the windows had some of the clearest glass I’d ever seen since coming to this world. Ikfael and I shared a room with a view overlooking the street, while Mumu and Haol were across the hall, and Tegen and Teila occupied a room adjacent to them.

Ikfael emerged from her figurine and seemed to be content with simply looking out our room’s window to watch the people passing by. The crowds in Albei tended to be eclectic, which was doubly true for Geista. The “lost” peoples who made the district their home added an even greater diversity to the mix of Albei’s rough-and-tumble residents.

It was clear from Ikfael’s body language that she was peopled-out, so I went downstairs to talk to the innkeepers. The first thing I did was arrange for a handful of messengers. The second was declining the innkeeper’s kind offer of the use of their kitchen. Ikfael had made it clear on the way to Albei that she wouldn’t need meals from me on this trip, because her exchange would be with Aslishtei’s nieces.

I sat in the Horn of Welcome’s common room and stared into a cup of herbal tea. My thoughts mostly circled between the troubles with Ikfael, Heleitia, and the Deer God. My team didn’t need Yuki to know something was up, but they’d been careful not to pry, since the Glen’s secrets were involved. Just how was I going to find a way through this mess, though?

I took a sip of the tea and noticed how the blend tasted of thyme and mint, even though I knew for a fact that thyme wasn’t available anywhere nearby. Which was when an idea came to me—if the cooks at the Horn knew of a good substitute for thyme, I might be able to surprise Ikfael with something new and different for a meal, a gift to her not part of any exchange.

‘That would also be a good way to start another food trend,’ Yuki said.

Although that would disappoint the staff at the Ten Point, I remarked.

‘This is a truth,’ Yuki replied, ‘but you’ve already given them so many recipes. Would they hold it against you?’

You know the answer to that as well as I do, I thought. Of course they would.

‘People get used to the status quo,’ Yuki said. ‘They assume the benefits they receive will last forever.’

But that’s not how life works. The only constant is change, right?

‘There are patterns that emerge, though,’ Yuki said.

Are we trading truths now? I asked.

‘Always,’ they said, their qi shimmering with a smile.

I returned the feeling, but my mind quickly drifted back to wondering about the source of the thyme-like flavor. It’d make for a delicious pork shoulder. Maybe braised in a broth with tomatoes, peppers, and oregano?

‘We think you need to find a way to make that happen,’ Yuki said.

Me too. I’m sure Ikfael would enjoy it. My mind jumped ahead to potential side dishes and maybe something sweet at the end. It would be easy to buy maple sugar from the market. What am I doing? I should be preparing for my meetings. The messengers I’d sent earlier were to people who expected to meet with me whenever I was in town.

‘They’re only social calls,’ Yuki said.

I snorted. Is a meeting with Crunei’s Garden ever purely social? What about Iseld the Stone-Horned Ox? Every time I walk out of Albei’s pyramid, I feel like I have to check to make sure my skin is still intact.

‘See, there you go,’ Yuki said. ‘You’ve had tons of experience with these people already. Everything will be okay. Besides, if you get into trouble, we’ll be there with you.’

That will always be a comfort, I thought.



While I waited, Mumu and Teila came downstairs to coordinate our plans. They often joined me on my social calls, since the lodge’s business interests were frequently discussed at the meetings. Then a little later, Haol and Tegen brought me upstairs so that I could give them each a portion of Yuki to let us all stay in touch.

Since I was there, I also decided to check on Ikfael, but she was still at the window, lost in pensive thought. It didn’t look like she even noticed me until I asked if everything was all right.

“I am,” she signed.

“Can I bring you anything?” I asked. “Maybe something to nibble on?”

But she shook her head in reply. “I’ll wait for the meeting with Aslishtei.”

My heart clenched a bit to see her disengaged. “Listen, I wonder if we can talk…”

“I’d rather not,” Ikfael signed. “I must focus on what I need to do and don’t want to be distracted.”

“What is it? I’d like to help.”

“I know you do, Eight.” I thought Ikfael might continue, but she left it that and turned back to the window.

Walking back downstairs, I couldn’t help noticing how the way she’d been referring to me had changed over the past day. I was no longer “our Eight.” Instead, I’d become “this Eight,” “your Eight,” or simply “Eight.”

We’d never argued like this before, so I didn’t know if it was typical of her or not. Then it occurred to me that Ikfael had probably never fought with a loved one before. Well, maybe when Ikiira had been a teenager over two hundred years ago, but in recent memory? She wouldn’t have had anyone to argue with. Certainly not Heleitia, who only showed up once a year.

She’s probably trying to figure this out as she’s going, and that thought made me feel better. I could help with the process and talk her through what a healthy disagreement looked like, sounded like, and felt like. I can lure… I can bring her to the table with the offer of a braised pork shoulder, and then we can talk. I’ll explain the dynamics to her, and we’ll find a way to make things right again.

Yuki’s qi sparkled in approval. ‘This is how it is with family. We find ways to make ourselves whole again.’

Healthy families, I clarified. Not everyone—

‘Yes, yes,’ Yuki interrupted. ‘You knew what we meant; we were talking about us and Ikfael.’

I know, but I’ve seen both unhealthy and healthy, and it’s important to be clear that some relationships should end.

‘Just not ours with Ikfael,’ Yuki said.

Agreed. Never that one.
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Back downstairs, I visited the washroom twice while waiting for the messengers. The mystery herb clearly possessed diuretic properties, although not enough to trigger a condition in my Status, so I’d still drink the tea and planned to use it in my cooking.

Eventually, I made my way to the inn’s kitchen to question the staff about the source, and it turned out to be a plant called drunkard’s ease, which was normally valued for its roots and used in some kind of hangover cure. The cooks confirmed the stems were edible, but only if picked fresh. Apparently, drying the herb made it overly bitter.

Drunkard’s ease could be found growing in any of the parks located throughout the city, including a sizeable one here in Geista. Apparently, volunteers early in Albei’s history had seeded all the green spaces with the herb so that they wouldn’t have to travel far to get some.

I learned that drunkard’s ease was most flavorful when the plant was picked at night and the air was cool. If I stop by the park later tonight, I should be able to gather some.

The inn’s staff were kind enough to sketch me a picture, so between that and my Status camera, I didn’t think I’d have any problems finding the herb. My plans for a special meal for Ikfael were beginning to firm up.

I asked the inn’s staff to procure some potatoes, squash, and the shoulder of a small javelina for me—nice and fatty, with about four to five pounds of meat on it.



The messengers slowly trickled in one-by-one, and I sent them back out again with replies. Only two of the responses had been out of the ordinary.

The majority of Crunei’s Garden were currently out of the city on a job, with Crost still in Dolbec’s Rock for his apprenticeship. I shared my regrets and expressed a desire to visit another time, when the family was in Albei again.

Meanwhile, at the other side of the spectrum, Iseld requested a half day with me all to herself—beginning with lunch, proceeding into a lengthy consultation on the Path to Perfection, and followed by dinner and an evening of light entertainment.

The whole thing sounded tiresome—until the messenger also handed over a sealed letter which was supposed to be the official invitation to all of above but which actually read, I heard that the Hierophant visited our Honored Ikfael’s shrine. Be careful around him; he is a man of obsessions. Decline most of my invitation if you must, but meet with me. I can make time as early as tomorrow.

Well, that sounded ominous. Then again, the pyramid in Albei was a snake pit, the factions struggling with each other while their members attempted to claw their way into positions of privilege and power. It made sense, then, that Iseld might have some strong feelings about the hierophant.

‘We should meet with her,’ Yuki said. ‘Probably sooner than later.’

I agree. Tomorrow won’t work, but the day after might. Xefwen seemed like nothing more than an ass, but we need to be careful of anyone who has that kind of power—personal and political.



Wensatsu arrived after all the messengers had come and gone. Immediately, I noticed that her spirit was more agitated than usual, like she’d come from a battle… or an argument. She immediately headed toward where I sat.

A few other patrons were nearby, but they’d recognized me as the keeper of Ikfael’s shrine and left a buffer between them and me. Sharp ears would still pick up anything said, but it was a respectful gesture—nothing wrong with that.

Wensatsu plopped down onto the cushion across from me and let a little of her unhappiness leak into her voice. “I’m sorry it took so long, but arrangements have finally been made for you to join my family for dinner tonight.”

“Things didn’t go as smoothly as you’d hoped?” I asked.

The question wasn’t exactly rude, but it was nosey. Wensatsu barely gave it a second thought, though. “Something like that. You know my aunt has strong opinions.”

I couldn’t help laughing. “That’s a truth.”

“It is,” Wensatsu said, a hint of a smile revealing itself at the edges of her beak. Her spirit settled a little, and she took a moment to look around. “Our guest is upstairs? Your team too?”

I nodded. “They are. We are holding ourselves ready, as we said we would.”

“You are a man of your word,” Wensatsu said. “I appreciate that about you—you and your team. There’s a respect for the commitments you make, which is not as common as it should be.”

“Our Uncle Kila likes to say that trust is the lifeblood of business,” I said.

“A wise man,” she said.

“A sharp one too.”

Her smile flickered back to life, then faded again. “We should let our guest know about tonight. Will arriving at dusk be all right? You know the house?”

“Dusk should be fine; we don’t have any plans until tomorrow. As for where to go, Teila will show us the way.”

Of all the members of our lodge, Teila was the closest to Wensatsu and Krenya. Aslishtei’s nieces were a few years older, but still close enough in age for friendly bonds to have formed. My hunt sister had visited them several times over the years, sometimes staying for days at a time.



A dusk light slanted across the city of Albei and cast shadows across its streets. The wind had picked up, carrying hints of woodsmoke from the surrounding homes. It brushed away the scent of blood temporarily.

People hurried along, wrapped in their cloaks and shawls, either heading home after a day’s work or looking to finish their work so that they could head home. When my team had left the Horn, its common room had just started to buzz with patrons.

Snow walked close beside me, a clear indicator that she was “tame.” Ikfael was in her figurine, not wanting to make her presence in the city public. The others walked in a loose circle around us. We’d dressed up for the occasion, although we carried our weapons too. As hunters, we had that leeway.

Pacing my team along the rooftops on opposite sides of the street were a couple of hidden watchers—one from the healers, the other from the hunters. Their presence was nothing alarming, just business as usual in Albei. Whenever the two lodges learned of me visiting the city, they each sent someone to keep an eye on my activities. It’d gotten to the point where I’d learned most of their names and talents too.

To my right and about thirty paces behind was Hutwa the Solemn, a scout-sworn on the healer’s side. If I recalled correctly, he was the first hidden watcher I’d ever spotted from their lodge.

Yuki kindly confirmed that memory for me. Hutwa had shown up right after the first assassination attempt on my life.

As for the hunter, I didn’t know her. She must’ve been new, and not as experienced as the usual watchers, I noted. Surely, they didn’t send a novice? As I watched her Camouflage spell slip a little, I revised that opinion. They really had. The more skilled folks must be out with Silasenei hunting Maltrans.

All either side ever did was watch. Things had settled down after the first few years of the Tournament of Masks, when Ithia had made it clear that she wouldn’t tolerate any further transgressions of the peace. Still, a little paranoia was warranted, so I kept my spirit eyes open just in case.

The trip itself was short, only about twenty minutes from the Horn to the cul-de-sac in which Aslishtei’s family lived. Her house was at the far end, four stories tall and with bridges connecting it to the peltwei-family homes to either side. All the residences in the cul-de-sac were like that, nine in total.

Chimes hung from the bridges, their soft melodies at odds with the memories I held from the last time I’d visited a peltwei neighborhood. My team and I had hunted down Borba in an area like this one, only farther east, deeper into Geista. That had been a terrible day, followed by several more in short order. Things had eventually turned out okay for our lodge, but it had been years and a lot of hard work in the doing.

Teila led the way. Aslishtei’s place really did look like all the others. The distinguishing feature was the engravings: butterflies on a set of double doors, surrounded by snakes traveling around the casing. The artwork was lovely—and chilling too if you happened to know what Aslishtei’s summons were capable of. The snake could bind and suffocate, while the butterflies released a powder that dissolved flesh.

A clapper lay on a stand beside the door for guests to announce themselves. There was a bit of etiquette wrangling then as my team figured out who should be the one to use them. Teila had been a guest here before and was a friend of the house, while Ikfael was the most important person among us, and I was her representative.

Eventually, the clapper was handed over to me, and I used it twice, calling out, “I am Eight, keeper of Honored Ikfael’s shrine, here with a team of hunters for business with the head of this house.”

The door opened only moments later—no waiting games were played, thankfully—and shock of all shocks, it was Aslishtei herself who opened it. She wore a silk robe, white with black and green trim, over a woolen gown in a brown as rich as sable fur. Gold adorned her neck, wrists, and fingers. The feathers along the left side of her face had a gold pin among them studded with what looked like malachite.
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“Well, this is an honor,” I said.

“The honor is ours,” Aslishtei replied. “Please enter and become our guest.”

A house this size had a dedicated parlor, and it looked like the whole family was present to greet us—about twenty-three people in total. I couldn’t help myself and my training came to the fore as I quickly scanned through them, my Status camera click-click-clicking in my head. I’d known it already, but it really was amazing to see how everyone present had a talent for magic.

And there, at the back, were the three survivors of Borba’s murder spree. They were young adults now and healthy too, the damage to their meridians fully healed. As for their spirits…sadness still pervaded them. Likely, my team and I were a reminder of the devastating losses they’d suffered at Borba’s hands. Hopefully, time would continue to work its magic.

In my mind and heart, I wished the youngsters well. Three times, I wished them well.

Aslishtei must’ve noticed my eyes lingering, because she stepped between us. “We have prepared a dinner we hope will be suitable. Will Honored Ikfael be joining us?”

In her figurine, Ikfael’s spirit gazed unhappily at the crowded room.

“Not with so many people present,” I replied. “She was perhaps counting on a smaller gathering.”

Aslishtei nodded as if unsurprised. “Then it will be so.”

She led the way across a thick, buttery-yellow rug, the kind that cries out to be walked on barefoot. The pattern was geometric, seemingly at odds with how plush it was, but the nearby cushions were so soft and colorful they softened the impact.

The dining room was on the second floor, up a staircase whose steps and banister were made of mahogany. In fact, I noted that the cabinets, frames around paintings, and tables were all mahogany. The reddish-brown timber lent a warmth to each of the spaces we passed through. That seemed the overall design of the house’s interior: boldness and softness combined.

The dining room table had place settings for ten, with a generous amount of space between each of them. Decanters for tea and plum wine were already laid out, as were small plates of fried, seasoned potatoes.

Aslishtei gestured toward the table’s far end. “For our honored guest.”

There was a card in front of the seat that read, Honored Ikfael. To the right was a card with my name on it and on the left was Mumu’s. The rest of the team was distributed around the table, along with Wensatsu, Krenya, and even Snow. The blynx got her own cushion and place setting.

Feeling anxious about how accommodating Aslishtei was being, I checked the room for Bright Blue and Little Red, yet there was no sign of the songbird summons who let her hear and see true. Wasn’t she being too trusting? While we weren’t enemies, we weren’t friends either.

Ikfael appeared out of the figurine with a whoosh, and everyone present bowed as she took her seat at the table. She’d once again forgone using Knight Otter; it was her real avatar present. Aslishtei’s eyes got all shiny, no doubt pleased by the honor.

Once we were all settled into our cushions, Aslishtei said, “Everything provided tonight is a gift of this house. No exchanges are necessary in order to enjoy the food and hospitality. Let us eat first, then talk business.”

“I accept this gift,” Ikfael signed in response, “and agree to wait to discuss the proposed exchange.” Then, showing great restraint, she picked up a single piece of potato.

As the rest of the table reached for their own shares, I poured Ikfael a cup of tea. “Anything else I can get for you?” I asked.

But she shook her head in response and grabbed another piece of potato. I may not have been able see into her spirit like I used to, but I recognized the tension around her eyes. She was worried, her focus on Aslishtei at the other end of the table.

“Okay, but let me know if you need anything.”

Ikfael glanced sideways at me, and then, with a soft sigh, nodded.



Dinner was delicious. I had to give credit to the chefs in Aslishtei’s household: they knew their craft. The goat was tender, the blend of herbs and spices perfectly balanced. The buttered beans were warming and somehow wholesome, complementing the meal’s spicier fare. On another day, I would’ve easily overeaten and fallen into a food coma afterward.

The conversation wasn’t bad either. At first, Teila carried the burden by chatting with Aslishtei’s nieces, reliving some of the embarrassing moments from when the sisters had first come to stay in Voorhei years ago. Turnabout was fair play, so Teila had some of her own stories exposed in return. I hadn’t known that she’d once tried to drink the water served in between courses, which was supposed to be used to wash your fingers.

The banter between the young adults opened the way for the others. Ears blushing, Haol admitted to having made the same mistake when he’d first encountered the wash bowls. And Tegen told us about how he’d once eaten the decorative garnishes at a wedding banquet he’d attended in Albei. Since they were bitter and fibrous, he’d assumed it was an acquired taste of the city folk.

Then, near the meal’s end, in a quiet moment of reflection left behind by laughter, Aslishtei said, “When I was still an apprentice, I became overly confident and cast a spell I shouldn’t have, setting the room aflame.”

“You reached past the food to the fire,” Mumu said. The meaning of her words: You overreached.

“Quite true,” Aslishtei said.

“We call that chewing rocks,” Tegen added.

“My teeth were definitely not strong enough for that,” Aslishtei replied, her face wry.

“What happened after?” Wensatsu asked.

“At the time, our family was blessed to have a great aunt still living who was an expert in fire magics. She put out the flames, but not before I’d burned myself and damaged nearly a dozen books.” Aslishtei shook her head at the folly of youth. “My injuries were healed quickly enough, and the furniture and artwork replaced, but those books—we did our best to reconstruct them, yet I still think sometimes about the lost pages.”

Krenya gasped. “Not—”

“Yes,” Aslishtei confirmed. “The Books of Earthly Fire the two of you have been so keen to study.”

“Is that why won’t let us near them?” Krenya asked, her eyes bright with sudden understanding. “You’re afraid we’ll overreach too?”

“You could’ve explained,” Wensatsu said. “We would’ve understood.”

“Pride got in my way,” Aslishtei said, a bitter edge to her voice. “Embarrassment too. You both know how important it is for us peltwei to stand strong. We must constantly be infallible, or else our enemies would take advantage of any weaknesses we expose. It’s only now I’ve come to realize how these kinds of mistakes are also a strength. My old errors will teach you, my nieces, to do better than I have. Hiding them from strangers is one thing, but I should not hide them from you.”

Aslishtei bowed to Wensatsu and Krenya. “I apologize for withholding a valuable lesson. May my future actions be wiser.”

After a quick, surprised glance between them, the nieces bowed in return. Then Krenya asked, “Does this mean we’ll get access to the Books of Earthly Fire now?”

With a smile, Aslishtei replied. “Not yet, not until you’ve demonstrated a higher level of skill in Pyromancy, Ritualism, and Physics.”

I cleared my throat. “There’s a skill called Ritualism?”

“There is,” Aslishtei answered. “It complements several others pertaining to the philosophy of magic. One gains the skill by studying magic’s origins, how it interacts with the world, and the ways to actualize it to your own ends.”

“This is the Way of the Philosopher,” Krenya said, glancing at her aunt. “To say more, you’d have to be a member of the lodge.”

“Or be a member of the family,” Aslishtei corrected. “We have knowledge that is independent of the philosophers.”

And there it was, the other shoe dropping. Of course this is all some roundabout way to lure me into the family—

“But that’s neither here nor there,” Aslishtei continued, interrupting my thoughts. “Young Eight has made his intentions very clear. In fact”—she bowed in my direction, then proceeded to turn to bow to the other hunters, one by one—“I owe each of you an apology too. This is another mistake I wish my nieces to learn from: Don’t let avarice and the political machinations of others sway you from your path. By fighting for our place in Albei, I nearly cost these hunters their place in Voorhei.”

It’d been years, but the memory of those awful events surrounding Borba’s murders lingered. “Let’s be clear,” I said. “You tried to buy me.”

“I did,” Aslishtei said, not denying it.

“And my teammates were almost enslaved.”

“That was Knight Ithia—” Aslishtei started to respond.

“You—”

She spoke over me, “I could have lent my aid, and won myself and my family allies. Instead, I had let my instincts become distorted, learning the lessons of those who would oppress us. I adopted the practices of our enemies, and by so doing I caused harm to those who didn’t deserve it.”

“Why?” I asked. “Why apologize now? You’ve had years.”

“My nieces will likely never be in more danger than when they are exploring Old Baxteiyel. I am entrusting them to you for this expedition, and that trust…” Aslishtei shook her head and paused to seemingly search for the right words. “The truth I have found is that I know I can trust you to protect them—that you and your hunters won’t let our unfortunate history interfere with your duty—and so the difference between what I understand now and what I didn’t understand then was brought into stark relief.”

“I am not usually so slow to learn,” Aslishtei continued, her voice painfully bitter now. “That it has taken me so long this time is… galling.”

The others around the table had held their breaths as the sparks between Aslishtei and I had flown. Ostensibly Mumu and Tegen should’ve spoken up, but I saw from their expressions that they’d ceded that place to me. I’d been at the very center of the conflict eight years ago.

Just who was Aslishtei? An accomplished summoner. The head of a family of powerful magicians. An important aide to Albei’s land knight. Ithia’s captains called her “Honored,” and by all accounts she deserved the title for her stalwart defense of the city. Except, she’d tried to screw me over—me and my lodge. You don’t get to beg for forgiveness and suddenly make everything hunky-dory.

I must’ve done a poor job hiding my reluctance, because Aslishtei said, “I ask nothing of you but that you continue to follow your path. Protect my nieces; bring them home safe.”

“Our honor demands it,” I said, my voice rougher than I would’ve liked. “You don’t need to worry about that.”

“An aunt worries,” Aslishtei said. “This is how things are.”

That, at least, I could agree with, saying, “It’s true for anyone who’s a child’s guardian.”

A silence fell across the table, the others glancing between each other and clearly wondering if the respite was only temporary. I could feel Yuki in the background communicating with my teammates, fielding their questions so that I could focus on representing us to Aslishtei.

I took a deep breath and let the tension fall from my shoulders. We were here to support Ikfael’s desire to join the expedition. Everything else was tangential.

Besides, things had been decent between Aslishtei’s family and the lodge over the intervening years. People were allowed to change. Grudges should be put down when they no longer served their purpose.

Into the silence, Aslishtei said, “I ask nothing, but I offer this…”

Jesus, what the hell? I thought.

“Wait, listen first. This a gift with nothing required in return.” Aslishtei then waited to see how I would respond. It seemed she wouldn’t continue unless I was willing.

I felt my fists clench and said, “Go ahead.”

Aslishtei nodded and replied, “There is a spell that ties my people together. We call it Unity, and through it we are brought together—sharing our worries, our affections, our commonalities. We are made plain to each other, and there is no room for dishonesty. I offer to sit with you in Unity, so that you may test the depths of my sincerity. I don’t seek to excuse my past actions, but I would have you understand my current and future ones better.”

Wensatsu looked at her aunt in blatant surprise, while Krenya’s beak opened and stayed open. They had clearly not expected their aunt to offer this Unity experience—whose effects remarkably resembled the ones from the Grace spell.

I cleared my throat. “Where did this spell come from?”

With pride, Aslishtei answered, “The origins go back to Peltwei, the first of our people. The story is that she received it as a gift for rendering a service to a heavenly serpent.”

“How long ago was this?” I asked.

“Peltwei last walked this Diaksha four-hundred-seventy-three years ago,” Krenya said quietly.

Aslishtei patted her hand in approval. “It is as my niece says.”

“I see,” I said, thinking quickly.

Obviously, the answer would be a firm no. If Unity really was another form of Grace, then participating would instantly reveal Yuki’s presence.

It was the serpent’s role that really got me wondering. Was it Heleitia? And if so, just how much forethought did she have? How far into the future could she divine? Was it five-hundred years? Because if so, then she must’ve been preparing for these events for a long, long time. Unless offering the spell to Peltwei and me was a coincidence? Luck and karma looping back on themselves?

Ikfael had been paying attention to the conversation, but now she leaned forward with intense interest.

“Did this heavenly serpent have a name?” she asked. “What about a location?”

Aslishtei’s wine had been ignored throughout the conversation, but she took a sip before answering, “The records indicate that Peltwei refused to answer any questions about either. All she’d said was that the serpent jealously guarded their privacy.”

Mumu took the opportunity to step back into the conversation. “If your thoughts are exposed during the spell, then how do you handle secrets?”

“Because of Unity, all the peltwei are one family,” Aslishtei replied. “That said, the spell doesn’t reveal one’s thoughts exactly. It’s more an impression of a general direction in which those thoughts are headed. And if that direction is sensitive, then with practice we learn to keep them buried while under the spell’s effects.”

“It’s an honor to be invited,” Wensatsu said.

“A great honor,” Krenya added.

“In my entire life, I’ve only seen one other guest join us,” Aslishtei said. “My nieces tell me you have an expression: 'bad blood.’ My hope is to hope that Unity will help clear the tainted blood between us.”

Worry flowed through the Yuki backchannel. No one on my team was even remotely suggesting I agree. Instead, their idea was to have Mumu volunteer in my place. She expressed confidence in her ability to hide the direction of her thoughts.

All eyes were on me as I weighed the decision. I trusted Mumu wholeheartedly and would believe her if she said afterward that Aslishtei’s intentions were pure. More importantly, if we could help Ikfael achieve her goals that way, then so be it.

I was about to propose the idea when I realized that not all eyes at the table had been turned toward me. Ikfael had continued to focus on Aslishtei. She tapped her claws on the mahogany table to draw everyone’s attention.

“For Eight to join the exchange we offer and receive his share of the balance, he must agree to participate in this Unity.” She turned to look at me, her eyes somber. “If he does not, then I will exclude him. Furthermore, I will refuse him as my shrine’s keeper. His welcome will be rescinded from the Glen, and our past exchanges will come to their timely end.”

My heart sank; the whole world around me seemed to shake. “What?” I whispered.

Inside me, Yuki had frozen, and I dimly noted how the connections to my teammates also rocked. It triggered a panic in Billisha back in Voorhei and Mouser at the Glen too. They clamored to know if we were okay. Mumu recovered first and assured them we were.

“The exchange for the Tournament of Masks is separate, have no fear,” Ikfael signed.

“Gods damn the tournament,” I said, my voice rising. “That’s not what I care about.”

“Then you must decide the path you will now take, Eight Storm Caller,” Ikfael signed. “You and Aslishtei must undergo this experience together, or else we are finished.”

I couldn’t read her spirit anymore, but there was sadness in her eyes. She expected me to decline; she’d made the demand knowing I’d say no, and she’d done it anyway. Ikfael… was casting me out.
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A Family Discussion

This is all Heleitia’s fault, she turned Ikfael against me. That was my first thought. The mass of swirling anger, disappointment, and fear needed a target, and the stonewater serpent was the readiest one available. The Deer God also deserved some measure of blame. If not for his ambitions, I wouldn’t have been put into this situation at all.

A second, furious pass swept Aslishtei onto the list of targets. She was the one whose offer had triggered this disaster. And let’s add the Maltrans and Albei’s hierophant too. They’d contributed to the chaos that had awoken Heleitia from her sleep. If the greater spirit had continued resting under the Glen, none of this would’ve happened.

Gods, I felt like my heart was going to burst and my veins pop. I couldn’t look at Ikfael, and turning to the others at the table made it worse. The two of us had become a spectacle to the horrified audience watching the drama unfold. I closed my eyes to shut them out, count my breaths, and bring myself under control.

Inside me, Yuki bled away the adrenaline. The toxic cocktail of emotions and hormones flowing through me was too potent to leave alone. It was all I could do to keep my mouth shut. If I lashed out in my current condition, it’d be over. History had taught me that.

No, not over, I told myself. Reconciliation was possible, but the road to it became far harder once you’d said something you shouldn’t. History had taught me that.

Working together, Yuki and I created enough space for another thought to arise: Fear is the other side of anger. That was another hard-won lesson—one I didn’t want to examine closely. But experience told me to be ruthless, so I forced myself to see what fears lay underneath my anger.

Loss was an old friend I’d wished never to see again. There was no avoiding it, though. Life and loss were inseparable, a yawning chasm whose precipice I found myself stumbling toward once again. This time it wouldn’t be cancer that stripped me of my home, it’d be… what? My shortlist of people to blame?

Heleitia? If it weren’t for her mysterious goals, Ikfael wouldn’t be doing this. She wouldn’t be following in the greater spirit of the land’s metaphorical footsteps by engaging in emotional manipulation. I’d had more than enough of that with my first family!

That was another fear I was familiar with—losing myself to other people’s expectations, to society’s demands, to everyone and everything that had pushed me to become something I didn’t want to be.

The heavens knew Yuki and I had struggled on that front. Our relationship had been rocky at the start, but they’d learned to respect my boundaries and I’d done the same in return. Now, we had an incredibly fruitful relationship. We were a comfort to each other. Why couldn’t Ikfael and I be that way too?

That question felt like a livewire: dangerous, but I couldn’t help coming closer to examine it. Truly, what was it that kept Ikfael and me from being that to each other?

There was her trauma, of course. After her experiences as Ikiira, Ikfael didn’t trust easily. She was reluctant to form bonds with others and often hid her feelings.

As for me, I… I noticed how I’d left myself off the list of people to blame, which was honestly unlikely. With a sinking feeling, I acknowledged that in a fight between two equal partners, it was a rare occurrence for only one to be the lone source of strife. The balance could be skewed, sure, with one more innocent than the other, but in this case?

Heleitia and the Deer God had poked my trauma, and in turn I’d poked Ikfael’s, to which she’d poked me right back. We were at the edge of a downward spiral, a word away from the dissolution of something beautiful.

My life on Diaksha had been tough, let there be no doubt about it. But those years had also been full of joy in no small part because of Ikfael’s presence. We’d faced a lot together—monsters of all kinds—and we’d grown closer as a result.

The crux of the problem was that I couldn’t trust Heleitia after what I’d seen her do to Ikiira. There was also a decent chance the stonewater serpent was the one behind the emotional blackmail. Yet I didn’t believe Ikfael would ever do anything to intentionally hurt me.

Still, it might be possible to resist Heleitia while also accommodating Ikfael. Participating in the peltwei’s Unity spell would reveal Yuki, but it wouldn’t reveal Yuki’s role in Ikfael’s Boon.

I had a hyper-intelligent, symbiotic lichen living inside me. So what? Big, freaking deal. Maybe Aslishtei would lay off trying to get me into her family if she found that out. I didn’t possess a second set of meridians like she’d thought.

Yuki was our lodge’s secret weapon, so there’d be some risk in adding one more person to the need-to-know list, yet risk was inevitable in a struggle of life and death. And that was what it felt like in the moment—my life with Ikfael at stake.

Are you okay with doing this? I asked Yuki.

They joined with me, and our consciousnesses merged to gather the full extent of Ollie/Eight’s considerations. Then, they fell back out to ponder the question on their own. I could feel, however, their reluctance to let go of Ikfael. She was a core part of our family, and sometimes you did things for family that were uncomfortable or compromises.

Ikfael’s motivations weren’t clear. Was her demand an excuse to diminish the ties between us, or did she genuinely have a good reason, one that she couldn’t talk about or explain? What did she stand to gain from her most recent exchange with Heleitia? It had to be something incredible, right?

Yuki prodded me to ask, so I opened my eyes… and found that the room had emptied. The others had left the otter and I alone to argue in private. Pings to the team returned that they were at the dining room’s doors, standing guard.

Next to me, Ikfael gazed down at her paws, lost in thought and looking a bit lost herself.

“Can you tell me why it’s important to you for me to agree to Aslishtei’s request?” I asked.

“Yes,” she signed quickly, then slowed to ensure her signs were legible. “There’s a divergence ahead in the flow of events. By accepting Aslishtei’s request, you steer us toward one side more than the other.”

“Are you a fortune teller now? Following after Helet—following after you-know-who as a diviner?” I couldn’t help the bitterness creeping into my voice.

Whether Ikfael heard the tone or not, she answered my question plainly, “I don’t have those skills or talents, but I do have a zasha who owns them. I would be a fool not to listen to her advice. Am I a fool, Eight?”

I sighed and said, “No, I know you’re not. But I can ask you the same question, do you think I’m foolish?”

“Sometimes you are. No, don’t interrupt, listen,” Ikfael signed when she saw me open my mouth. “There are times when you don’t fit in. Do you understand?”

The cup of tea in front of me had grown cold in the time I’d spent getting myself under control. I took a sip, the bitter tang lingering in my mouth.

“Because I’m from elsewhere,” I said.

In fact, Ikfael had seen my old world. Back near the time when we’d first met, the fallen god Diriktot had taken her there for a visit as a reward for her helping me.

She nodded. “Your knowledge and skills run deep, and they’ve served you well—served us well—but there are also times when they clash with the paths of those around you. Rivers roil when they merge, that is natural, but they eventually harmonize, the water flowing as one.”

“That’s not true. There are eddies and obstacles that split the—”

Ikfael picked up a piece of fried potato and threw it at me, then she threw another. “Must you always be so specific? I am pointing toward a meaning. Obviously, you are not a river. It is an explanation. An explanation!”

“All right, all right, I get it.”

I waved at her to stop, but it seemed like she couldn’t. She threw piece after piece at me until the bowl in front of her was emptied. “You—you are so frustrating!”

“Well, I can say the same about you,” I said, my voice rising.

“How? How am I frustrating?”

“Remember that giant turd? I was brand new to the Glen, and you sent me to clean it up. There were flies in it that could chew through wood, and I got stabbed by a parasite.”

“Of course I sent you,” Ikfael signed. “That thing was disgusting. Besides, I healed the wound and made sure our dealings were balanced.”

She folded her arms as if to stew, and I did the same. We were both being ridiculous, and I knew it. There was no grudge for what had happened back then. All I’d cared about was surviving, and Ikfael had helped me do that, multiple times. It was just… I was mad at her and she was mad at me.

Once I’d calmed down enough, Yuki noted, ‘Ikfael answered our question.’

She did, I replied, but it doesn’t help. The reason this is happening is Heleitia.

‘Because we don’t know if we can trust the serpent,’ Yuki clarified.

Not after how she treated Ikiira, I thought. And me too, for that matter.

Yuki’s qi spun in a circle, thinking. ‘The latter was caused by the Deer God, wasn’t it?’

Are you saying it was his fault? I asked. It seemed to me that she provoked him.

‘If he hadn’t been there, would she have felt the need to defend her authority?’ Yuki replied.

Maybe, I hedged, probably not.

‘If we met a king or queen, we’d be expected to bow,’ Yuki observed.

I don’t like where this train of thought is going, I said.

‘Why didn’t the Deer God let you bow?’ Yuki asked.

Something happened between Heleitia and him, and he didn’t want to yield.

Yuki was relentless and refused to let the train go. ‘So we do what he wants but not what she wants?’

I took another sip of the cold tea, ignoring the piece of potato that had fallen in it. This time, the taste was bitter and salty.

I… maybe… I don’t know. I was under a lot of pressure at the time. It may be that I clung to what was closer to home—to my old home, my old world.

‘Do we trust Ikfael or not?’ Yuki asked.

We do, but there’s a chance her zasha is manipulating her. I mean, just look at their original exchange. Ikfael is okay with how it turned out, yet I can’t help thinking Heleitia got Ikfael’s eternal servitude out of it.

‘Her life isn’t that different from most spirits of the land,’ Yuki pointed out. ‘And in exchange, Ikfael saved everyone she loved, as well as becoming both immortal and dual element-touched.’

Sure, when you put it like that, it… sounds like a good deal, I admitted grudgingly. Not the worst, anyway, except Ikfael is trapped at the Glen. I don’t want her to be manipulated into something like that again.

‘Or you either,’ Yuki said gently.

I took a long breath as the truth of that slid into place. Yes.

‘So the question now becomes: Do we trust Ikfael to recognize manipulation? To resist it when it might cause her or the people she cares about harm?’ Yuki’s qi stilled, having arrived at their destination.

Because that really was the core of the issue. The realization spread through me: I thought of Ikfael as naïve. She was wise and deep, yes, but also a simple village girl who through a twist of fate had landed in a unique position.

On the other hand, I was more worldly, even if most of my experience had come from a different one. I’d seen it as my role to protect Ikfael. I came from a place with greater understanding of science, psychology, politics, and so much more. Surely the guidance I’d offered was helpful to her and to my family, lodge, and village too.

Life was better for them because of my presence. I didn’t doubt that. But I also felt myself squirm as I began to realize the extent of my arrogance. There were things I wasn’t wrong about—the abuse of darklight, for example—but maybe… maybe I had let the rest get to my head.

My efforts to raise the kids right, to influence the direction of our Hunter’s Lodge, to navigate the village’s politics, and to manage the pressures coming from Albei—I felt like I had to be the pivot around which all those things turned.

Plus, there was the constant, slow-burn amazement from other people at the number of my talents. I’d thought I’d done a good job keeping that from inflating my ego, but that was the thing about pride: it could be a damn subtle poison.

I felt my face heat with embarrassment. I’d been so angry before, yet now all I felt was disappointment in myself. The pendulum of emotions swung wildly.

Clearly, I didn’t know myself as well as I thought I did. No, that wasn’t quite it. I knew myself very well—these behaviors weren’t new, they were patterns that had existed well before my arrival on Diaksha—but I’d let myself get complacent in keeping them in check.

Ultimately, it wasn’t my place to judge for Ikfael whether her original exchange with Heleitia had been worth it or not. She clearly had no regrets about it. All I could do was to decide my own path and how I impacted others around me.

Yuki rode the emotional waves, tasting them when they flowed past and integrating the insights as they came. We both wanted to do better in the future, yet what did that look like, especially in the context of the argument with Ikfael?

A simple answer was to trust her and accept Aslishtei’s offer to try Unity.

‘Do we just deal with the consequences this time?’ Yuki asked tentatively. ‘We reveal ourselves to Aslishtei and hope that whatever was divined is good.’

Good for Heleitia, Ikfael, or us? I wondered.

‘In a balanced exchange,’ Yuki said, ‘the answer will be all three.’

The scope of risk wasn’t that bad as long as we kept Yuki’s role in the Boon hidden. It was the uncertainty of not knowing what we’d be putting into motion that was a concern. Although, I hadn’t felt any resistance from the Taoism skill or sensed anything from the Deer God.

I’d been quiet for a while by then, determined to thoroughly consider the situation so that I didn’t muck it up any further than it already was. When I became aware of my surroundings once more, I found that I’d taken on Ikfael’s favorite thinking position—my chin braced on my hand.

She was back to gazing at her paws, her shoulders hunched. My heart constricted at the sight. My scalp tingled too, like it was being poked with needles.

The words didn’t want to come, but I’d been in this place before—not with Ikfael, but with other family members. There was nothing to do but own up to the mistakes I’d made, no matter how uncomfortable the process made me.

“I erred in not trusting you more,” I began. “I’m sorry about that. I thought… I thought I knew better. Which is stupid, but there it is. I said it. You know my circumstances. They made me think I was doing better than I was, even though you’ve saved my life so many times. I’ll agree to the Unity spell. My aim is never to hurt you, I hope you know that.”

“Even though you’re willing to leave,” Ikfael signed.

“The threat wasn’t meant for you. It’s unrelated to this matter,” I said.

“Is it?” Ikfael asked. The sadness hadn’t left her face. Even though, I’d apologized and agreed to go along with the exchange, she still looked lost.

I felt the clamp around my heart tighten. “No, I suppose not. The underlying issue…”

If I withdrew my threat to leave the Glen, then Heleitia and the Deer God would likely resume their conflict, and I’d once again wind up stuck in the middle of their pissing match. That couldn’t be an every-day thing, though. Even they’d eventually get tired of butting heads. And if I had to, I could stay in Voorhei for longer stretches to make things tolerable. Ikfael could come visit me there. I’d make it work. For her, I’d do it.

Swallowing, I let Ikfael know, “You’re right. I wasn’t thinking straight at the time. I’ll take the threat back and will deal with the consequences of that too.”

But Ikfael shook her head. Her signs were slow, but sure: “All along you’ve been planning to go. To see the world, you’ve said.”

I felt my equilibrium tilt sideways as everything I’d been thinking and feeling went all cattywampus. This… this was the real source of Ikfael’s concern, the reason why she’d taken my threat so seriously. Ikfael must’ve been worried for a long, long time about me leaving.

And, well… she wasn’t wrong, was she? Everyone around me knew that I hoped to travel the world one day. To explore what Diaksha had to offer. The other cities in our alliance were an obvious start, but there were other more distant destinations—Dolbec’s Rock, for example, or Budi-ei to the far south, where Albei’s limited stocks of cacao came from. And if I grew strong enough, I might even risk crossing the ocean to visit the lands there. There were ships who made the journey, their crews supplemented by diviners and the element-touched. Surely they’d want a Storm Caller aboard too.

Since arriving on Diaksha I’d gone from focusing on survival, to establishing a home and becoming capable. Eventually, though, I wanted to make the most of this opportunity at a second life. I didn’t want to wait as long to go exploring as I had in my first.

And I’d made no effort to hide that fact from my family. I’d thought they all understood. I’d go, but then I’d come back. Voorhei was my home. I wasn’t so dense as to not realize that. When the time came, I wouldn’t be leaving them behind forever.

At first, I’d thought that my family would come with me, but once the dangers had been made clear, I knew it would be out of the question. Plus, the members of my family were busy with their own lives. Bihei had her beaux, and the kids were in the process of establishing a business. In a few years they’d be married and having their own children.

Ikfael would have to stay at the Glen, guarding Heleitia’s door, but we could stay in touch through Yuki. I’d be only a phone call away from any of my family’s members. It was something I’d done tons of times back on Earth when I was on location for the documentaries I’d worked on. My family then had hated when I went away, but they’d eventually come to understand the reasons why. Ikfael would too, or so I’d thought.

“I’ll come back—” I said, starting to explain.

“Will you?” she signed, cutting me off. “Diaksha forces us all to strive, and there is danger at every step along the Path to Perfection. You cannot guarantee your safety. Even if you take Snow and your other friend with you, that isn’t enough. Becoming silvered isn’t enough.”

Ikfael paused to run her paws through her fur so she could rein in the intensity of her signing. “The wilds and oceans teem with the dark and dangerous. You will head into them thinking yourself ready—no, it’s not a matter of confidence, you will be ready, but then one day there will be no word from you. Only silence when we call. The land will swallow you, and those left behind will be left forever wondering about what happened to their Eight. They’ll lose you forever, with not even your ghost to keep them company. All that will be left is loneliness and sorrow.”

“That will be your legacy,” Ikfael signed with finality. “Just more loss in a world already full of it.”

My mouth had gone dry as I’d watched the words flow from her. “Do you—do you know that for sure? Like in a divination way?”

Ikfael turned aside, not responding. Or maybe not able to respond because of… hells, I didn’t know. Reasons. Spirit reasons, divination reasons, whatever. It didn’t matter. What did matter was that Ikfael was utterly convinced that if and when I left to travel, even with Yuki and Snow with me, I wouldn’t ever return.

“You could’ve told me,” I said. “I would’ve listened to you.”

“You would have,” Ikfael signed with a sigh, “and then you would’ve trained and developed contingencies—plans 2, 3, 4, and 5. The number of spells at your disposal would become even more ridiculous. You would put in the effort until you finally convinced yourself that you can do it. That you knew better than my simple understanding of the world.”

Her too-accurate characterization of me stung, especially that last dart. It’d been exactly in line with my own recent recognition of how I’d been treating her.

“Will Unity with Aslishtei help somehow?” I asked.

Her expression turned cagey. “Maybe.”

“You can’t explain?”

Ikfael shook her head. “Not even to tell you why I can’t tell you more.”

So we sat for a time—Ikfael forlorn, and me stewing in my gods-be-damned-teenage hormones, trying to think through the morass left by the emotional seesaw I was riding.

I’d let my status and my Status get to me. If Ikfael was right about my future, chewing rocks would’ve been the least of my problems. Still, there had to be a way to accommodate both our needs; I just had to find it.

The first step though was: “Okay, I’ll do it. I’ll agree to Aslishtei’s Unity, and I promise not to leave you alone at the Glen.”

Startled, Ikfael raised her head to look at me. “You will?”

I couldn’t help but notice the glimmer of hope in her eyes. She’d really thought I’d leave her behind, even after everything she’d said. That hurt me more than everything else that had come before.

“Yes,” I said, determined to prove she could count on me. “I will.”
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The Epiphanies of Unity

Even though the doors to the bridges leading to the neighbors were closed, the house’s leisteila was chilly. There was a stove at the center that Aslishtei was in the process of lighting, while Wensatsu and Krenya went around to light the candle stones. One thing about a family of magicians, there was certainly no shortage of mana.

The room itself took up the whole top floor of the house. A variety of round tables circled the stove, each with colorful cushions around them. Tapestries hung around the room—some from the ceiling and others from the walls—to create pockets of intimacy amidst the larger space.

My team prowled through the room to look for anything out of the ordinary, but there was nothing for them to find. My argument with Ikfael had unnerved them, and they clearly needed something helpful to do.

They wouldn’t be participating in Unity, since the fewer people involved, the smaller the chance of someone slipping up. And I didn’t particularly feel like sharing myself with Aslishtei’s whole family, so it’d be the two of us.

My team finished their inspection and filed out. They’d be nearby, though, if I needed them. Wensatsu and Krenya were also done, having made their way around the room. The two of them wished me a “serene and meaningful Unity” before heading downstairs.

That was the signal for four elders to come upstairs and take positions at each of the leisteila’s cardinal points.

Aslishtei called over her shoulder to me. “Find a table for us, will you?”

Well, that was an easy-enough task. I glanced around the fifteen or so tables and was immediately drawn to the one that looked to have been made from black walnut. The wood had been worn down over time, apparently having seen years if not decades of use. It was the granddaddy of tables.

A rascal had etched the words “fly free” onto the surface at some point, so of course I picked that spot for my seat. Finally done with the fire, Aslishtei came over, giving me an odd look along the way.

“Is something wrong?” I asked.

She shook her head. “You found my favorite table.”

“Don’t tell me this is your spot.”

“All right, then I won’t,” she replied.

Was that… a joke? Was Aslishtei trying to lighten the mood?

My confusion must’ve shown, because she said, “You seem very tense. Please don’t be. The Unity is a good thing, I promise. You will find it comfortable.”

I did my best to keep the skepticism from my face, while inside me Yuki prepared countermeasures. We’d both become quite adept at hiding over the years.

“I’m ready when you are,” I said.

Aslishtei gestured to the other elders, and they stood for a while with their eyes closed. Then, they slowly raised their arms in unison. The mana in the room swirled, and I felt a warmth that had nothing to do with the fire burning in the stove.

My edges blurred, and my consciousness extended outward. Yuki was present as always, their thoughts adjacent to mine as a comforting bubbliness.

Their concern for Ikfael was noticeable, much more intense than they’d earlier let on, so we smiled wryly at each other, because I was guilty of the same thing. The uekisheile got to see my own gut-churning worry more clearly.

The two of us encountered Aslishtei across the table. Her anticipation washed over us, as did her surprise at finding Yuki. We felt a fierce protectiveness underneath her surface thoughts. It was buried deep and as sharp as knife, but the blade wasn’t directed at us. It’d been smithed and honed to fight against the people who would enslave her, her family, and her people—economically, culturally, literally.

The peltwei’s history had shaped her, and she’d learned to seize the opportunities as they’d arisen to strengthen the peltwei’s position within the city. That was what I had been to her: a chance to bring bold new blood into her family.

When the Voorhei Hunter’s Lodge faced the land knight’s judgement back then, the consensus had been that we’d be punished no matter what. The only question had been how to best capitalize on the unfolding events and rescue some benefit from them. Knight Ithia and the Healer’s Lodge had both aimed to press the hunters into service. Why shouldn’t Aslishtei have joined in the struggle too?

What was the other option? To speak up on behalf of the hunters who’d let a killer loose? Ridiculous. No, it was already good enough to approach the situation without malice. She’d even tried to be fair, paying a price that should have let my lodge escape the worst of the judgement surely headed our way.

Only… the machinations of the Healer’s Lodge had spoiled Aslishtei’s plans. And then there had been the Tournament of Masks. That was when she had realized she’d made a terrible mistake—behaving as the peltwei’s enemies had, doing her all to bring me under her control, when it would have been so much more beneficial to recruit a friendly ally instead.

Life had taught Aslishtei to jump at the opportunities it presented, and she steeled herself now in the presence of our Unity to make clear her understanding of how her greed and sorrow had blinded her. It wasn’t exactly remorse, but an acknowledgement that we’d deserved better. Like how the peltwei themselves deserved better.

Aslishtei seemed to be actively turning herself transparent, so that we could see into the depths of that understanding. Not everything was visible, but the things hidden didn’t appear to be related to me or the events from eight years ago.

Then, the will that had kept Aslishtei’s curiosity in check faded, and she was all over Yuki—the realization dawning that I did not in fact have a second set of meridians. Instead, there was a highly intelligent, funny, observant, and friendly symbiote living inside me.

There was such a look of disappointment on her face! Amazement too at what Yuki and I were capable of. No wonder I was so talented—a centuries-old intelligence had been guiding my growth. Yet that feeling was overshadowed by dismay, because she really had hoped to breed a second set of meridians into her family.

Still, the symbiote was an expert in qi, and that was a wonder in itself. What else were they capable of? And at that thought of hers, Yuki immediately withdrew to protect their privacy, which signaled to Aslishtei that she’d trodden too closely.

To her credit, Aslishtei pulled back. She reined in her curiosity and let herself sit in our presence, allowing the three of us to become accustomed to each other. She’d had no goals for how we’d spend our Unity other than to impress upon us her sincerity. Now that she’d done that, we simply relaxed.

All the while, I had let only the thoughts related to Aslishtei and her family surface in my mind. My distaste had already been blunted years ago by my experiences with Weni and Anya. A family that produced such children couldn’t be all bad.

Aslishtei was lucky to have them. If not for her nieces, I might have attempted petty revenge of some sort. Nothing heinous, of course; I’d worked hard to temper the angry part of me, yet it still slipped free sometimes.

For a moment, I almost thought of my past life, so then it was my turn to step back from Unity and get my thoughts in order. I carefully made my thoughts milder by focusing on the sensations induced by the spell. It felt like by being surrounded by a warm breeze.

All in all, the spell lasted for about fifteen minutes, diminishing as gently as it had begun. Unity returned me to my usual boundaries.

Afterward, Aslishtei cleared her throat. “Normally, we peltwei talk during Unity, the words completing the connections between us, yet you didn’t seem to need it at all.”

“My friend Yuki and I are used to navigating the challenge of consciousnesses meeting together.”

“Is that so?” Aslishtei said, but it seemed more like small talk rather than a real question. She was probably processing what she’d learned from Unity, just as I was.

For me, it was the understanding that Aslishtei wasn’t some terrible villain. Eight years ago, she’d merely done what was expected of her, both as a land soldier and the head of her family. The only action she might’ve taken that would’ve helped me and the other Voorhei hunters would have been to advise the land knight to disallow a trial in absentia. In hindsight, that really had been the extent of her transgression. It had been my anger at the time clouding things.

Looking at her now, I could see the speculation in her eyes. “You made a promise,” I reminded her.

“The things I learned today will stay with me,” Aslishtei replied. “I understand why you would keep your Yuki a secret. A hidden ally, a secret knife, this world of striving would demand it.”

“That it would,” I said, understanding her all too well.

The Unity spell had done its job. While I didn’t think I’d ever trust Aslishtei fully, it had helped me set aside the bad blood between us. My fears had made it out to be a bigger deal than it was.



Back downstairs several minutes later, Aslishtei and I were the subjects of intense scrutiny, so to satisfy their curiosity she announced her approval of the expedition and also made a point of saying that the relationship between her family and our lodge had been mended.

My teammates, meanwhile, got a fuller explanation thanks to the Yuki network. As for Ikfael, public knowledge of her participation in the race wouldn’t benefit either her or the expedition, so we decided to keep it secret and only share the information on a need-to-know basis, even within Aslishtei’s family.

My team and I were urged to stay longer—to sit in the front parlor and enjoy a cup of hot chole while chatting with the various family members who’d been excluded from dinner. They’d heard so much about us from Weni, Anya, and Teila, and they wanted to meet us themselves, so we acquiesced.

We were well into the evening by the time we left, the moon high in the sky. She hid behind patchy clouds resembling brush strokes, like someone had used the heavens itself as their canvas. The streets glowed softly in the filtered light.

The air was nippy and welcome after the intensity of what I’d experienced. Ikfael was back in her figurine, the team around me; we were departing as we’d arrived, although clearly changed by what had happened.

I felt the team’s concern, their well wishes whispered into my mind. Yet, I wanted time to process, so they gave me the space for it.

Obviously, the relationship with Aslishtei and her family would improve moving forward, but my thoughts were a jumble trying to figure out how to deal with what I’d learned about Ikfael and myself. When I thought about how I’d made her feel, my face got hot and scratchy, and my fingertips felt of pins and needles.

Two notifications quietly dinged.

	The skill Relationships has increased from 9 to 10.
The skill Strategy has increased from 7 to 8.



I nearly tripped over my own feet. The bump in Relationships made sense given the evening’s events, but Strategy was a surprise.

When I examined the skill, there were countless memories of strategy and tabletop games underlying it. There were also all the times I’d organized documentary shoots, as well as the meticulous planning that had gone into hunting, both in my old world and this new one.

In the bulk of these memories, I either led the way or had a strong role to play in determining the strategy. Collaboration was a hallmark of my leadership style, which meant I’d worked with others a lot. What I noticed, though, was the brand-spanking-new experience of having to place my faith in someone-above-me’s plans.

There’d been only a few times in the past when I’d been purely a follower. As a child in my first family, sure. The early days in construction and on set, also yes. But I’d learned very little of strategy at those times. In fact, I’d gone out of my way to disregard the petty tyranthood of those early leaders so I could forge a new path for myself.

I hadn’t realized it before, but this experience of following Ikfael’s lead based purely on trust was… unprecedented. That was hard to believe, so I asked Yuki to help with searching through my memories, and there turned out to be some—every single one of them dealing with the lodge’s hunts. Yet in each of those instances, the plans had been fully shared with me and I’d known I could say something to change them if I’d felt the need.

In trusting Ikfael this time, I didn’t have all the facts, and Strategy-Sensei was telling me that that was sometimes a necessary facet of a good plan.

I didn’t like the feeling, and I grumbled about it in my mind the rest of the way back to the inn.



The next morning, the spark of hope in Ikfael’s eyes lingered. She seemed more energetic as well and joked with my team about the various uses for an exploding Maltran. The humor was dark as hell, but I didn’t say anything, not wanting to interrupt the good mood.

Once the joking had died down, Ikfael officially acknowledged that the exchange from the previous evening was concluded and the light we’d taken from the Maltrans was now mine. There was enough to push me up a level, but absorbing the light from people was different than from other creatures. I needed to prepare beforehand—both as a matter of respect for the dead and also a way to increase the likelihood of insights and other gains.

So, I skipped breakfast and settled in to meditate. I found a sunny spot by the window, and Snow curled up beside me, her warm body against mine. As I’d hoped, she’d agreed to an IOU for her share of the light, so I’d be able to consume all of the approximately forty-five hundred-silverlight we’d collected.

It rested in a pine box padded with wool that had been dyed blue. Folded paper was used to keep the pieces from different people separated. Around the box, cushions were laid out for my team, ready for when it was time for them to join me for the ceremony.

They ran errands and took care of their own business while I sat with the silverlight for hours, watching it glint in the sun and thinking about the people who would soon contribute to my growth as a hunter.

The time on my Status clock read 2:06 PM when Mumu clapped to announce her and the team’s arrival. So, I gave Snow a quick pet to wake her up and then let my friends in.

As the other hunters took their seats, I asked, “All’s well?”

“Well enough,” Mumu replied. “We picked up additional supplies—spearheads, rope, and the like—but we’ll go over the full list later. How were things here?”

“So-so,” I said, retaking my own seat. “It was hard to focus.”

Mumu nodded, as did the others around the circle.

“People are always the hardest,” Tegen said. “In the wilds, you know where you stand, but dealing with your own kind—what they offer and what they want in return—is more complicated.”

“A truth,” Haol said.

Mumu eyed her husband. “You make it sound like your every day is a struggle.”

“My home life is a delight,” Haol quickly replied. “I’m talking about other people.”

“Mmm, good.” Mumu shifted to find a more comfortable position before addressing me. “A hunter neglects the truth at their peril. You must be able to see clearly at all times, and that includes those aspects of yourself you find unappealing. If you don’t know who you are, then you won’t know what you can do. You will make mistakes that would’ve otherwise been avoidable, and you also won’t know how to improve yourself along the Path to Perfection.”

“A hunter’s most-prized quarry is the truth,” Teila said.

Mumu reached over to rub the young hunter’s head. “Very much so. Now, is there anything else needing to be said before we begin our prayers?”

The others shook their heads, so we turned our attention as one to the silverlight between us. The work had already been completed; all that was left was a short prayer for the dead—an expression of gratitude even though they’d been enemies—and then it was time to begin.

The silverlight before me had been split into eight portions, one for each of the Maltrans killed in the fight at the Glen. Four belonged to the weakest among them: the ones who’d died on the earth spikes. I reached for their light first, pausing in between each to experience what it had to offer.

	45 silverlight gathered. 45 absorbed.



	57 silverlight gathered. 57 absorbed.



	61 silverlight gathered. 61 absorbed.



	47 silverlight gathered. 47 absorbed.



In a way it was funny. Altogether, that was enough silverlight to take someone almost to Level 2, yet all I’d felt was a minor buzz—a chilling of the meridians and slight dizziness. There’d been no clear sense of the individual people, like their silverlight had wound up blended together instead of kept separated. That probably made sense, since they’d all had extra cores embedded in them. The light for those cores would have had to have come from somewhere.

Next were the two dawn soldiers:

	173 silverlight gathered. 173 absorbed.



This time, my body grew heavy and the world felt fragile around me—so much so that I knew the slightest gesture would break it apart. My strength was the fulcrum around which all things revolved. I felt like I had the power to do good or ill, but instead I chose service to a higher authority.

	189 silverlight gathered. 189 absorbed.



This next experience was green and familiar. There was an appreciation for the woods that most townsfolk didn’t understand. Namely, the wilderness wasn’t a source of terror. Rather, it was, yet it was also a place of great beauty. And like all beautiful things, it ought to belong to one’s zasha.

After absorbing the second batch of light, I asked for a sip of water to clear away the aftertaste. Each of the soldiers’ experiences had started off promising, but had then both veered into an unwavering, dizzying loyalty. As I thought about it, there’d been that same taste to the four earlier nuggets of silverlight too.

Mumu noted the lengthening pause. “Is the light instructive?”

“I’m not sure,” I answered. “These people were very… loyal.”

“The Maltrans are famed for it,” Tegen said. “They worship their emperor and empress—Brother Sun and Sister Moon.”

According to the stories I’d heard of the Maltran empire, all it would take was a glance at either of them for someone to become their adoring servant. I’d assumed those stories were an exaggeration, yet now it was looking like that wasn’t the case. If a person invested heavily in their Charm attribute, had the talents to support it, and also had access to persuasion magics, wouldn’t it be possible?

I eyed the rest of the silverlight dubiously, then reached for the second-largest portion—the one that had belonged to Sulia the Master Diviner.

	801 silverlight gathered. 801 absorbed.



My surroundings disappeared as a dark void washed over me, except the emptiness also had a presence—a feeling of direction that would unerringly point toward the way forward. And, as I experienced that emptiness, it suddenly skewed. A new direction emerged. Still forward, but the progress belonged to someone else. And it was gladly done too, for service to one’s zasha was a blessing even at the cost of one’s own Path to Perfection.

I was suddenly back among my teammates, and I noticed that Haol had reached over to keep me sitting upright. The dizziness had returned, stronger than ever.

“Get up and walk around,” Mumu ordered. “If you feel the need, take your spear to the inn’s yard to practice your forms. Do so until you firmly remember yourself and your path. Tegen will accompany you while the rest of us sit in vigil.”

“Okay,” I signed, and then said aloud, “That’s a good idea.”

Absorbing silverlight could be an intense experience, but I’d never before felt quite this off-kilter while doing it. Fanaticism wasn’t infecting me, was it? Like a virus? I didn’t think so, but I grabbed my spear and headed outside anyway.

One of the inn’s staff was in the process of hanging laundry out to dry. I didn’t want to disturb him, so I found a corner to practice the spear forms meant for fighting in tight spaces. The movements required my hands at the middle of the haft, treating the weapon like quarterstaff for short thrusts and sharp, fast swings.

I started slow, then picked up speed to work up a sweat. I’d gone without breakfast and lunch, so I felt a bit lightheaded, but it was the good kind—the one where you felt light and unencumbered. Partway through, I snapped a Dog’s Agility into place, and the spear buzzed as it swept through the air. My focus was pointed half inward and half outward, so I noticed the startled look the inn’s housekeeper shot my way. There was also Tegen’s nod of approval.

My Spear Arts skill had come a long way since I’d first arrived on Diaksha. Those early days when I’d struggled to simply hold the spear were gone. At rank 11, I could be considered a professional spearman—a decidedly average one, but still a professional. All the hard work I’d put into it, along with the other hunter and magic skills, represented me and the ethos I’d brought with me to this world.

With Dog’s Agility demanding I go faster and faster, there was no space to think, no option to do anything other than trust my body’s knowledge of the forms. At this speed, my dance was a deadly whirlwind.

Afterward, my breath heaving, I felt more focused, like I could handle anything that came at me.

Tegen handed me a washcloth he’d gotten from the housekeeper. “Mark my words, you’ll get your next rank in Spear Arts when you reach Level 9.”

“You think so?” I asked.

“I do,” he replied. “You’ve improved both the control of your center and the flow of power into your strikes. They are the subtle-but-powerful hallmarks of a developing hunter.”

Pleased by the assessment, I said, “I’ve had good teachers.”

Tegen nodded, a touch of mischief in his voice as he replied, “Yes, you have.”

“Some might even call them the best teachers in all of Albeityel.”

“Mm. Mm.” Tegen nodded. “I’ve heard the same.”

That arrogance was so out-of-character, I couldn’t help chuckling at it. And Tegen soon joined me, the two of us simply enjoying the moment.

“How is it?” he asked. “Are you better?”

“I am.” My body and mind felt good after the warm-up.

“Then let’s finish what you’ve begun,” he said. “Level 9 awaits you.”

Back upstairs, Mumu and the others were where I’d left them, although they’d switched cushions so that Teila could sit next to Snow. The blynx’s head was in the young woman’s lap, being softly petted.

Signs flickered—questions and reassurances passed back and forth between us. We all had Yuki, so information wasn’t exactly in short supply, but there was something so satisfying about speaking directly. A different kind of connection than the one offered by the uekisheile.

As I sat anew, the thought occurred to me that this observation might be a lesson for me. I’d known from my old life that talking on the phone was never the same as being there in person. That would also be true with the Yuki network, and Ikfael had been likely right to be concerned. Not to mention the whole dying-in-the-wilderness thing.

Well, I was someone who believed in solutions. I’d find a way to make it all work out.

The silverlight left by Sklein melted into my hands the moment I scooped it up.

	3,124 silverlight gathered. 3,124 absorbed.



Jesus, I thought, and then my eyes rolled back into my head. Everything became scrambled as a wall of static slammed into me, a hodgepodge of sensations. I walked along an unfamiliar city’s streets; slept in an underground burrow along with my den-mates; circled in the air as part of a kettle of vultures; stood rooted as a centuries-old oak while waiting, waiting, waiting; stepped over the slain enemy before me to get to his comrades behind him. All around us was a melee as hundreds, if not thousands, of soldiers fought with steel and magic. Dogs barked, and horses screamed each time they went down.

My perspective shifted several times, all still within the same battle—an overwhelming mixture of clawing, grasping, hating, determined, fearful desperation. Many, many soldiers had died on that vast, open plain.



I woke up, my heart racing. Instantly, I rolled into a crouch and drew my knives. My eyes darted around a room full of shadowed enemies. In the back of my head, Yuki yelled at me to calm down. They said it was safe, but experience told me that safety was a lie. There were enemies everywhere, and only my zasha could protect me.

Breathing hard, with a great exertion of will, I eased my grip on the knives. I forced myself to sheathe them, stand upright, and look truly at what was before me. My teammates watched me with wary concern. As soon as I’d drawn my weapons, they’d camouflaged and moved to the room’s far edges. If it hadn’t been for my spirit eyes, I wouldn’t have seen it happen at all.

“It’s… it’s all right,” I said, my voice hoarse. “I’m back to being me.”

‘That frightened me,’ Yuki said, the words echoed to my teammates too.

“Me too,” I said.

Through Yuki, Mumu asked me, ‘Is it truly so? Are you returned to yourself?’

“Yes, my hunt sister, I am Eight once more.” My muscles tensed as I clenched my fists. I pressed my feet into the ground and cast an Iron Heart too, the goal to simply ground me in my body, in this place, and in this time.

Tegen dropped his camouflage first. “You seem to have had an adventure, our Eight.”

I took a deep breath and let it out. “It seems so,” I replied as dryly as I could.

In my mind’s eye, a notification flashed:

	Congratulations. You have collected enough silverlight to grow in power.
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A Walk in the Park

Normally, I’d hurry to check my gains, but I really needed a breather, so I went outside to get some more fresh air instead. Afterward, I grabbed a bite to eat in the inn’s dining room, the food further helping to settle me. Throughout, my team hovered protectively, with Snow practically clinging to my legs.

I eventually felt fortified enough to check the notification, so we all trooped back upstairs to where we’d have some privacy. My team spread out around the room, by silent consensus seeming to avoid the now-empty pine box at the center.

Mumu gestured for me to join her by the window, and I saw the people on the street walking-hurrying-moving with intention. The pedestrians focused on their own dealings, and none happened to glance up. A moment later, Ikfael materialized out of her figurine and climbed onto the sill. She kept her back to the street, though, so she could watch us.

In the past, my family and friends had sung for me whenever I’d leveled. This time, they were… solemn wasn’t the right word, and serious wasn’t descriptive enough. It was like the stakes had been raised, and none of them knew how to deal with it.

Mumu put her hand on my shoulder. “A hundred blessings upon you, our Eight. You’ve gone where no others in Voorhei’s history have gone. Level 9 is an accomplishment, and you now stand at the edge of silvered.”

All around, the others nodded along, even Ikfael. The otter’s eyes were complicated, but her expression didn’t conceal the pride there.

“Thank you,” I said, choking up.

“Usually our Teila would sing,” Haol observed, “but she seems to have turned shy.”

“I’m not,” she protested. “It’s just… Level 9 deserves a grand celebration, and yet it’s only our team at an inn.”

“I wouldn’t want any more than this,” I said. “Well, I’d like the rest of my family to be here too, but I’ll tell them about it later.”

‘Too late,’ Yuki said, broadcasting to the team. ‘They’re already cheering for our Eight.’ Then, they shared the glad emotions coming from Aluali, and a moment later Yuki carried my own warmth back to him.

That seemed to break the strange tension in the room, and everyone converged on me then—patting me on the back and laughing. And yes, Teila also sang, forcing Haol to join her. It was a return to normalcy that had been missing recently.

“So, how is it?” Tegen said eventually, “You can’t keep us waiting.”

Teila interrupted herself to say, “Yes, yes. What is Level 9 like?”

Mumu merely raised an eyebrow at me. Grinning, I checked the phone in my mind and saw:

	Congratulations. You have collected enough silverlight to grow in power.
You’re now Level 9. You receive 1 free attribute point. Checking for new talents. Sorry, no new talents were triggered.
Attribute and skill gains have been finalized. Thank you for striving toward perfection.
	Wisdom has increased from 15 to 16. 

	Agility will grow from 15 to (16). 

	Woodworking has increased from 8 to 9. 

	Repairs has increased from 6 to 7. 

	Qi Body Arts has increased from 12 to 13. 

	Nature Magic has increased from 8 to 9. 

	Spear Arts has increased from 11 to 12. 


The base benefits for a Level 9 Storm Caller are active.
	Attribute foci: 
	Wisdom, primary 

	Spirit, secondary 

	Agility, tertiary 



	Skill foci: 
	Aeromancy 

	Hydromancy 

	Nature Magic 

	Survival, all 

	Spear Arts 

	Archery 




Your capacity for silverlight has grown. Secondary attributes increase by another 20%. The total bonus is now 180%.
	Body power has increased from 34 to 36. 

	Qi has increased from 107 to 116. 

	Mana has increased from 46 to 50. 





A smile spread across Tegen’s face when I told him about the 12 Spear Arts; it had increased just as he’d predicted. However, the gain in Qi Body Arts was the most surprising of the skill gains. It was certainly the magic I practiced the most, but anything after 10 was slow to come by.

The other increase that stood out was the gain in Wisdom. A point had been taken away by Heleitia, yet now it was back again? There’d also been no indications I’d been close to an increase—no parentheses to signal that growth in the attribute was coming.

My understanding was that attributes were like buckets—the harder you worked to improve them, the more they filled up. It was possible that when Heleitia had taken a point of Wisdom away, she’d removed enough from the bucket to drop me to 15 but hadn’t emptied it all the way. She’d left enough “hard work” in there to keep 16 within reach.

Maybe that plus the bonus from my path was enough to do it, especially when taking into account the myriad perspectives I’d glimpsed earlier from the silverlight. All those factors together could explain the increase. It was a reasonable hypothesis.

I held onto the free attribute for the time being. Both Strength and Constitution were at 13, and if I managed to get either one to 14 through training, I could use the point to hit a milestone. The other option would be to go all in on trying to reach 20 Wisdom, which was probably what I should do. It was my path’s primary attribute, and any talents triggered at that milestone were sure to be powerful.

Moving on, I went through the various tooltips to see if anything else had changed. Then, I compared my visible and hidden Statuses. Over the years, the two had become increasingly similar—the information on the hidden Status becoming visible bit by bit. This time, I saw that the Jack of All Trades talent had finally transferred over.

That meant all of my talents were now visible, as well my skills and their rankings. The only things still missing were a couple of blessings and the soul marks related to coming to this world—God Touched, Spontaneous Formation, and Memories of Another World.

Fortunately, spirit maps required interpretation, and they didn’t provide the same clarity and detail as the phone in my mind. My skill in English, for example, was read as a secret family language, and the same was true for Spanish. That hadn’t helped my reputation any—what family needed two secret languages? But at least the truth of how I’d arrived into this world was protected.

My lifestyle also helped. Being a shrine keeper, playing an active role in the running of our lodge, and having a centuries-old intelligence living in my body—those were all wonderful excuses for the other weird skills in my possession.

And now I could point to Jack of All Trades as a way of having accumulated such a depth and variety of skills. Nothing out of the ordinary here. Just your average sixteen-year-old with ten talents. Gods, people were going to flip.

‘It’s going to be so much fun,’ Yuki said. ‘When we get back to Voorhei, let’s party like it’s 1999.’

Teila did, in fact, shriek when I shared the news about a tenth talent.

Ikfael seemed unsurprised but pleased. Her eyes genuinely smiled for the first time in days.

Haol stood open-mouthed, while Tegen rubbed the bridge of his nose, his brow furrowed as if trying to comprehend something insensible.

Mumu was briefly surprised, before picking me up and spinning me around. She must’ve used Bear Strength to do it, because I wasn’t a small kid anymore. We went around a good ten times before Tegen finally stopped her.

He’d recovered enough to grab me and ask, “How? How?”

Fortunately, I had a story ready for him; it even had the benefit of being true. “I’ve always been good at picking up new things,” I said. “And you know how serious I am about self-improvement.”

“But the time…” Tegen said. “I don’t understand how you’ve had time to train and study all these things.”

“I live two lives,” I explained. “What you see during the day and also my dreams at night. With Yuki’s help, I’m able to train during both.”

I wished—I really wished—I could tell him and the others about my real two lives, but this was as close as I could safely get. There were far too many ways to pry the truth from even the most loyal of friends and family, and being outed as someone from another world was dangerous. There were people who’d nab me in a heartbeat if there was even a hint that I could provide them with some kind of advantage.

It still might happen one day, and I prayed I’d be strong enough to resist if it ever did. Freedom, I’ve found, was neither easy nor cheap.



I refused to go out drinking that night and instead dragged the other hunters to the park nearby so that we could pick some drunkard’s ease. My teammates had gotten all hopeful when I’d told them what we’d be doing, but I made sure they knew the herbs weren’t for a hangover cure. I wanted them for the roast javelina I planned. I knew it wouldn’t fix things between Ikfael and me, but I still wanted to make a special meal for her.

So, I shared the herb’s description with the others, and we split up to go looking for it. As for Ikfael, she asked me to drop her off at the large pond in the middle of the park, so I slipped her figurine under the surface and watched as her spirit darted out to become one with the water.

Snow came with me on my exploration. The park turned out to be rather sizeable, taking up the same space as two or three blocks. The shape was mostly rectangular-ish, but uneven enough that the south side of the park looked like it had short, stubby legs and a rounded belly. The park also spilled out to the northeast in a neck-and-head shape, giving it all the appearance of a portly kalesk.

Or that was what I imagined, at least. The Hunter’s Lodge really needed a spell that provided members with an overhead view of the land. It would be so useful. While I was making requests, we also needed area-effect spells for edged and blunt weapons. I mean, how cool would it be to get access to the soldier’s Thousand Knives or Thousand Hammers?

Snow distracted me from the thought by asking for permission to go hunting. There were apparently flying squirrels among the tops of some of the trees. She teleported away the very moment I said, “Yes,” not even waiting for Yuki’s translation.

That left me on my own, looking-gathering-searching. The drunkard’s ease was a surprisingly plain-looking plant with a thin stem, long narrow leaves, and tiny yellow flowers—pretty in its own modest way. It didn’t seem to grow in bunches, though, so over the course of about half an hour, I’d only collected a handful.

Along the way, I spotted Mumu and Haol strolling hand-in-hand, winding their way deeper into the park, clearly more interested in each other than gathering herbs. I didn’t blame them; it was a lovely spring evening. The storm threatening to come ashore was still days away, and the clouds from earlier had clumped up nice and pillowy.

Tegen and Teila were more earnest in their efforts. While she looked for drunkard’s ease, he watched over her. Occasionally, he glanced my way too, keeping tabs. Then the two of them wandered deeper into the park, and I lost sight of them as well.

The park was empty. Night had fallen, and most of the city’s population was indoors with their families. My spirit eyes picked out only the occasional pedestrian cutting through the area, as well as our usual hidden watchers, but the lodges kept a respectful distance.

I felt myself unwinding, the relentless pace of my thoughts slowing. The hunt for drunkard’s ease was engaging enough to keep me occupied, but not so much that I couldn’t relax into it. And I really wasn’t alone, not with Yuki there with me. And the others were a “phone call” away.

I grinned at the memory of Aluali’s reaction to the news of my tenth talent. Teila hadn’t been the only one who’d shrieked. The family had passed Yuki around so that they could all congratulate me. Gods, they were such good people. Maybe Ikfael was right about me needing to stick closer to home. If I left on an adventure, I wouldn’t be able to protect them anymore.

Fledglings left the nest. I understood that from my previous life, but the consequences of things going wrong on Diaksha were far more severe than my old world. Billisha and Aluali would never be entirely safe, even with the benefit of qi and mana magics.

Nearby, a tuft of drunkard’s ease hid underneath the broad fronds of a fern. As I crouched over it, ready to pull the plant free, my hands paused. I sat back in the dirt and really wondered-thought-examined… just what had I been thinking in my desire to level?

Power was safety on Diaksha. The more I grew, the better I’d be able to protect myself and my loved ones. But power also drew power. As such, it was a danger too, and it created a cycle of never having enough strength to be entirely secure. There would always be someone or something bigger and badder out there.

I’d fallen into leveling up because that was what you did in games. And then once I’d started, there was no stopping. It was fun and intoxicating, and along the way I’d turned myself into an attractive source of light for other creatures looking to grow in power.

Could I stop? Like stop and get off the treadmill? I wasn’t sure.

The Glen was solidly defended thanks to the combined might of Ikfael, Leilu, the silver wolves, and me. But we’d met the rise in the number and severity of attacks only because we’d grown along with them.

What would happen if we stopped absorbing light, yet the attacks continued to get worse? On the flip side, what would happen if the attacks continued, but the attackers were no longer powerful enough to fuel our growth. We’d be sitting pretty, right? Able to defend ourselves and our loved ones with impunity.

Alas, from everything I’d learned, that was a dream. The odds were against you. Throw enough attackers at a target and one of them was bound to get through. Not to mention the cunning evidenced by the truly powerful creatures out there and the seemingly random ways in which they could stray. Eventually, you’d get countered. As an individual, as a team, as a community—if you lived long enough, it’d happen.

And I would live long enough. If and when I managed to become silvered, I could expect to live for about two hundred years. That was a head-shaking thought, and one that cramped my heart. Bihei and the kids would become dawn… but that would only take them to about one-hundred-twenty years. I’d outlast them.

Maybe, the thought popped into my head, leaving early is a way to keep from getting too close to people I know I’ll lose.

Oh, I didn’t like that idea—not one bit—and the vehemence of my reaction to it meant that I was probably on the right track. Inside me, Yuki spun in circles as they chased down the implications, their thoughts blurring with mine.

I’d already once faced the death of a wife—the dearest person in the world to me, who I’d loved and still loved with every fiber of my being. Could I go through that again with the kids? With… Ikfael?

Underneath all my bravado and all the stories I’d told myself about seeing the world, there was a hidden truth: I’d been afraid of being shattered again. I didn’t want to go through the terrible-awful-miserable process of putting myself back together.

Don’t get me wrong, the desire to adventure was real, which was why it also served as a powerful cover for this hidden fear underneath it. God damn it, I thought and punched the ground.

It had happened again. Every time I’d taken a step forward, I found later that I hadn’t progressed nearly as far as I’d thought. For all the work I’d done—the peace I’d made with the things that had happened to me—I continued to run into old scars and places where I’d held onto things that I should’ve already let go.

With a sigh, I made myself open my hands and wiped at my eyes. I started to stand up, deciding to leave this tuft of drunkard’s ease alone. It was stupid, because someone else would surely come by to pick the herb at some point, but it wouldn’t be now. On this day, there’d be at least one person who gave it grace.

In my old life, people used to say that God didn’t give you challenges you couldn’t handle. That’s such a crock of—

The thought died when I turned around and saw Ikiira gleaming in the moonlight, standing upon the water’s surface, gazing up at the sky.
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A Moonlit Confession

My breath caught and I lost myself admiring the water sculpture: the expression on her upturned face, almost as if Ikiira was a flower basking in the moon’s beneficence. She wore buckskin, like the time I’d seen her in the Gloominess of Forgotten Memories, and her eyes were as blue as then too.

I caught sight of Ikfael’s spirit circling Ikiira from below. Briefly, the otter looked like she was going to flow up into the sculpture, but she seemed to change her mind and came to the pond’s edge instead. Ikfael then materialized out of the water to sit along the bank, and I went to sit beside her, the two of us gazing at Ikiira.

A little later, Ikfael set her into motion. At first, the sculpture’s face shifted from one emotion to another—she was solemn, sad, smiling, laughing, and angry—like a teenager testing her appearance in the mirror, trying on different expressions to see which showed her in the best light.

Ikiira seemed to gasp, and then looked at her hands in surprise. She glanced from side to side as if she’d suddenly found herself in a strange body and in an unknown place. The hairs all along my arms rose; it was that uncanny.

Motion out of the corner of my eye drew my attention. Ikfael was signing.

“I don’t know that she would’ve liked you,” she said. “Ikiira enjoyed feeling like she was the special one.”

“Somehow, I don’t think she would’ve had to worry too much about me outshining her,” I said.

Ikfael nodded. “Perhaps. She could use both qi and mana magic, and she was One with Water too. A lodge master for the ages people called her.”

“How old was she when she went to lift the curse on Voorhei?” I asked.

“Seventeen,” Ikfael signed, “and so full of her own worth—so easily swayed.”

“You’ve never talked about this before,” I observed.

The otter turned to me. “It was all so long ago.”

Ikiira stilled, and then came to a seated position on the water’s surface. She braided her hair, seeming to observe us as we watched her in turn. Dimly, I noted Yuki asking the rest of the team to give Ikfael and me this opportunity to speak without distractions. They went off to intercept the hidden watchers and make sure they stayed at a distance.

“We should assume we’re being spied upon, just in case,” I said.

Ikfael nodded again, but she didn’t reply beyond that. Ikiira’s history was known in Voorhei and likely documented in Albei too. The sculpture’s presence wouldn’t reveal any secrets.

The whole story was so heartbreaking: the young lodge master sacrificed to break a village’s curse. “I would’ve gone in your place,” I said.

Ikfael’s response was to have Ikiira sign, “I know you would’ve, but that too would’ve been a mistake.”

“Was it? A mistake, I mean?”

Ikfael sighed, while Ikiira signed, “No. The benefits were greater than the costs, but there were certain people who deserved to suffer more than they did.”

“I understand that frustration.”

“It’s too late now,” Ikiira signed. “Time has swallowed both the guilty and the innocent alike. Death has washed them clean.”

“But that’s not how it works,” I replied. “Unless people really push to undo the suffering, they take it with them into their next lives—the things they experienced and the things they did to others.”

Ikiira smirked, and for the first time the expression wasn’t quite right: a bit of Ikfael on Ikiira’s face. It was distracting enough that I almost missed the sculpture signing, “This is a truth, yes, although it doesn’t do me any good, does it?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I really don’t, but I’m confident I would’ve died without Ikfael at the Glen. No matter how she ended up there, whatever twisted journey brought her to that place, my life has been better as a result. And not just because she saved my life. She—you—”

For a moment, Ikiira was forgotten, and Ikfael demanded, “What? I what?”

“I’d die for you,” I said.

Ikfael smacked me. “You damn fool. That’s the problem! I don’t want you to die for me; I want you to live for me.”

That… that might have been more than Ikfael had intended to say, because she suddenly turned aside, embarrassed, while Ikiira became very still. The water puppet was frozen in time.

There’d been a connotation to Ikfael’s signs that I had not missed, and it absolutely threw me for a loop. “How would that even work?” I blurted out.

Ikfael was too busy looking away to respond, so she had Ikiira sign for her, “I can’t tell you.”

“Is this a beloved thing?” I asked.

“No, no, no,” Ikiira signed forcefully, except she blushed. Ikfael tinged the sculpture’s face pink, the color spreading down her neck and out to her ears.

Talk about mixed messages, and the emotional whiplash in that moment was so very real. I went from thinking I was in danger of being kicked out of the Glen to… to… the potential for a relationship with a spirit of the land? Not romantic obviously, but not familial either. Something else. Maybe something like Leilu and Moonlight had—they were beloved to each other.

Is it a kind of contract? I wondered. Except then why did Ikfael make Ikiira blush?

But Ikfael was an otter, and that was not my thing. Ikiira, on the other hand, was cute. And dead, I reminded myself.

What was I supposed to do in this situation? I must’ve taken too long to decide, because Ikfael suddenly vanished into her figurine. Ikiira disappeared only moments later, falling into the water, a disappointed look in her eyes.



My team came back both unharmed and curious about what Ikfael and I had talked about, yet I couldn’t say a word. A pinprick from a stone needle and her glare from within the figurine made sure I kept my mouth shut.

I wondered if the members of my team sensed something, though. Teila had a pitying expression on her face all the way back to the inn.

The staff at the Horn greeted us, and the cooks came out to take the bundles of drunkard’s ease we’d collected. There was more than was needed for a roast, so they told me they’d sell the excess on our behalf. They also said that they’d procured a leg of javelina for me, which should be delivered the day after next.

I thanked them, of course, but also wondered if a roast was even a good idea anymore. Things with Ikfael had gotten complicated in a way I hadn’t expected. I must’ve been in a daze, because I barely noted leaving the kitchen, going upstairs, wishing the others a good night, and getting ready to sleep.

I blew out the candle but lay in bed staring at the ceiling, my mind turning. Yuki and I dissected the evening’s every word and every motion endlessly.

We also reviewed what we knew about Leilu and Moonlight’s relationship. They were beloved to each other, obviously, yet that hadn’t kept Moonlight from being part of the silver wolf pack nor from siring pups with the other alpha, Scout.

Still, there was clearly a bond between Leilu and Moonlight, and I found myself wondering if they were lovers. I just couldn’t see how, though. An egret and wolf… not to be crass, but the biology didn’t work. Love didn’t require a physical component—the two could certainly be a comfort to each other without it—but sex was nice, you know?

One thing I’d noticed was that Moonlight didn’t seem to need an exchange to receive help from Leilu. It was possible that he’d set up something like an umbrella policy in the past, but I didn’t think so—not from what I’d seen. Which got me to wondering: what else did the two of them gain from being beloved, and what did they lose?

I’d tried asking, and had gotten only flat looks in response from both Ikfael and Leilu. Apparently, the details were meant only for those who were beloved.

At a little after three in the morning, I heard a whoosh as Ikfael left her figurine. Turning over, I saw her hop up to the window sill to gaze out at Albei, the rest of the city asleep. She seemed to have calmed down.

“Do you—” I started to say, but she waved for me to stop.

“There’s nothing I can tell you,” she signed.

“Would Grace help?” I asked. The spell could act as a way around the communication barriers and was the best of the ideas Yuki and I had come up with.

“Probably, which is why we can’t do it.” Ikfael went back to gazing outside, leaning against the window. The inn’s staff had given me a room with a nice view. The few lights still shining across the sleeping city twinkled like stars.



Eventually, I did sleep. It was only a couple of hours, but my body was young and I had Dog’s Agility to pick me up and get me going in the morning. The day was supposed to be a full one, with meetings scheduled around the city.

I found Ikfael lightly snoring on one of the cushions, so I moved quietly and methodically despite the spell’s demand to go fast-fast-fast. After grabbing my gear, I went out to the hall to arm myself and not disturb her sleep.

Through Yuki, Snow wished me well on the day. She’d be staying behind to keep Ikfael company.

The rest of the team was already downstairs. Only Haol was still eating, the others lingering over the same tea of mint and drunkard’s ease I’d been served before. Breakfast looked to be a porridge with grilled wild leeks and fiddleheads, and as I sat at the table, a server brought me a bowl.

Mm… there was a rich, grassy, nutty flavor that I enjoyed.

Haol set aside his bowl. Bless his heart, he asked, “Do you want to talk about last night?”

“Not even a little bit,” I said between bites.

He and Mumu glanced at each other, bits of spirit stuff moving between them. He was apparently encouraged to follow-up, because he asked, “Are you sure? While none of us have been where you are, we’ve been in situations similar enough we might offer advice.”

I sighed and set my bowl aside. “I’m sure you could, but the… other party doesn’t want me to.”

“Is it special circumstances?” Haol asked, probing.

“Yes,” I replied, “and complicated too, touching upon her privacy. The gist is that, for various reasons, she doesn’t want me to leave the Glen.”

“And you do,” Haol said.

“I mean eventually, right? That was the plan, but now I’ve agreed not to go anywhere without her.”

“Our friend is tied to the land she inhabits,” Mumu chimed in.

“Yeah, I know.”

These people were sharp. They’d spotted right away the loophole in the promise I’d made to Ikfael, but I didn’t know yet how to take advantage of it—how I might pull Ikfael away from the Glen to go adventuring with me.

Teila reached over to hold my hand. “What can we do?”

“I’m not sure. For now, keep an eye on both of us, but especially our friend. I think she’s struggling more than she’s letting on.”

“The memory of her life before,” Mumu said.

I nodded and picked up my spoon to resume eating, then I put it down again; my appetite was gone.

The rest of breakfast turned into a coordination session, with the team deciding to split up. Tegen and Haol would head to the Hunter’s Lodge to dig up any records they might have on Old Baxteiyel. Afterward, they’d connect with Anya to review the expedition’s logistics and any independent research she’d done.

Meanwhile, Mumu would join me in my meetings, since you never knew when the topic of the Tournament of Masks might come up. Teila would come with us, too, as part of her training.

All that was left was to arrange for Snow’s care with the inn, and we could be off.



The meetings went well. The people and the families they belonged to had weathered the Long Dark all right.

The grandmaster of the Soldier’s Lodge, Ossul, was his usual bigger-than-life personality, and Uncle Kila had a lead on something called a “news sheet” coming out of Ganas Hakei. He wanted our take on whether we should “advertise” in it or not. Across town, Aunt Tulu’s family of builders was incredibly busy thanks to all the reconstruction, but the dear lady still liked to carry maple candies wherever she went. Each of us walked away with a pouch full of them.

At the Alchemist’s Lodge, Ereinwa assured us of a healthy supply of potions for the next tournament. She also pleaded with me to increase the supply of eilesheile. Alas, Yuki and I were already being as efficient as possible without endangering the sustainability of the farm.

It was getting late in the day by then, so Mumu and Teila split off afterward to visit the Diviner’s Lodge. For the last couple of years, they’d been trying to recruit one to swear into our lodge without success. Maybe this time, they’ll have better luck.

I had about an hour before I met Iseld for dinner, so I took a stroll around the neighborhood around the pyramid. There was another park nearby.

After a couple of days in Albei, I’d become accustomed to the smell of blood that pervaded the city, barely noticing the coppery tang in the air. The perfumed mask I’d been given seemed to be losing its punch, though, so I stopped by a street vendor to buy a new one—this one full of the smell of freshly cut grass.

Then, I parked myself under an old oak and tried not to think too hard about anything at all. A stray business-related thought occasionally passed through my head—the implications of the printing press on Diaksha, for example—but I needed a breather, so I didn’t dwell on any of them.

Somehow, I still ended up thinking about what Ikfael had said to me, but that was normal, wasn’t it? And so was not knowing how to feel about it.

For about half an hour, I watched as people walked through the park to get to or to leave Albei’s pyramid. For many, it was their day of the week to contribute mana to the city’s magical core, its dasekua. Others seemed to have business there, the pyramid being a key administrative center along with the land knight’s fortress and the city head’s offices.

More than a handful mentioned the race to Old Baxteiyel in passing—the conversations charged with a heady blend of emotions. It reminded me of the footage I’d seen of the crowds gathered for the launch of Apollo 11. Or was it more like the stands at the Roman Empire’s gladiatorial games?

Discovery and blood in equal parts, I thought.
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The Weight of the Pyramid

The first thing Iseld did was shoo out her bodyguards. Both were cousins to her and unquestioned in their loyalty, but they were sent away so that it would be only the two of us in her office.

The room was about the size of a one-bedroom apartment. As you entered, to the left were three separate desks, each backed by a pair of cabinets, and to the right was a longish conference table surrounded by cushions.

A single, round rug dominated the floor; its geometric designs looked like strands of DNA to me, connecting to each other in endless loops. I had no idea what techniques were involved in its creation, but I’d recognized the rug for a masterwork the first time I’d seen it and had admired it again every time afterward.

There were candle stones embedded in the walls, but Iseld forewent them. Instead, a pair of oil-burning lamps provided light. Vents in the walls let in fresh air, along with the chanting of world speakers elsewhere. I listened for a moment to the ethereal hymns honoring Trintilei, the Singer and Fate Weaver. I caught a faint whiff of cardamon and spotted a stick of incense near the vent closest to Iseld’s desk.

‘No walnuts on the table this time. Or tea or any other kind of refreshment,’ Yuki observed.

Iseld must’ve seen me looking, because she said, “There’s a feast planned for later, and I was told not to spoil your appetite.”

As I moved to sit at the table, my eyebrows rose. “Who would be so bold as to instruct you?”

“My Mura’s wife,” Iseld said, sitting down across from me.

“Still the one?” I asked.

After her son Mura had received Ikfael’s boon, he’d been beset by marriage offers, yet he’d chosen to stick with the one spouse who’d married him before he could use magic. Monogamy wasn’t exactly unheard of, but it was unusual. Life on Diaksha required an all-hands-on-deck attitude, and big marriages and tight familial bonds helped with that.

“The two of them seem to think they’re enough,” Iseld said. “Fortunately, she’s fertile. A fifth grandchild is due in the summer.”

The news won a smile from me. “That’s wonderful!”

Iseld nodded in satisfaction. “A truth, and the best kind.”

It felt weird not to be snacking on something while talking to her, so I pulled out the maple candies I’d received earlier.

“I like these,” Iseld reaching for a piece, “but my people can never find the good ones.”

“The candies are from Tusulei the Builder. Send someone to ask where she gets them.”

“I will,” Iseld said, and then we both went quiet as we ate a couple each.

It was always like this with her—a kind of respect for snacks that had to come first. It was why I had been so surprised to see there were none on the table.

I used the quiet moment to check my Status camera:

	Iseld the Stone-Horned Ox (Human, Dawn)
Talents: Earth-Touched, Skilled for Money, Talents Ascendant
Nascent: Strength in Numbers



No changes since the last time, I noted.

Iseld tapped the table a couple of times, a rare nervous gesture. Then, she cleared her throat and said, “We have business to discuss, some ideas for—”

She reached under the table, and my skin suddenly became moist, like a summer’s day at one-hundred-percent humidity. In seconds, my hair dampened, and my clothes clung to me.

“I hate this spell so much,” I said.

Iseld grunted in agreement. “Unfortunately, it’s the best tool I have to ensure no one can divine the contents of our conversation.”

I felt along the underside of the conference table for a series of indentations. Once my fingers and palms were in place, the table drew on my mana to power the anti-divination spell. When I’d been younger they’d been hard to reach, but my nearly adult-sized hands didn’t have that trouble anymore.

“Tell me about your encounter with the hierophant,” Iseld said.

“There’s not much to tell,” I replied. “The shrine was attacked by Maltrans, and he showed up soon after. I thought he’d come to reinforce us against them, but he seemed to be looking for something.”

“Honored Ikfael is unharmed?” Iseld looked like she already knew the answer, yet she asked anyway.

“Yes, she suffered no injuries, and the Maltrans were routed without any need of external help.”

Iseld leaned forward. “Did Xefwen express interest in either you or her?”

I nodded. “He tried to recruit me, but I passed on his offer. It seemed like an afterthought.”

“We all may as well be afterthoughts to one such as him,” Iseld said. “All he can see are his obsessions.”

“You’re talking about the race,” I said.

“Old Baxteiyel is one, yes, but I’ve also noted his interest in the stories about the serpents who live inside the hills west of Albei.”

“Where Ikfael’s shrine is located?” I asked.

“The very same. There are networks of caverns running under the stone. My understanding is that you’ve been inside them?”

“Years ago, I took refuge in the caves while fleeing a troop of bishkawi. I found zombies though, not serpents.”

“Then count yourself lucky,” Iseld said. “They do reside there, although not like before. In ancient days, the serpents lived above ground and were the masters of everything in the region. Then the people of Baxteiyel arrived. They came to conquer this land, and the serpents eventually fled, moving underground.” Iseld grunted as the table suddenly drew more strongly on our mana. Someone had just tried to divine something about one or both of us.

“You sure you can’t teach me this spell?” I asked for the umpteenth time.

“You know what it would require,” she replied, her smile hungry. “I have both nieces and nephews about your age.”

“Thank you, but I’m not ready to get married yet.”

Iseld leaned back, seemingly more at ease. We’d done this dance before, and that was the way with familiar things—they were comforting.

As for the divination, it could’ve been any number of people for any number of reasons. For example, a general forecast for how events would play out in Albei over the next week might touch on either of us.

After a thoughtful pause, Iseld said, “Stay away from the hierophant as much as possible. He’s dangerous, especially if he thinks you can get him what he wants.”

I couldn’t help the hint of annoyance in my voice as I asked, “Isn’t that how all the silvered are?”

“That is a truth, but some of them still see us as people,” Iseld replied seriously. “To those like the hierophant, we are not even that. Knight Ithia—”

“Values all her people, I know,” I said, waving a hand to surrender the point before she could belabor it.

Then I went back to helping power the anti-divination magic. You’d think after all these years, Iseld would’ve at least told me the spell’s name. Well, I’d never told her I knew she was an agent of the land knight, so I guess we were square.

“Back to being serious,” I said. “What were these powerful serpents like, the ones who used to rule this land?”

“No one knows, although some say that the guardian of Old Baxteiyel—Asiik the Army of Sorrow—was once their pet. The conquerors captured his mate and forced him into servitude against them.”

“And he stays because of loyalty to the dead?” I asked, incredulous.

“Why else?” Iseld replied. “Surely nothing still lives within the pyramid, and a being so powerful could go anywhere else.”

“Hmm,” I said. “There’s no way to confirm any of that.”

“What? You think he likes roosting among the remains of his old masters?”

“What if he’s there for spite?” I asked. “To flaunt to their ghosts that he’s still alive while they’re all dead.”

Iseld leaned in. “Whatever the reason, the point is that dangers abound. Stay away from them all.”

“You do know I’m a hunter, right?”

Iseld sighed. “Yes.”

“And my team will be taking part in the hierophant’s race.”

She sighed again. “Yes, I know that too.”

“So…"

“Your point has been made,” Iseld said, sounding annoyed.

Teasing her this much was okay, since she considered me one of her people. As long as I didn’t push too hard, she wouldn’t feel the need to put me in my place.

Iseld brought her hands out from under the table. “The rest is everyday talk, so there’s no need to waste mana on shielding it.”

The anti-divination spell faded as I also broke the connection. The moistness on my skin and the dampness in my hair both instantly evaporated.

“We have two things more to discuss.” Iseld grabbed one of the maple candies, rolling it in her hand instead of eating it. “For this race you’ve entered, there are three teams of world speakers also participating. I’ll send you copies of their spirit maps so that you can prepare in case they decide to make trouble for you.”

“Is that likely to happen?” I wondered aloud.

Iseld waggled a hand in a so-so gesture. “The relationship between you and me has been good for my climb up the pyramid. Some might see this race as an opportunity to knock me down a step.”

“Your people aren’t participating?” I asked.

“No, I’ve made my investments elsewhere,” she replied with a smirk. “Speaking of, I’ll also have copies of our records of Old Baxteiyel sent over. They won’t include anything from the hierophant’s private library, but they should still be helpful.”

I bowed to acknowledge the gift. “Thank you.”

“A small gesture,” she said, “to reward someone who has done me good.”

“All the same, I’m grateful.”

Iseld popped the maple candy into her mouth and began to crunch it. “The next business item is that orphanage we’ve founded.”

I felt a flutter of alarm. “Is everything all right?”

Once my finances were no longer stressed by the Hunter’s Lodge’s debts, I’d made my first foray into rescuing kids at risk of being enslaved. Most of them were poor and/or dispossessed in one way or another, so the cost per child hadn’t been high. There were thirty-two in our care at the moment, ranging from three to eleven years old, with a couple of fourteen-year-olds too, who were technically staff.

The orphanage itself was in Nathta, and the last report I’d read had said that they’d had no problems getting through last Long Dark—no property damage and only easily-treated injuries.

“Yes, yes.” Iseld made a calming gesture to put me at ease. “I merely thought you should know that someone from the city head’s office stopped by there—an inspection apparently, but he spent a long time with the teacher. She said that he tried to recruit her for an orphanage the city was planning to open.”

“Oh, that’s good, then. Ours was always meant to be a model for others.” After a moment’s consideration, I added, “They’re probably looking for workers. We’re training the children well, and a city always needs capable workers.”

“And land soldiers too,” Iseld said.

I couldn’t help the frown in response. It was one thing to choose a life of danger, and another to have it chosen for you. Still, being a land soldier was honorable work and a better fate than enslavement. In the Three-City Alliance, slaves were technically members of the family who’d purchased them, but they were considered an outside layer, like dinshielei—the husk around an ear of corn.

“Will the city treat the kids in their care well, do you think?”

“By all accounts,” Iseld said and then snorted. “They look to mimic our practices, bribing our teacher for the secrets of our success.”

“Even better,” I said, grinning.

Iseld grinned back. She was a minor partner in the orphanage, lending her reputation so that there’d be fewer hassles, and in return I told her about any children with promising talents. The nascent ones weren’t revealed on spirit maps, so she’d considered the head start on recruitment worth the investment.

For those not adopted by Iseld’s people, we aimed to match the children with families who’d value them. Ideally, they would be treasured and loved, but that was a bit much for this society. It was enough for them to be cared for and not mistreated.

At least there was no worry a child would go unadopted. All the kids were given an education, so they’d have skills to offer if their talents wound up being lackluster. And there were always farming families who needed help—ones who’d lost members to disease or the Long Dark but couldn’t afford to adopt a child without a subsidy.

The orphanage was meant to be a better and more productive alternative to slavery. That had been the idea that had caught Iseld’s interest. And the head start on recruitment, of course. Truthfully, it was mostly the head start, but she did appreciate the long-term benefits of a better-trained and more-educated populace.

I’d been slowly winning her over to the idea. That was the only feasible way I could see to make real change happen: by modeling a better practice and convincing people of it.

Frankly, I’d never wanted nor expected to have the kind of power required to simply stamp out something like the practice of slavery entirely. That was a fantasy of the worst kind. Obviously, there were reasons for me to grow stronger, but tyranny wasn’t one of them. No, thank you. Not for me.

“And that, I think, is enough talk.” The world speaker started to rise. “The meal is at my residence; we’ll be eating in the courtyard to take advantage of the fine spring air.”

“That sounds nice,” I said, also standing up.

As we were leaving, though, Iseld paused at the door to look back at me. Her expression turned grave. “You will not let Old Baxteiyel defeat you. A hunter’s path requires them to hunt, and Perfection demands we test ourselves. Yet you must be alive to follow the way and walk the path. Remember that, our Eight. Return alive, or else all you’ve done will wash away with time.”

Her words had seemed to carry the weight of the entire pyramid above us. So far, I’d managed this second life of mine well enough, but it wouldn’t do to get cocky. One slip and it could all come falling down on me.

“I understand.”



Dinner that night was a whole roasted elk whose body had been stuffed with rabbits, each of which was in turn stuffed with wild rice and greens. There was also a corn pudding topped with fried onions, oysters in a tangy chili sauce, a colorful array of grilled fish arranged to resemble Albei’s pyramid, a variety of alcoholic drinks, and a for-real chocolate mousse.

Replace the cane sugar with maple sugar and the vanilla with warm-friend tree bark, and it was just like a chocolate mousse from my old world. When I asked about it, Iseld introduced me to the family’s cook, who in turn told me that the recipe had recently come to him as an inspiration from the World Spirit when he’d reached Level 3.

I was so moved by the mousse, I couldn’t help telling the cook about how well it would go with a whipped cream. By then, I’d maybe had a drink too much, but my reputation as a conduit for Ikfael’s culinary secrets helped ensure my advice didn’t seem out of character.

The cook looked like I’d given him a bar of gold, and he went back to the kitchen yelling for a tub of fresh cream. His apprentices went scrambling, and the result was damned good. The whipped cream was a touch minty for some reason, but that was a classic pairing for chocolate.

I asked for a bowl to take with me. Ostensibly it was to share the mousse with my team, but really it was for Ikfael. Instead, the cook handed me a hamper already loaded with portions from each of the evening’s various dishes. His spirit was an open book—elated to offer the food to Honored Ikfael.

Well, considering all the time she’d spent at the inn’s window, it would’ve been unreasonable to assume her presence in the city had gone unnoticed. Fortunately, people were being polite about maintaining the fiction.

There was a smug look on Iseld’s face, though, like she’d somehow won a prize. Well, maybe she had. Her son Mura had been at the party. He’d prospered thanks to Ikfael’s Boon, and he looked… happy.



Ikfael’s eyes went wide when I laid out the offering before her. The only thing I held back was the chocolate mousse. Otherwise she’d dive into the dessert first and—I stopped myself.

Kneeling beside the hamper, the impressive spread all laid out except for the lone covered bowl left inside, I wondered if there was anything wrong with Ikfael eating dessert first. It was one of the privileges of being an adult, after all, and at over two-hundred-years old, she certainly qualified. So why was I treating her like she couldn’t make those kinds of decisions on her own?

I brought out the mousse, and, yes, Ikfael ate it first, grabbing the bowl out of my hands. Afterward, I had to wipe whipped cream from her nose, but then she picked through what she wanted from the rest of the meal, saving the rest in her Hoarder’s Pocket.

No appetite was spoiled. No harm done to herself or anyone else. It was simply dessert first.

There were times when it was important to intervene in a friend’s life, but this hadn’t been one of them. This had once again been me thinking I’d known better than Ikfael, and I couldn’t do that anymore.

Well, at least I’d caught myself this time, and I sensed Yuki taking notes in the background. They’d help me spot a lapse like this one if it happened again moving forward.

Then I handed Snow the rabbit meat I’d saved for her, and the blynx crawled all over me in gratitude. I’m sure her purring carried all the way out into the hall.

Afterward, the three of us sprawled on the floor for a while. Mostly, I talked about the day’s social calls. Nothing secret, though. We were in a far-too-public place for that. Instead, it was the everyday stuff, the small things from which we’d assembled our lives.

It seemed both of us needed space from the awkwardness of the previous night’s moonlit conversation.

Eventually, I was able to sleep, Snow joining me to help keep me warm. As I was dozing off, I noted how it seemed Ikfael would be staying up. But it’d been a long day, and my belly was full. I couldn’t keep my eyes open any longer.



The next morning, Teila kicked my ass. She literally straight-up kicked me in the butt when she found out I’d had chocolate and hadn’t shared any with her. Then, she punched me in the shoulder, and the moment I saw she intended further violence, I escaped downstairs, taking the steps three at a time.

‘Beware of angry young maidens,’ Yuki observed.

A truth for all ages, I replied.

Fortunately, Teila didn’t do anything but glare during breakfast. I had a couple of Aunt Tulu’s maple candies left, but the glare didn’t subside even after I gave them to her. It didn’t help that the rest of the team was doing a piss-poor job containing their snickers.

Eventually, though, we were able to get down to business. Thanks to Yuki, everyone was in the loop about the previous day’s meetings, so all we needed to do was plan next steps.

As before, Mumu hadn’t had any luck in recruiting a diviner, so she said she’d continue to stop by their lodge when we visited Albei in the future. The hunters did have information on Old Baxteiyel that was different from what Anya already possessed. The same was true for the soldiers when we’d asked Ossul about it.

Basically, there’d been a run on every lodge’s records of the ruins, and information that had been secret before was now becoming available. Too many people were becoming involved, endangering too much of their membership. Every little advantage could make the difference between life and death for them.

We’d spend the rest of our time in Albei continuing to dig up what we could. Our gear was ready—prepared for an extended stay in the wilds—and we could leave at any moment. All that was left was for the hierophant to announce the starting location of the race.



That evening, I braised a leg of javelina and served it alongside roasted potatoes, tomatoes, and squash. My team and I ate in my room so that Ikfael could enjoy the meal out in the open, and the flavor was well received. The taste of drunkard’s ease in addition to the javelina was a pleasant surprise to everyone.

The sharing of food together was another nice bit of normalcy, one more step away from the threat of a relationship ruined—another breather from the intensity of recent events.

After dinner, Ikfael still didn’t bring up her confession, which convinced me even more that she hadn’t intended to say what she’d said. A part of me wanted to hash things out through a frank conversation, but it’d likely be wiser to wait and let her figure out how she felt first. I certainly could use the time to figure out how I felt.


20

A Storm Approaches

Two days later, Iseld made good on her promise, and a large map tube was delivered to the inn along with a stack of papers, the ink still fresh on the last page. My team and I briefly looked through the records, noting that they appeared to document Old Baxteiyel more comprehensively than anything else we’d seen, particularly the map.

The ruins had held up over time better than I would’ve expected, with many buildings and walls still standing. There were also notes about routes for moving around the city while out of view of the top of the pyramid, which was where Asiik had made his nest.

Recognizing the importance of the new information, we took the documents to Aslishtei’s residence.

Anya clapped at the sight of them, then immediately rushed over to start flipping through the papers right there in the front parlor. Weni had to pull her away so that we could set up in the dining room instead.

We used the big table to organize everything—putting the records into piles and collating the information about the Baxtei people, their history, and their culture. There were also sketches of important architectural features; descriptions of the runes that had been discovered; eyewitness accounts from the survivors of previous expeditions; a list of measures taken to break into the pyramid; and another list that described the attempts on Asiik’s bounty.

There was a lot more than I’d expected, and we spent an entire week going through it all, which included a point-by-point comparison of the world speakers’ records against those we’d gathered from the various lodges.

We also built up a clay model on the dining-room table based on the map we’d received. There was no way it could be truly accurate, but it was a good starting point for understanding how the place was structured and how we might hide among the buildings still standing.

Throughout the week, Aslishtei had hovered in the background, stepping forward only when she had something to contribute—mostly about the study and nature of magic. On a couple of occasions, my team had been asked to leave the room so that she could share information meant for Anya and Weni only. Other times, different members of the family had come forward to share their expertise.

Here was what we’d learned:

	Asiik possessed complete dominion over the sky above Old Baxteiyel. Every account we’d read theorized he was at a minimum One with the Air. He still needed to eat, though, so he couldn’t always watch over the city. When he went hunting, it was defended by the undead. 
	Yeah, undead. And they followed rules, namely that they never attacked Asiik and stayed within the city’s boundaries. 
	The accounts of these zombies were evenly split between blaming the necromancy on either Asiik or a magical defense mechanism within the city. It was also supposedly the reason why the Army of Sorrow was still alive. No one knew how that worked, but best estimates put him at over a thousand years old. 
	We found a name for his mate—Amleila. The story was that she’d been trapped inside the pyramid to control him. Although one theory posited that she might be undead and the one controlling the city’s zombies. 
	The pyramid’s contents were a mystery. The Baxtei people had been powerful, however, so a heaven-defying treasure was plausible. Not that it mattered. As much as I fantasized about the idea, there was no way our expedition had a shot at it. Between Asiik and the other defenses, the odds were nope, nada, zilch. 
	On the other hand, the Arc of Knowledge was very real. There were five buildings placed in a semicircle around the pyramid. They were described by previous expeditions as: the Temple of the Sun, the Temple of Wanting, the Temple of a Thousand Dreams, the Temple of Ages Past, and the Temple of the Moon. No information was available about these buildings other than their names. Some of the expeditions had gotten inside, but none of their records shared what they’d found. 
	The Baxtei people had built a small fortress in the hills opposite the city. The place was called Fort Olana, and it overlooked both Old Baxteiyel and the Sootyel River. Knight Ithia had restored the fortress so that her land soldiers could keep an eye on the city and Asiik. 
	The reason why Baxteiyel had been destroyed was lost to time. The survivors were few, fleeing either east or west to where Sugrusu Hakei and the Paramount Empire of Conjuncted Maltra now were respectively. Apparently, the Maltran empire’s leaders proudly claimed their ancestry was from Old Baxteiyel, and them annexing the Three-City Alliance would be a return to how things should’ve been. 


As we’d read and studied, it became clearer and clearer that the plan to avoid the pyramid was a good one. The race was a deathtrap in disguise. We’d get what could from the Arc using the other racers as a distraction, and then we’d get out of there.



By the end of the week, our work had stopped generating anything useful, so the expedition switched gears, heading to the Hunter’s Lodge to practice our anti-undead tactics instead.

Mumu pulled rank on Anya to drag her and her sister along with us. Otherwise, the peltwei would’ve happily continued to pore over the records. This way, though, we’d be more coordinated if/when a fight broke out. Our hope, of course, was for the bigger expeditions to draw all of the undead to them, but to assume everything would go smoothly was asking for Murphy’s Law to strike.

Five days from when the race was scheduled to start, I was sitting with the others eating lunch in the lodge’s courtyard. My back felt sore from getting whacked by Tegen’s spear earlier—a tap, really, to point out where I’d been neglecting my guard.

My phone sounded an alarm, a kind of bleating I’d never heard before. There was a notification:

	Warning: Extreme Weather Event Expected
In three days’ time, a storm of hurricane proportions is expected to make landfall along the coast north of Sugrusu Hakei. Expect winds of up to 76 eisqilm per hour, along with heavy rainfall, flooding, and storm surges.
The storm’s path is yet to be determined. There is an equal chance that it will divert south along the coast or travel inland toward the city of Albei.



My first thought was: Damn, that’s like a hundred-twenty miles per hour. And then the news sank in and I practically flew out of my body, becoming one with the sky.

The weather had been temperamental all day, unable to decide what it wanted to be. The winds had come and gone. Rain had fallen, but for only a few minutes at a time. The sun had peeked out from behind clouds, hidden again, and then come back to smile on our lunch.

My authority let me move along the atmospheric paths toward where I’d been sensing the storm building over the ocean, and as I drew closer I perceived a dark, heavy mass out that way. Even at a distance, I felt the sheer, destructive power, the spirits of the air frenzied by its potential.

A few of the spirits noticed my presence and attempted to shoo me away, like they were urging a pup to go back inside the den where it was safe.

I reached inside to the place where my body power resided. Dimly, I sensed the silver wires in my spine warming up. The result was an emanating pressure—a request to the spirits—but it did no good. The brewing storm refused to budge an inch from its intended path.

I tried again, but this time the wind spirits rushed to block me. They swirled, howling, and would have surely torn me apart if not for the authority I’d gained from my path and my talents.

Another wind spirit approached, this one milder, and they carried me out of harm’s way. Like a curtain parting, they split apart the air to give me a view past the storm’s eyewall to its heart. There, I saw potential, a co-joining of air, water, and spirit that looked… that looked like it might give birth to something else. Something beautiful and powerful, I was sure of it in my bones.

The storm was essentially a cradle, and the spirits fiercely protected its contents. Nothing would stop what was to come—not even a Storm Caller. No, a true friend of the spirits of air wouldn’t interfere, and if they did… well, that interference would prove they were never a friend to begin with.

I knew from experience that my Status camera didn’t work on elemental spirits. They were too far along at the other end of the spectrum away from mortal. Still, I had to at least try it on the exultant energies inside the cradle.

	Error
Not a valid talent vessel.



The curtain closed, and I lost sight of the storm’s heart. That gentle spirit who’d provided the view then pushed, and I fell away from even the rainbands surrounding it. Through the currents I traveled, until I was once more above Voorhei.

There, I hovered a while to consider what I’d perceived. There was nothing I could do to abate the storm, at least until the spirits were done with it. Although, depending on the timing of the birth and the path the storm ultimately took, I might have enough authority to shift it a few degrees, sparing Albei and Voorhei from getting battered. I’d have to see how everything played out.

I bowed to the spirits, those who had helped and the ones who’d hindered me. They’d all kept me from creating trouble for myself. I felt more of my body power drain away then, but that was good; it meant I was forgiven for any transgressions.

It took time to reorient to the physical again. My jaw had clenched, so I worked it open and closed a few times to loosen the muscles, doing my best to ignore the not-quite painful heat radiating from my back.

Yuki cast Iron Body to help ground me, and once I felt like myself, like I could talk again, the words spilled out. I explained what I’d seen to the others, while Yuki shifted their attention to warn my family in Voorhei and the silver wolves in the Glen of the storm.

Moments later, Mumu strode away, yelling for messengers. She’d send them to the city head’s offices, Knight Ithia’s fortress, and Albei’s pyramid. One would also go to Voorhei, just in case.

I’d purchased a paired set of calling stones for my family to explain how we were able to stay in touch while I was away from the village, but for a disaster of this magnitude, it didn’t make sense to take any chances. Safety lay in providing multiple modes of confirmation.

That was also why, once the messengers were sent on their way, Mumu left to go to the Diviner’s Lodge. They had their own emergency plans; we might as well take advantage of them. As for why those measures weren’t already in action? I had no idea. You’d figure that a major event like a hurricane would have already popped up in their predictions.

Haol went with Mumu, but I was still feeling light-headed, so the others stayed behind to watch over me. One with the sky didn’t usually knock me this far into a loop, but the forces at work over the ocean had been intense.

I paced back and forth across the courtyard just to get my body moving. In the background, the Yuki network hummed with activity: my team discussed contingency plans, Bihei reported on a hurried conversation with the village head, and Mumu expressed satisfaction with the connections she’d formed with the diviners. Apparently, they weren’t as unaware as we’d thought; instead, they’d been seeking confirmation of their own.

As Mumu and Haol were leaving the diviners to head to Uncle Kila’s family, I heard a commotion from inside the lodge. That drew the rest of us to a tall, thin man in world-speaker robes. All around him, clumps of hunters gathered to listen to what he had to say. There weren’t as many as you’d expect, though. Quite a few seemed to have left after overhearing Mumu’s hurried instructions to the messengers.

Still, there were enough of us around that the world speaker had to raise his voice to be heard: “Hunters, listen to my words. The Great Race begins in five days, and our Honored Xefwen the Hierophant of Albei has divined its starting point. All those who wish to aid his sacred mission to pierce the veil of time and uncover the secrets of Old Baxteiyel must do so by beginning from the town of Bashruuta, a day to the east. Those that do not will be disqualified.”

“There’s a storm coming,” I yelled out, and more than a few of the hunters nodded along. “We sent word about it to the city’s leadership and—”

“In five days, from the town of Bashruuta,” the worlds speaker said. “Nothing else is acceptable. If the threat of rain and wind scares you, then stay home to warm your mother’s bed.”

The insult got a nasty murmur from the assembled hunters in response, and I wasn’t too pleased with it myself, to be honest. Habit had had me skim the world speaker’s talents as soon as I’d seen him, but now I went back for a closer look:

	Kimson of Bashruuta (Human)
Talents: Seered by Light, Loyalty Amplified, Steady-Handed



He appeared to be in his forties, so possessing three talents was about right. A couple of them were unusual, though, which spoke to a measure of skill and/or power, including the one relating to divination. His spirit certainly swirled with confidence.

Also on display was his full faith in the hierophant and his… teammates, was it? Yes, he seemed to be looking forward to the Great Race more than a mere messenger might. Kimson was a participant, perhaps one of the ones that Iseld had warned me about.

Tegen pushed forward. “Honored World Speaker, it seems you’ve left your pyramid still a babe, having spent too much time within its sheltered embrace and not enough in the world outside. I recommend you—” Before he could dig in and really mess with the world speaker, though, the sound of the city’s drums interrupted him.

The lodge emptied as we all spilled out the door to better listen to the rhythm being picked up and carried from one neighborhood to the next like a wave spreading outward toward the wall. Its message translated to: “Alarm, alarm, alarm. A storm approaches in three to five days. Militia duties activated. Prepare for the worst. Obey the land soldiers.”

I caught sight of Kimson blushing furiously, and without another word he went scurrying off in the direction of Albei’s pyramid.

“So that’s confirmation, then,” a hunter muttered.

“Do we continue?” another asked.

“We’d best discuss it,” the first replied. “If nothing else, there’s planning to be done.”

Tegen nodded toward Teila and me. “The same is true for us and our expedition.”



That evening, Albei began their storm preparations. The militia mobilized to board up windows, disassemble the stalls at the open markets, make room indoors for their livestock, and clean up the streets so that there wasn’t debris the wind could turn into projectiles. They probably did much more, but those were the things I saw from the bridge connecting Aslishtei’s residence to the neighbors.

The reality was, even if the majority of the hurricane diverted south along the coast, a portion would still likely make its way inward. Even a diminished version of the storm posed a real danger. There was a fifty-percent chance it might come inland, in which case heaven help Albei.

While a hurricane’s strength would normally drop in intensity once it no longer had access to the warm ocean water that fueled it, this particular storm was very much out of the ordinary. The spirits I’d seen looked like they’d do whatever it took to see their purpose fulfilled. If that required hundred-mile-an-hour winds over land, then they’d find a way to make it happen.

I turned my attention back to the unwieldy clouds above me. A rain briefly fell, but I only had to step back under cover for a few minutes before the shower ended.

The currents high above blew every which way, the direction confusing. I’d never experienced anything like it, and neither had anyone else I asked.

I went back downstairs to report. The expedition’s members sat in a war council in the dining room. The piles of papers had been moved to one side, and a pot of tea steamed in the middle.

Aslishtei was notably absent. She’d left to help coordinate the land soldiers’ efforts. But not before she’d taken me aside to ask me—her eyes boring into mine—to watch over her nieces.

Over the past few days, she’d hinted strongly about the benefits of her coming along on the expedition. And I… I hadn’t found the idea unappealing. The additional firepower would be helpful, at least while traveling to Old Baxteiyel.

With a hurricane brewing, that idea was now squashed. Aslishtei would have to stay in Albei to help deal with the emergency.

“How are the skies?” Anya asked.

“The same,” I replied. “The storm will hit the coast in three days. After that, if the winds and clouds decide to come inland, then it will be about half a day before they reach Albei.”

“We’ll need to be in Bashruuta well before then,” Mumu murmured.

“Will the storm last more than two days?” Haol asked. “Because if it does, the race will begin during the bad weather.”

Before I could answer, though, Teila nudged the pot of tea toward me. While I filled my cup, she asked, “What if they’re related?”

The tea tasted of flowers and honey. “The race and the storm?” I asked back.

She nodded. “I’m thinking that the hierophant’s divinations have the race starting in five days for a reason. It’s supposed to be the moment when circumstances align to give him the best chance at getting what he wants.”

“And the storm is destined to play a part in those circumstances,” Anya said, picking up on the hypothesis.

“If that’s the case, is there a chance the high winds will ground Asiik and make it safer for the expeditions to explore the ruins?” Haol asked.

“For that to be true, the storm would have to be right on top of Old Baxteiyel and near full strength too,” I hazarded. “Anything less has a good chance of being overpowered by him. That’s my understanding, anyway.”

Weni nodded. “Asiik is said to be unparalleled in the sky.”

“Even with a Storm Caller among us?” Mumu asked. “All of us are surely thinking the same thing—those circumstances the hierophant is aligning, they must also include our Eight.”

I shrugged. My lightning was powerful, but would it actually harm Asiik? He was supposed to be on a whole other level compared to the typical creatures I’d fought—even the dark and silvered ones.

That said, the timing of the storm’s arrival did seem awfully coincidental. But then, the whole point of divination was to arrange things to your own benefit. In this case, the hierophant’s benefit. Or was it Heleitia? She’d been watching the stars for hundreds of years longer than Xefwen had even been alive.

Ikfael sat alongside the rest of us, her eyes tracking the conversation as it went around the table. She hadn’t contributed yet, seemingly content to let others do the planning—until she caught me watching her. Then, she gave me a small encouraging nod.

There was information Ikfael had gotten from Heleitia that we couldn’t exchange for. It seemed that the approaching storm was also in line with the stonewater serpent’s predictions.

“Danger is danger, and we are its hunters,” I said to the table. “We’ll deal with the storm, the winged kalesk, and the undead as necessary.”
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To Bashruuta

The next day, our expedition left before dawn. We were one of seven teams slipping out the city’s northeast gate, the Sootyel rushing darkly below us as we crossed the bridge spanning the river. The air smelled of rain, yet the forecast claimed it wouldn’t shower until later in the day. Still, I took in the fresh breeze—it was good to get out from under the blood-scented blanket covering Albei.

Scanning the other expeditions, it became obvious ours was the one with the fewest members. The others had fifteen to eighteen on average, each with an affiliation to either the hunters, soldiers, or world speakers. A smattering of other professions was also represented among the groups—philosophers, masons, and the like.

I spotted Kimson standing proudly among an expedition from the world speakers. He was one of the few participants who wasn’t dawn or dusk. As I double-checked, I realized that this was likely the highest concentration of people Level 5 and over I’d ever seen in one place. No silvered or dark, though.

Also interesting was that not everyone was from Albei. Some of the people present had come in from as far away as Bashtotwei to the west and Voorhakten to the south.

Before setting out in earnest, I made a show of heading to the banks of the Sootyel to “reveal” Ikfael’s presence. That is, Knight Otter streamed out of the figurine around my neck; she gave me a pat and instructed me to represent her well, and then she slipped into the water to disappear, ostensibly heading back to her shrine.

Of course, that was only a show. Ikfael remained in her figurine, and it was only the water used to make Knight Otter that had dissipated. Ikfael would be traveling with us, although her presence truly kept secret this time.

Mumu had made arrangements for us to travel with the hunter teams. The soldiers and the world speakers must’ve had the same idea, because they also clustered together with those of their factions. It made sense, though. The various groups were big enough and powerful enough that they should scare off most predators. We’d know for sure once we moved away from the settled areas surrounding Albei.

Anya was a bundle of excited nerves, her sister just as excited but hiding it better. As for my team, we all had our game faces on. We checked our gear, confirmed our backup plans, and set out along with the other hunters’ expeditions. The ones from the other factions followed after us.

The road took us past the town of Dezenata to the southeast, along with its great stretches of agricultural fields and orchards. Then there was the town of Huwata to the northeast, which was known for its small industries like leatherworking and woodcarving.

The militias for both towns were already hard at work—armed with shovels and ox-drawn carts to deepen and extend the drainage systems around their fields. The excess soil looked like it was getting added to their levees.

Once clear of the towns, the hunter expeditions settled into a steady pace, somewhat slower than we’d normally go to account for the non-hunters among us. Nothing came out of the woods to bother us, though, so we made good time.

Still, habits were hard to break, which meant Mumu and Snow frequently left the main body to range ahead or off to the sides. They didn’t encounter much—a deer here, a mink there, with the deer running instantly and the mink hiding in her den. The whole forest seemed skittish.

After about three hours, a steady rain began to fall. The road was in good condition, though, and we kept to our pace, only slowing the few times visibility became an issue.

All the while, a series of green hills remained in the distance. They ran north-south and split the valley in two. In the other half, and farther to the southeast, was Old Baxteiyel. But we wouldn’t be cutting through to get there. Instead, we continued following the road to the north and east to a gap in the hills.

As we traveled, the road gently climbed, and the valley’s true eastern boundary came into view—a series of north-south-running mountain peaks, their tops white with snow. The town of Bashruuta was located at the base of a pass between two of them, the gateway to Sugrusu Hakei on the coast.

We forewent meals and pressed ahead. The rain thickened and fell even harder, the drops sounding like pebbles against my cloak—it wasn’t hail, just big fat drops.

The weather wasn’t conducive to conversation, spoken or signed, so my team relied on Yuki to share status reports, and we all kept tabs on Anya and Weni. They were holding up admirably, keeping pace with the rest of us.

From being one with the sky, I knew we’d get a break from the temperamental weather soon, and the clouds eventually broke to bless the land with golden-white bands of light. Ahead, the surface of Lake Nurus shimmered.

The whole region around Albei was dotted with rivers and lakes. Most were fed by the surrounding mountains, but this one drew water from an offshoot of the Sootyel farther upstream. A stone bridge crossed over that offshoot while the water continued southward to feed more lakes downstream.

On the other side was a small fortified camp—not much more than a place to rest, but with sturdy wooden walls protecting it. There, we were finally able to break for a meal. We’d eaten while on the march, but there was only so far jerky could take you. My stomach had been growling for hours.

The camp seemed to be in good shape and well cared for. We wouldn’t be staying long enough for a fire, so we ate our food cold. The tamales would’ve been better hot, but they were fine at room temperature, especially with how hungry we were after that long of a hike.

As I was eating, I noted a spot near the back that looked like it might have held a statue once.

One of the city hunters—a grizzled older man, his right eye all milky—noticed me looking around. “You young ones won’t know this,” he said, “but there used to be a spirit of the land enshrined here. Her avatar was a giant blue-barked frog.”

“That was Nurus, wasn’t it?” another asked.

“Yes,” the first replied. “It was her who the lake was named after. When I was a lad, my team often came this way, lots of good prey near these waters. Danger too, as you might imagine, so we’d stop by the shrine whenever we were nearby for a bit of extra luck.”

“Where did Nurus go?” I asked.

“Dead now,” the hunter said, shaking his head sadly. “A true death, too, her spirit consumed.”

“Hey there, don’t think you can prank me,” I scolded him. “Sure, it’s risky for a spirit of the land to form an avatar, but if it gets disrupted, then all that happens is they have to rejoin the wheel of life. What’s this nonsense about the spirit being consumed?”

“Easy now,” the old hunter gestured. Then aloud he said, “I know you, Eight Storm Caller. You serve Honored Ikfael, and I wouldn’t prank you about something like this. What you’ve said is right and true, but my team and I were there the night Nurus died.”

He paused to drink from his waterskin, his Adam’s apple bobbing. “We were tracking a bull moose we’d injured, following his blood trail south of the lake, when we heard a scream from the land itself. A shadow passed over the woods and the waters, and we held utterly still as horror crept into us. We knew then, and so did every twig and stone in the woods that day, that Nurus had died. We knew she’d died in both body and spirit.”

The hairs had risen all along my arms as I’d listened to the old hunter speak. The look on his face was earnest, and his one good eye gazed seriously at the people around him.

“It’s not my field of study,” Anya said cautiously, “but the records of the area do mention a Nurus the Fey, who once watched over these lakes. She disappeared… what… forty years ago?”

The older hunter nodded. “That’d be about right, yes.”

“But what really happened to her?” I asked.

“It’s what always happens,” the hunter replied. “Something more dangerous came along.”

“The question is interesting cosmologically,” Anya said. “There are accounts of the gods destroying the souls of those they considered irredeemable—who fell so far into imperfection there was nothing left to save—but this story doesn’t sound like that at all.”

To be honest, it sounded like nonsense. Okay, thinking back, my grandmother had one time alluded to the idea that souls could die, but I’d been too young to follow up on it. Yet even if the possibility existed, something that horrible must be incredibly rare. Like Anya had said: a last recourse for those beyond saving.

“Was Nurus good?” I asked the old hunter.

“She was fair,” he replied. “That was all we asked of her, and all she gave.”

“So, not someone deserving of the gods’ punishment?” I asked.

He shook his head. “Not that any of us thought so.”

I was about to pose another question, when one of the expedition leaders cut in. “That’s enough ghost stories, I think. We’re asking for bad luck, telling tales of those who once claimed this land. Besides, we’d best continue the journey if we wish to arrive by nightfall.”

So, we packed away the bits and bobs we’d gotten out for the meal and hit the road again. No few of us had hesitated at the gate, though, to bow to where the shrine had once stood.

Then it was back to walking, the expeditions resuming their trek. I did my duty and kept my eyes roving, yet my mind couldn’t help dwelling on what the old hunter had said.

Ikfael had been following the conversation earlier. I cupped her figurine so that the others couldn’t see it and whispered, “Do you know the story?”

The hands of the figurine moved, Ikfael using her talent to sign, “All I know is that Nurus disappeared. Neither I nor the other spirits of the land know what happened beyond that.”

“Or are willing to talk about it,” I whispered, thinking of Heleitia and her penchant for keeping secrets.

The figurine quirked her head, as if thinking. “It is as you say.”

“Would Nurus have been safe if she’d never formed an avatar?” I asked.

“Safer, yes, but we’ve talked about this before. A spirit of the land is able to connect more deeply with their territory if they create an avatar. Their authority is greater.”

“But then there’s the possibility of death. The risk—”

“—is worth it, at least to those of us willing.” Ikfael’s eyes gazed out at me from inside the figurine. “I’m not immune to fear, but there are indeed more terrible things than dying.”



Hail pelted down on us by the time we reached the escarpment atop which the town of Bashruuta sat. Similar to the one near the Glen, it likely offered a mighty view of the valley below it—in better weather. Beyond the escarpment, a mountain range rose even higher, and a frigid wind blew down from the pass.

Traveling in bad weather was dangerous, and we were grateful when the town walls came into view. A fire and hot food would be more than welcome.

The walls themselves were like the ones in Albei—made from big, regular blocks—except these were an earthy brown with streaks of gray running through them. They went up a good fifty feet at least. A couple of guards stood out front of a gate four-wagons wide.

They wore oiled cloaks, but I caught the glint of chain hauberks underneath. Instead of spears, they carried something like a halberd, but with a shorter haft. They seemed jumpier than necessary when they instructed us to behave while in Bashruuta and told us that housing was being provided by the hierophant of Albei.

My expedition and I exchanged glances. Xefwen had apparently known the race’s starting point well enough in advance to arrange for housing, yet he’d waited to announce it until word of the storm had starting spreading through Albei.

“Why?” I signed and got shrugs in return.

The gate led into the town’s kill box, which was decorated in stylized images of bears and eagles. On the other side of it was a decent-sized plaza. A number of hawkers with their push carts braved the weather and darkening light to call out their goods for sale.

It was the usual fare—mystery meat on a stick, hot drinks, alcohol, etc.—but there were also stones that had been heated in a fire and then wrapped in thick cloth. You could buy five for a taak, so I picked one up for each of my expedition’s members. It was so nice to feel the warmth penetrating through my leather gloves.

Looking around, I saw that the town itself seemed to be built from the same stone as the walls, feeling solid and heavy. The fires burning here and there made it seem more cozy than ominous, though. A massive inn occupied the far end of the plaza, the rest of the town surrounding it like a skirt.

The inn was five stories tall and ten windows across. Merry sounds spilled out from the first floor into the plaza. To the left and right were two wings of stables that came forward to form a U-shape, a courtyard in the center. The stables were already partially full from the caravans sheltering overnight.

The place was called the Wholesome Ox, and it was a famous stop along the trade route between Albei and Sugrusu Hakei. And yes, the inn had come first, with the rest of the town growing up around it.

Supposedly there was a pyramid in Bashruuta, but it was located on the other side of the Ox, out of view. There were other inns as well, though none could compare to the behemoth before us. Which wasn’t where we would be staying. No, my expedition would lodge at a stone longhouse by the town walls.

The family who normally lived there had temporarily vacated their home on the hierophant’s orders. Oh, they were happy enough to do it—he’d paid well—but I was disappointed not to be staying at the Ox like the other expeditions were. Our group’s small size had apparently worked against us. We fit in a longhouse, so that was where they stuck us.

Well, whatever. The place featured a large hearth, which we loaded up with wood for a roaring fire. A quick shopping trip provided fresh venison to roast, along with a variety of herbs and spring greens.

All in all, we ate well in a sheltered place. We sang our own songs, told our own stories, and since we had all the privacy we could want, Ikfael joined us.



The next day, we awoke to the sound of thunder along the mountain range rising above us. Thick, ominous clouds gathered along the peaks, but no rain was forecast until the evening. The hurricane was still at sea, but it had begun its journey toward the coast.

My team spent the morning caring for our gear. We’d done some maintenance the prior evening, but most of the work had been delayed until the cloth and leather could dry out overnight. Afterward, we all agreed to head over to the Ox to try their breakfast.

The town’s main plaza was even livelier than the night before—three different caravans were in the process of departing, and the hawkers were there to sell them anything they might need last minute. There also appeared to be a representative of the inn present to facilitate the departure.

We stood and watched a while. Entertainment options in Voorhei were few, and none of us were in a hurry. The rush to get to Bashruuta was over—we’d beaten the storm by a good two days—and the next rush wouldn’t start until the race did.

Four wagons comprised the smallest of the caravans, while the largest was seven strong. All of them had outriders on horses. It was interesting enough for us to stick around until the last wagon creaked its way out the gate. When the show over, my team and I resumed our quest for breakfast.

A stone statue of an amused-looking ox stood in front a set of double doors, chewing cud and her tail frozen mid-swing. A young man in what appeared to be the inn’s uniform also stood nearby. He stopped us to verify that Sun-on-Snow was safe around others, then he handed me a bright yellow tag to put around her neck.

Once inside, I couldn’t help the grin that spread across my face. The doors had opened into a dining room that was the love child of a Western saloon and a fantasy hunting lodge. Animal heads hung on all the walls—mostly moose, elk, mountain lions, and giant javelinas. Patrons sat at low tables, eating and listening to two young women on a stage playing flutes. To the left stood a long bar, with one section devoted to guest reception. Two massive fireplaces warmed the room.

I recognized many of the patrons as race participants. The other guests had apparently already checked out to get ahead of the storm.

We grabbed seats near one of the other hunter expeditions, yet when I asked about their accommodations, they said that the Ox’s rooms weren’t anything special—clean with good, sturdy furniture, but on the small side. Apparently, the really nice rooms had been saved for the expeditions due to arrive from Ganas Hakei and Sugrusu Hakei.

Almost a whole floor had remained empty overnight. When I heard that, I checked with the reception desk to see if I could purchase a few of their nice rooms for my team’s expedition, but the clerk told me they were all reserved and paid for by the hierophant.

He’s not winning any fans, I thought.

‘At least not in Albei,’ Yuki replied.

I put the matter out of my head, since it’d be a shame to let the hierophant’s favoritism spoil the morning.

Breakfast was a corn porridge with shredded guatoon and a raw egg on top. The flavor was good, but what stood out was the portion size—my bowl could’ve easily fed two people. While I plowed through it, the musicians moved from one chipper tune to another, making for a lively atmosphere.

Even the ghosts seemed to enjoy it. I saw several nodding along with the melodies. Not that the Ox was any more or less haunted than elsewhere; I’d simply gotten used to seeing ghosts wherever I went, and they really only stood out when they did something strange, like… bopping along to music.

Or sit in a corner looking miserable.

Tucked away under a couple of windows was the ghost of a young man in buckskins fiddling with the string of his bow. I’d seen him out of the corner of my eye, and my attention had repeatedly been drawn back to him over the course of the meal.

His face was hard to read, but his spirit was swathed in sadness, the kind that sets in the aftermath of having failed at something important.

There were so many ghosts in the world, it had become impossible for me to help them all, so I’d pretty much stopped.

I only made the effort in special cases. Mostly, it was when a ghost looked like it might turn malicious or if it was a request from a friend or acquaintance. Otherwise, dealing with ghosts would’ve become a full-time job.

Still, something about the kid bugged me, though none of my skills or talents hinted at why. It was like an itch between my brows. I’d just have to let it go. To investigate would mean coming back when the room was empty, and there was no way I’d break into the Ox in the middle of the night. That was asking for trouble.

I eyed the kid, looking so forlorn, and sighed.


22

Ghosts in the Night

After breakfast, we wandered Bashruuta’s streets, but other than the unusual number of tradespeople working to support caravans, the town was like any other I’d visited. Really, the view of the valley below was what stood out most, and we learned from our meanderings that the Wholesome Ox had an open-air rooftop café where one could sit and enjoy a drink while also contemplating the mountains. So, we went back to the inn to do just that, chatting amongst ourselves as the snow-topped peaks gazed down at us.

By the time noon rolled around, the topic of conversation had wandered far, with Anya and Weni asking Teila to update them on her wedding plans. The marriage wouldn’t happen for another couple of years yet, but that didn’t deter Teila, Billisha, and Aluali from their preparations. The sketches I’d seen of the planned outfits were impressive, and they had even begun talking about adding on to Bihei’s longhouse.

A part of me wondered if we shouldn’t buy a bigger place, but that would mean leaving the home Bihei had once shared with her deceased family. She’d been reluctant when I’d brought the idea up previously, but maybe she’d be more receptive now. Either way, we’d make it work; I just wanted them to be happy and safe.

A commotion from the nearby plaza interrupted us.

The café provided a nice view in that direction too, so we all went to stand at the railing and watch a couple of expeditions enter the town. Both were on the big side, with about twenty-five members each. They were more heterogeneous than ours, though, the hunters and soldiers mixing together. I also noticed a couple of healers among them.

None of the expeditions’ members had less than three talents. In fact, there were several with five, and the apparent leaders each possessed six. Notably, one was Scout Born while the other was One with the Sword.

Based on the people’s names, the expeditions seemed to be from Sugrusu Hakei and its environs, and a quick check with Owl’s Ears confirmed it. They’d been on their way to Albei when they’d come across a messenger carrying the news that the race’s starting point was Bashruuta.

Yuki dutifully passed along the information to my teammates, and our connection carried back their intense focus as they associated faces with talents. Even Snow hopped up onto the railing to better note the most dangerous among our newly arrived competitors.



We hung out at the rooftop café until about two o’clock, after which the weather turned foul; it would stay that way until the storm system either moved on or dissipated. So, we went indoors to stake out a table in the dining room—a spot by a window so we could track anything happening in the plaza.

The sorrowful ghost was still there, but I put him out of my head for the time being.

Over the course of the afternoon, the brooding clouds got darker still, and a thick, heavy rain pounded the plaza outside. As guests arrived, water streamed from their cloaks onto the floor. They stamped their feet and rubbed their hands, though their grimaces turned to relief when staff rushed toward them with warm towels.

Poets, storytellers, dancers, and musicians cycled on and off the stage. It was the same people over and over again, re-combining into different groupings and roles. One of the flutists from the morning, for example, also drummed, danced, and told the story of Hurleik the Mighty, who had once climbed the mountains in search of a hidden spring that poured molten silver instead of water. Although he found many adventures along the way, never did he come across the spring.

About an hour after dark, two expeditions from Ganas Hakei arrived, each with about thirty weary people doing their best to stream through the Ox’s doors to get under cover. Most looked like they’d managed the hard travel well, but a few sank to the ground in relief the moment they were inside.

The expeditions’ members were more than happy to regale the inn’s staff with how they’d arrived in Albei only to discover that they needed to be in Bashruuta, and oh by the way, there was a massive storm coming, so they’d better hurry.

One of the expeditions was led by a pair of soldiers—one with a talent called Captain of the Breach—while the other’s most notable was Rank and File. The second expedition, though, had a philosopher in charge, a man named Tethdlen whose first talent was called Guru of the Scintillating Weave. He was the only silvered in the room.

When I pointed him out to my table, Anya… it sounded like she stifled a squawk before jumping up to rush over. Weni followed with a sigh, and I sent Snow along too. That way, I wouldn’t have to spend mana on Owl’s Ears to eavesdrop on the conversation.

Anya’s bow took her past ninety degrees, and from that position she said, “Honored… Honored Tethdlen, that is you, isn’t it? I’ve seen your portrait in our lodge’s senastrata. I can’t begin to tell you how deeply grateful I am for your treatise on the substantification of ethleisi forces. There isn’t a day when I don’t apply the principles it describes.”

Tethdlen gazed at Anya in weary amusement. My skin prickled as his influence swept over the room, but it didn’t linger and my Status remained clear.

I imagined it was some kind of scan, yet when I looked to see if anyone else had noticed it I realized I wasn’t the only one eavesdropping. At the mention of Tethdlen’s name, the intensity in the room had ratcheted up. For the other expeditions, this was apparently the moment when they knew that the real competition had arrived.



We didn’t stay for much longer. While Ikfael had enjoyed the entertainment on stage from her figurine, she hadn’t had anything to eat the entire time we’d been in public, so we brought a feast from the Wholesome Ox back to our lodgings. Once again, the taste wasn’t exactly on point, but the volume more than made up for it. A good half was stored in her Hoarder’s Pocket.

Afterward, she walked around the longhouse to stretch her legs, and as she did so, my team discussed what we’d seen earlier in the day. There were the words we said aloud, and also the ones my team shared through Yuki so that we couldn’t be overheard.

‘No change to our plans,’ Mumu sent.

‘The smaller we seem, the less interference we’ll encounter,’ Tegen added.

‘I think Anya’s outburst worked in our favor,’ Teila said.

How so? I asked.

Teila glanced at the peltwei before sending, ‘She bowed so deeply. They’ll dismiss her for it.’

Ah… and us by extension, I thought.

‘For that and because we’re only seven,’ Mumu sent.

‘They don’t know about our secret eighth member,’ Haol sent, nodding toward Ikfael. ‘If they did, they’d be more worried.’

‘True,’ Tegen sent. ‘Who could even imagine a spirit of the land participating?’

‘Ikfael could,’ Yuki said.

And Heleitia too, I thought, though I kept that one to myself.



Yuki woke me at two in the morning. In a dream, we’d been going over the maps we had of Old Baxteiyel but then they tapped me on the shoulder—both the Tinkerbell form inside the dream and a tendril outside of it. At the same time, the other hunters also opened their eyes.

The longhouse was dark, with only the dim glow of banked coals in the hearth providing light. Carefully, I got out of the bed I was sharing with Tegen.

“Good hunting,” he signed.

I nodded to him and made my way to the door, where my things were waiting for me. Anya and Weni were still asleep. We weren’t planning on keeping the outing a secret, but there was no need to disturb them either. Ikfael was awake, however, and watching from inside her figurine, so I slipped her around my neck.

Mumu, Teila, and Snow met me by the door, and once we were ready, we headed out into the downpour. The street was empty, and only the dim outlines of the militia members on wall duty glimmered through the rain.

Clear, I thought.

‘Then let’s go,’ Mumu replied.

The rain hid our passage through the sleeping town, while the wind howled between the buildings and covered our steps. Not that there was much danger of being spotted. Every house was shuttered against the storm, the stone walls shrugging off the bad weather.

Snow teleported ahead to find a spot overlooking the plaza and a moment later signaled that it was also clear. Then, when we arrived and my spirit eyes confirmed it, she blinked again to take position on the roof of one of the Wholesome Ox’s stables.

Her sharp ears picked up the sounds of movement below her— probably someone standing guard. Next door, the inn’s shutters were closed. None of them fit perfectly, though, so she was able to see that no light was leaking out. Except for the stables, the inn was just as asleep as the rest of the town.

Around the plaza we went. The weather made moving stealthily easy. The weather also made it uncomfortable. No matter how good my gear, icy water still found a way to soak through my clothes. We’d only been outside for fifteen minutes at most, but my skin already felt cold and clammy.

The odds anyone opening the stable doors to look outside were tiny, so into the courtyard we went until we arrived at the corner where—on the other side—the ghost had sat all day.

A hook latched the nearest shutter closed, but it was simple enough to lift and pry open the shutter just wide enough to peek through.

The ghost is there, I thought. No living people are present.

‘You’re sure this is necessary?’ Mumu asked. ‘So far, we haven’t done anything wrong. Foolish, maybe, but not illegal. The next step is, though.’

The situation hasn’t changed, I replied. And in fact, the itch to do something about the kid’s ghost was stronger than ever.

I suspected its source was Heleitia—the feeling’s origin was the same spot where she’d marked me—but that wasn’t the same thing as confirmation. I didn’t have the luxury of a Status blessing or condition to explain the cause. My best guess was that it was something like my Prey of the Hunter, an effect that latched onto me without affecting me directly.

In a way, coming to see what was up with this kid was a way to confirm the idea. Depending on how the situation unfolded, my hope was that I would find a clue to both its nature and her intentions.

Mumu hesitated only a moment. ‘Then go and be quick. Teila and I will guard.’

I camouflaged at the signal, while Snow teleported unto to my shoulders. She wasn’t heavy—about twenty pounds—but a bit awkward, like a big, wet, furry bag of masa with legs. That only lasted a couple of breaths, though, before she sighted through the window and blinked us inside.

The ghost was wrapped up in his own world, fussing with his bow like he’d done all day. I let myself become one with the land and felt how the building bore the rain. Year after year, the weather was fickle, but the stones’ roots ran deep, and their history ran deeper still.

As for the boy, he was sorrow, lingering and regretful. He’d died a useless death, though there was more to it than that. There’d been a chance once, an opportunity to do something important—something meaningful—but he’d been too afraid.

There’d also been a cost attached, but I couldn’t quite discern what it was with my spirit eyes. That part was buried too far within him, like a splinter deep under the skin.

As I probed, the other ghosts took note of me. Some were fuzzy, gray existences barely hanging on to the mortal plane. Others were fresher—men, women, and beasts.

That was the thing about walls. They didn’t always work, and sometimes the monsters got inside.

Most of the ghosts didn’t want to linger, and they departed with a single blessing. Yet there were two who were hungrier: a man dressed like a soldier, his face full of scars, and the other a vole the size of sedan.

They’d each lunged at me, but while Tenna’s Gift was thin around me, I hadn’t yet pierced it. Their attacks were useless. I felt unpressured as I gathered my will to push-force-exorcise them out of the world.

That got the boy’s attention, and he eyed me warily. His mouth moved, but I couldn’t hear him. A glance showed that all the ghosts in the common room had been dealt with. Then, in a bit of extra caution, I checked the common room a second time, rapidly snapping my Status camera many times to make absolutely sure no one else was present.

This is dumb, I thought. I’m taking a chance I don’t need to take. I’d hoped to learn more about Heleitia’s intentions through the kid’s ghost, but I was in a building full of the dawn and dusk—some of the best soldiers and hunters in the region, not to mention a silvered philosopher.

Sure, the room looked clean, but who knew what potential these people had for noticing and investigating nearby activity. Someone might notice if I pierced Tenna’s Gift and spoke to the ghost.

Mumu, am I being foolish?

‘Has something happened?’ she asked.

I’m having second thoughts, I replied.

‘There is no way for me to answer,’ she sent, ‘since this matter touches upon your Glen’s secrets. Without knowing more, none of us can tell you whether or not the risk is worth the result.’

Yuki brought Teila into the exchange, and she asked, ‘What will you regret more? Potentially revealing your ability to speak with the dead, or not hearing what the ghost has to say?’

Regret, huh? There was a kid in front of me who was stuck in this world because of it. What had he done? And why was it important enough for Heleitia to send me his way? Assuming it was her, of course.

It was all so frustrating! Because of the divinations flying around, I couldn’t tell how many of my actions were mine and how many were because I was being maneuvered—by Heleitia, the hierophant, or who knew who else.

Mumu’s voice was stern as she said, ‘A hunter needs both boldness and cunning—boldness to seize opportunities and cunning to avoid traps. What they cannot do is falter. Choose a direction. Pick a path. Make a decision. To go anywhere is better than to go nowhere.’

Even if it’s a mistake? I asked.

Mumu’s voice grew gentler as she said, ‘We all carry the scars of our mistakes, Eight. This is the world we live in, our world of striving. We either survive it or we don’t.’

Throughout this back and forth, Yuki’s qi had been cycling slowly, in the way that usually meant they were pondering deeply. I prodded them. You’ve been quiet. What do you think I should do?

Briefly, I felt a pulse as they checked the network. No words were exchanged; instead, it was more like they touched all the people to whom they were connected. Like being in the kitchen and glancing in the living room to make sure the rest of the family was all right.

‘We should be who we are and who we aim to be,’ Yuki said afterward. ‘Let others do what they do; we walk our own path.’

A hint of a smile came to my lips. In other words, don’t get lost trying to figure out how all the divinations interact. Instead, find a way to be me and act how I believe I ought to.

Yuki thought a moment. ‘Yes, but we said it more elegantly.’

The smile came out fully. True, you did.

‘Eight, report. What have you decided?’ Mumu asked.

Yuki and I were consulting. The plan has changed—the kid will be moving on but without me talking to him.

‘Then the Glen’s needs will go unfulfilled,’ she sent. ‘Is that all right?’

It’ll have to be, I replied.

Ikfael wasn’t connected to our network, so she’d been excluded from the deliberations. All she saw was me eyeing the empty corner, while all I saw of her was her observing our surroundings.

“I’m going to send the ghost on to his rest,” I signed.

Ikfael spirit inside the figurine nodded, but that was all. If Heleitia had had a purpose in bringing me to this situation, the otter seemed unaware of it. I better get to it, then. My decision’s made. Let there be no room for regrets.

The kid fought me—not literally, but he resisted moving on like he was afraid of what was waiting for him. And then, when the gentle light enfolded him, he was dumbstruck. His face went from consternation to confusion, and then from confusion to relieved tearfulness. I didn’t know what he’d done in his life that was so terrible, but all that met him on the other side was acceptance.

As the last of the light faded, the itch between my brows finally eased. The common room was quiet, yet there was a peacefulness in the air that had been missing before. With a mental nudge, Snow grabbed onto me and blinked out us back out into the rain.

‘All done?’ Mumu asked.

Yes, I replied. Let’s head back so that we can warm up.

‘Haol restarted the fire, so Tegen is making tea,’ Yuki said. ‘The sisters are awake and helping.’

As we reversed course, traveling the way we’d come, the spot between my brows started to itch again. The feeling was similar to before, though there were no ghosts nearby who stood out. The cause was a mystery, and my jaw clenched in frustration.

Luckily, we got back to the street where our lodgings were located without issue. Snow had ranged ahead to find an overlook, and she let us know it was clear. Except it wasn’t. When I turned the corner, my spirit eyes picked up movement beside our borrowed longhouse. Through the sheets of rain falling, I saw a human figure fiddling with the wall. They must’ve been camouflaged or hidden in some other way.

In an instant, I merged with Yuki to share my sight, and then we split so that they could alert the others.

The plan from Mumu came quickly. ‘Inside, pretend all is well, but take precautions to safekeep our clients. Outside, we will trail from a safe distance, with Eight at the lead.’

The three of us cast our Camouflage spells and hid ourselves against the adjacent building. Then, I marked the quarry with Prey of the Hunter; it was the only sure bet in such bad weather, since the rain totally overwhelmed any qi in the air.

Now then, my little spy. Who do you belong to—

Suddenly, the man shot away. At speed too, he was already a longhouse ahead before I could react.

We’ve been made, I sent. Then cast Dog’s Agility to chase after him.

Time slowed in that delicious way provided by the spell, the need to go fast pumping through me. Mumu and Teila cycled their own spells, and we took off after the spy.

Dimly, though, something bothered me about the way he’d run. It almost seemed like he was running from the wall rather than us. Maybe he thought the others inside caught him snooping?

My thoughts spun. The itch between my brows became real and intensified like a fingernail digging through my skull. The wall drew my attention as if it were the true danger.

Fear spiked through me, Yuki carrying the feeling to the others inside the longhouse. I snapped a Night Eyes spell into place, and I spotted a package attached to the wall.

Down! I yelled.

The world answered with an intense light and bada-thump! followed by the sound of a giant smashing the longhouse’s stone wall.

Immediately afterward, I lost precious seconds blinking my eyes clear. It felt impossible—a giant blind spot sat in the middle of my vision. So, I cast Healing Water on the rain falling onto my face, and that did the trick.

In the background, I registered Tegen calling out that everyone inside was safe. He’d gotten his Unbroken Shield up in time. Haol had taken a shard of stone to the shoulder while protecting Anya, but Weni was helping remove it. A Healing Water should take care of the wound.

‘Do we know the culprit’s location?’ Mumu asked, but I didn’t truly register the question.

All I could think was that if I hadn’t gone to deal with the kid’s ghost, we would’ve been asleep. Looking at the power of the bomb, there would have been fatalities. Heleitia had kept her part of the exchange. She’d saved my life, and the lives of all the others too in the process.

‘Eight!’ “Eight!” Mumu grabbed me by the shoulders and turned me around to check me for hidden wounds.

“Sorry, sorry,” I said. “I was just… caught off guard.”

“Do you have the culprit’s location?’ Mumu asked again.

Inside me, Prey of the Hunter alerted me to my quarry’s presence to the north, about where the Wholesome Ox lay. Then the spell’s target disappeared. For the second time ever—both less than a month apart—someone had been able to slip loose.

I shook my head. “No. Whoever it is, they have a way to neutralize Prey of the Hunter.”

Mumu’s glare turned wary. “Again? Is it…”

No, not the Maltrans, I sent. I had gotten a read on the culprit’s spirit and felt confident I would recognize them if I see them again.

I’d also used the camera, but… my memory of the contents was blurry. Alarmed, Yuki dug for it.

	Kimson of Bashruuta (Human)
Talents: Seered by Light, Loyalty Amplified, Steady-Handed



Wait, what? The spirits of the world speaker and the man with the bomb were nothing alike. More alarmingly, why hadn’t I realized my Status camera was telling me it was Kimson at the time? It would’ve been beyond peculiar for the world speaker to brave the elements to spy on a bunch of sleeping people.

Someone… someone had a talent for messing with my head, or at least with the information presented by the Status camera. And, in fact, that had also happened once before.

It must’ve been the Maltrans. Or at least their assassin. He was definitely in Bashruuta, and maybe the others too.


23

Hunters Among Racers

People came out of their homes within minutes of the explosion. A whistle sounded, and then the town’s alarm drums began to beat, the sound muted by the downpour. Still, the militia found their way to our doorstep, and it was up to Mumu and Tegen to explain that there’d been a saboteur.

Haol was now fine, although the shirt he’d worn would have to be mended and laundered. Anya and Weni handled the emergency well and put off asking questions for the time being. We gave them the basic rundown on the Maltrans, so they knew what to watch out for.

The whole time I was a bundle of nerves, checking everyone with my Status camera and verifying the entries by merging with Yuki to make sure the readings weren’t spoofed.

The town’s reeve showed up to take charge and learn the extent of the threat. Once he’d heard it was sabotage and not a monster invasion, the tension went out of him. Messengers were sent off, and the drums’ rhythm changed to signal that no creatures had gotten inside the town.

The chaos lasted for about another half an hour afterward, but no one wanted to be out in the rain any longer than they had to, so the reeve decided that the investigation could safely begin in the morning. After all, if the lauded hunters of Voorhei couldn’t track the perpetrator in this downpour, the land soldiers wouldn’t be able to either.

Before the reeve left, Mumu asked about alternative lodgings, but the Wholesome Ox was full. And the reeve knew it for certain, because he was one of the owners. As were the town head and the world speaker assigned to the town. The three of them were all members of the same family.

Everyone eventually left except for a couple of land soldiers to stand guard. The rest of us moved the beds deeper into the longhouse and cleared the debris from them as best we could.

The cold blew straight through the new gap in the wall, but we were out of the rain, and we had our gear. We treated the rest of the night as if we were in the wilds, bundled up and keeping watches.

None of us slept, though, and all the way until morning we discussed how to proceed.



When dawn broke, a fresh batch of land soldiers arrived to escort Mumu to an interrogation. Haol went with her to watch her back.

Also, the longhouse’s owners were allowed to sort through their stuff to tabulate the damage. They were rightly angered by what had happened, but weren’t sure who to confront about compensation. Our lodge was well known to be wealthy, yet we weren’t exactly at fault.

After a couple of hours, a messenger was sent to relieve the land soldiers “protecting” the longhouse. Also, we were allowed to wander around town again, so we made a beeline for the Wholesome Ox.

People were still eating breakfast and hanging around in the common room. The space should’ve been lighter without its ghosts, but the mood was heavy and the gossip all about the previous night’s bombing.

Immediately, we headed to where the Albei hunters had gathered and embedded ourselves within their group. They closed in around us like bodyguards.

The fee was answering their questions about what had happened, but that was worth it for the extra eyes watching for trouble. Plus, this way we could address everyone in the room. There was no way the other expeditions weren’t eavesdropping, and the more people aware of the Maltran threat, the better.

We arranged for a courier to Albei to inform the land knight of the Maltrans’ presence in Bashruuta. Mumu had already used her calling stone the previous night, and it was likely something the reeve would also do, but none of us felt like taking chances.

Mumu returned to the inn with a hand on Haol’s arm. They made a fetching pair, and it nicely hid that she was feeling woozy in the aftermath of the interrogation’s truth-telling drugs. As we got some food into her, Haol spoke to the table about the town leadership’s intentions: “The land soldiers and militia will keep the peace while they wait for the hierophant’s arrival.”

“That’s it?” I couldn’t help asking. “That’s the plan?”

Haol glanced around the room, brimming with the dawn and dusk. “They mean to keep us all penned in town until someone more powerful arrives.”

“But the Maltrans,” I said.

“We trust your eyes.” Haol gestured to himself and the rest of our expedition. “But it was a glimpse on a dark, rainy night, and the town’s leadership is hoping you made a mistake. And if you didn’t, then that’s an even better reason to wait. There were silvered among the Maltrans, correct?”

“At least two survived, yes.”

Haol made a gesture as if to say, “Well, there you go.”

Mumu put down her spoon. “More than that, there is also politics involved.”

“Politics?” I asked.

“We don’t hear about it much in Voorhei,” Mumu started to explain, “but not everyone in the Three-City Alliance is in agreement about how to handle the Maltrans.”

Tegen nodded solemnly. “There are those who admire their empire.”

“A sad truth,” Mumu replied.

“But their sabotage,” I said, offended. “And I don’t mean just the explosion last night. There’s also the attack on the Glen as well as everything else the Maltrans have done to disrupt the peace in the whole of Albeityel.”

Tegen’s smile was bitter. “Albei is least among the Three Cities. If not for the quality of the raw materials we provide, it wouldn’t be considered their equal at all.”

Anya had been willing to simply listen up to that point, but now she asked, “How will this affect the expedition?”

“The level of danger has increased,” Mumu said. “We expected a certain amount of interference, but the attack last night shows that we’re specifically being targeted.”

“You mean you’re being targeted,” Wensatsu said, clarifying.

“A truth,” Mumu said. “As for how to proceed, first we need a place where we can safely talk.”

“There’s going to be nowhere private,” Haol said.

“We were counting on our expedition’s inconspicuousness to protect us from scrutiny,” Tegen said, “but that’s no longer possible. The inn does have a shielded room…”

“One that can withstand the depth of talent in this room?” Anya asked, visibly doubtful.

“The innkeepers claim it to be so,” Tegen replied.

I asked the sisters, “You don’t happen to have any anti-espionage spells, do you?”

“Our family’s magics tend toward the eclectic,” Weni answered, “but we don’t have anything along those lines.”

“The philosophers do,” Anya added. “Unfortunately, I spent the merit I gained elsewhere.”

“We’ll have to trust the inn’s meeting room, then,” Tegen said. “It’s meant for sensitive negotiations and planning. Hopefully that will be enough.”



The innkeepers were delighted to provide a secure meeting room… for a fee. We also had to wait until the afternoon, which was the soonest it would be available. There were two expeditions ahead of us in line. So, we went back to our seats, twiddled our thumbs, and distractedly watched the entertainment.

To observers, we were a taciturn, silent bunch. On the Yuki network, however, my team talked in endless circles about our options. Yet none of it meant anything until we could also consult Weni and Anya.

Lunch came and went—a bean casserole of some kind. The performers changed twice, and it wasn’t until nearly the end of the third’s set that we were finally summoned. Sighs of relief sounded all around.

The secure meeting room was a ten-by-ten box, the walls covered in runes. In the center was a round table, but it only sat four comfortably. A pearlescent stone embedded in the table was supposed to be where we contributed our mana to power the magics.

Mumu took a seat and gestured for me to do the same. Ikfael would also sit, of course, once we knew the room truly was secure. To check, Anya examined the runes, the others moving out of her way as she went from wall to wall.

“I…” she began, paused to think, and then started over, “I believe some of these are decorative, but the rest are legitimate. They deal with sight, sound, presence, and intention.”

“So we can talk freely?” Mumu asked.

“Maybe,” Anya said. “While the public may not be able to spy on us, it’s likely the inn’s owners have included a way for them to.”

“I don’t like it, but this is still probably our best option,” Mumu said. Then she put her hands on the stone to share her mana, and the runes around us glowed.

Anya sniffed and said, “The light is purely decorative.” The walls brightened when she sat and also put her hands on the stone.

“It seems impressive, though,” I observed. “If I were a worried merchant, I’d feel safer knowing the magic was at work.” The stone drew a steady trickle of mana from me, and the runes brightened once more. Snow came over to place her head in my lap—her way of supporting me.

Mumu tapped the stone. “Focus, please. We have limited time and much to discuss. But before we begin, let me say this. The other expeditions will eventually learn of our full roster and the purpose of our participation in the race. Those, we will speak about. Anything else is not to be trusted to these walls. Understood?”

Both those sitting at the table and those standing around it all nodded in reply. Even Snow yowled along.

“Then, Ikfael, please join us,” Mumu said.

The spirit of the land appeared out of the figurine and onto the table in her otter form. She looked at the walls, but only briefly, shaking her head to indicate that she didn’t have anything to add about the room’s security. Then she hopped down to take a seat and signed, “I’ve been listening.”

Anya a raised hand to begin the discussion. “As I see it, we have four options. One, we pull out of the race entirely. Two, we continue, but without Voorhei’s help. Instead, my sister and I attach ourselves to another expedition. Three, we continue, but leave behind Eight. And four, nothing changes. The expedition continues as planned.” She glanced at her sister and opened her mouth to continue—

But before she could say anything else, Tegen interrupted her. “We will not leave Eight to fend for himself.”

“No, of course not,” Anya said. “But a clear decision requires clear understanding. I will not leave out options simply because they are unsavory.”

Weni tapped the silver feathers running alongside her head. “I’ll remind my sister that our aunt has made our entry in the race contingent on Eight’s participation.”

“Yes, of course.” Anya cleared her throat. “That means only two options are truly open to us. We either pull out or continue as planned.”

“It’s still not that simple,” I said, gesturing toward Ikfael.

The spirit of the land was owed first choice among the treasures recovered by our expedition. What would happen if that expedition was suddenly canceled? We’d technically already begun, even if the race itself hadn’t started.

“We have to continue,” Ikfael said. “We are all links in a chain of exchanges that cannot be broken. The balance maintained is delicate, and the repercussions would be severe. To all of us.”

“And there’s no wiggle room anywhere in that chain?” I asked.

“One cannot cheat intentions,” Ikfael said. “The World Spirit would know.”

“So nothing changes,” Mumu said. “Nothing can change.”

“Everything’s changed,” Weni said. “We’re being actively targeted. There’ll be no slipping in and out while the ruins’ protectors are distracted.”

That wasn’t quite right, though, was it? “I killed the Maltrans’ diviner, so there’s a decent chance they don’t know Ikfael is here with us. That means the explosion targeted me to get revenge for their dead. If that’s true, then I can run them in circles while inside Old Baxteiyel and someone else can carry Ikfael’s figurine for the expedition. That should both satisfy Aslishtei and limit the damage to only my portion of the exchange, right?”

“Eight, you speak with too many assumptions,” Tegen said.

“But we have to start planning from somewhere,” I objected.

“We will not let you break an exchange with a spirit of the land,” Mumu said.

“Why? What’ll happen?” I demanded.

At that, everyone turned to Ikfael for the answer.

“You are meant to be at the heart of the expedition,” she said. “I will be forced to punish you if you are if not. And if I won’t do it, then the greater spirits will take it upon themselves to do it for me. The imbalance would be righted, taking into account all that I’ve provided you. Everything.”

“I’d probably die, huh?”

Ikfael looked down so that I couldn’t see her face. “Or wish you were dead.”

Snow left my side to go sit by Ikfael. The otter hadn’t been expected to contribute mana to the privacy magics, so her paws were free to start petting the blynx. It seemed to comfort them both.

The rest of us went silent as we considered Ikfael’s words. It occurred to me that I had probably been too cavalier over the years about the number of exchanges I’d made. My assumption had been that people were too hesitant about the process, but maybe they’d been right to be careful. Perhaps my perspective had been skewed because of the circumstances of my arrival into this world.

I mean, I’d always been grateful. But it sounded like I should’ve been more cautious too. Or at least more mindful of the repercussions. With a sinking feeling, I realized that this was yet another example of where I’d underestimated Ikfael.

“I’m going,” I said into the silence. “My part of the exchange will continue, no matter what.”

Anya looked to her sister, spirit stuff flowing between them in huge streams. “We’re of the same thought. The opportunity to study Old Baxteiyel will not present itself again in our lifetimes. We can’t miss it, even with the additional danger.”

Her fingers were pale from how tightly they gripped the stone, but fear was a sensible response to our situation. We’d deal with it, along with everything else in our way, to participate in the race to Old Baxteiyel.



We had the privacy room for two hours, so we spent the remainder adapting our plans for potential disruption by the Maltrans. With Yuki’s help, I provided a blow-by-blow description of the fight at the Glen, as well as the exact wording of the enemies’ talents.

Afterward, we returned to the inn’s common room and found our table had been claimed by another expedition. There were no more free seats, so we grabbed the floor space where the kid’s ghost had been. That earned us some looks—some sympathetic, some mocking—but none of that mattered. We were operating under field rules, and what came first was our safety. Pride could go jump off a cliff; we’d roll in the mud if that was what it took to come through this alive.

Eventually, the town head found us to let us know new lodgings had been arranged—another longhouse—which we promptly refused and instead negotiated for use of the inn’s common room overnight.

Two things worked in our favor. The first was that, as one of the owners, the town head absolutely had the power to say yes. The second was that the practice was apparently common. I’d never seen it myself, but out on the road inns rarely turned people away for lack of space. For a taak or two, they’d let guests sleep by the common room’s fireplace.

The town head didn’t want to do it at first, but we wore her down. Also, she must’ve realized partway through that we simply weren’t going to leave. She might as well earn some money in the process.

After that, we rested in shifts, with Snow venturing out into the rain to patrol the area. Each time, she came back drenched, and we loved on her tons to make up for it.

Twice, a rando in the room looked like they were working up the nerve to come over to make trouble, but we must’ve cast a formidable martial aura, because they chickened out both times.

Anyone with sense would recognize: we were on the hunt.



Out over the ocean, the hurricane stalled. The winds had been pushing it to make landfall, but then they paused in their labors to collect even more water from the ocean’s surface. They wouldn’t let me approach for a closer look, yet even at a distance I felt the whirling energies of almost a dozen water spouts.

On my return to my body, the weather report on my phone updated to read that the hurricane’s arrival on land was delayed by two days. According to the new timetable, it’d reach Sugrusu Hakei at pretty much the same time the race was scheduled to begin.

If I were a betting man, I’d expect an additional delay of a half-to-full day. The storm would come inland, and it would arrive at Old Baxteiyel.



That night, once the Ox’s bar had shut down and the inn’s guests had either left or retired to their rooms, we claimed a spot by one of the fireplaces.

“It’s like we’ve been transported elsewhere,” Haol commented as he looked around the common room now that it was dark and empty.

Without people in it, places felt different. Without people in it, lives felt different too. I’d learned that well enough in both my lives, and so had the others with me.

During my watch, I kept my back to the fire so that it wouldn’t spoil my night vision. Haol shared the shift with me, wandering between the rooms on the first floor like a ghost. The man could be surprisingly subtle when he wanted to be.

He’d seen Ikfael’s figurine move, so he cleared out in order to give us space to talk. My hands cupped around it like I might a calling stone.

“Things have been difficult between us,” the figurine signed, “but I will hear no more talk of broken exchanges. Do you see me, Eight? Do you understand my message?”

“Yes,” I whispered.

“That night in the park, I said something that I didn’t know I’d say. It… surprised us both.”

“Yes,” I replied.

“Yet the more I consider it, the more truth I recognize in those words. I will not retreat from them. I’m not sure what that means, but I won’t.”

“Then I won’t either,” I whispered.

Ikfael’s spirit gazed at me. “This is nice. I should talk to you more often in places where you can’t respond. It’s freeing to be able to say what I want and know you can only listen.”

“I will always listen.” I replied, whispering softly. “And I won’t back away either.”

“Good.”



Yuki prodded me awake, and the first thing I did was reach for my knives.

‘Easy,’ they said. ‘No danger, but the hierophant is here.’

I sat up and saw Xefwen himself coming down the stairs, neatly dressed and alongside one of the inn’s owners. The common room was still dark and the coals in the fireplaces banked. My Status clock read 4:32 AM.

The rain had stopped while I’d been asleep, and the forecast had changed yet again. Now, the foul weather wouldn’t start up again until the afternoon. The hurricane was still on its way, though.

“Everyone must be woken up and told to assemble in the plaza,” Xefwen instructed. “My divinations tell me the situation has changed, and the race’s participants must now depart as soon as possible. Prepare something to eat that’s easy to consume while traveling. I want everyone out by dawn at the latest. The latest, you hear me?”

“It shall be done as you say,” the innkeeper replied.

“Good. My people will settle the bill. The stay was faultless except for the lumpy bedding. Fix that.” Xefwen frowned in our direction. “Also, don’t let people overnight who don’t have rooms. It’s tasteless.”

“Of course, Honored Hierophant, the issue with the bedding will be addressed. As for these people, they were the ones unhoused by the explosion.” The innkeeper bowed, his hands signing an apology.

“I suppose it couldn’t be helped, then. Good thinking to put them somewhere safe. Nothing can impede the start of the race.”

“The saboteurs—” the innkeeper began.

But the hierophant waved his hand as if to shoo the problem away. “I assure you the situation will be settled.”

I noted staff moving near the kitchens, and there were others coming downstairs following after the innkeeper. These were straightening their uniforms as if they’d had to hurriedly put them on. One came over to ask we clear our sleeping place, a formality since we were already packing up.

How long has the hierophant been here, though? None of us had spotted him during our stay. Maybe there’s a VIP entrance?

The staff scrambled as more instructions were handed out. Apparently, they were setting up a stage outside in the plaza.

Closer in, Mumu publicly organized our expedition’s departure, while she privately sent, ‘Eight, focus on the hierophant. The rest of us will discuss the change in plans.’

Will do, I sent back, then cast Owl’s Ears to continue listening to Xefwen’s instructions to the staff.

“I want the stage placed to the west,” he said, “so that the racers see me bathed by the sun’s first light.”

The innkeeper replied, “But your instructions were that the participants should depart for Old Baxteiyel before then.”

“Just so,” Xefwen said, pausing. “It is more important for them to leave early. For now, let’s do that. Are the supplies I’ve brought ready? They were difficult to procure.”

“The Wholesome Ox will not fail you, Honored Hierophant. The feathers will be distributed to every participant as you instructed.”

He nodded. “Then let’s move on. I’m hungry. Bring something to the private dining room.” With that, the hierophant disappeared through a door I’d not gone through before.

I followed, yet none of the staff seemed to mind. Rather, they took my desire to eavesdrop for granted. Except the door was locked, so all I caught was a muffled, “Send my things after me.”

“The porters assigned are the best we hav—”

And then another door shut, one which must’ve been soundproofed, because Owl’s Ears didn’t pick up anything else.

On the other hand, I heard coming from upstairs the sound of people clapping and announcing that the race would be starting two days early. Anyone wishing to participate needed to gather immediately.

Mumu came to stand beside me. “We have two paths ahead of us. We will either wait in the common room until Albei’s hunters descend and join them when they depart for the plaza. Or we will stay in place to watch the inn’s guests pass by, hoping you recognize the spirit of our assailant. What did you hear? Does it lead us down one path or the other?”

“All I picked up was that the hierophant will also be traveling,” I answered. “My guess is that it’s to Old Baxteiyel. Actually, it’s more likely to be Fort Olana. That’s where it’ll be safer, and he can observe the racers’ progress from there. He also mentioned something about a feather—a symbol of some kind or perhaps a way to keep track of the racers.”

‘Nothing about the Maltrans and their attack on our expedition?’ Mumu sent via Yuki, and I felt the frustration underlying her thoughts.

No, I thought in reply. His priorities are elsewhere.

Mumu sent, ‘How long was he here? A day, two, even longer? And for his secrecy’s sake, he didn’t do anything to help us after the attack? Enough, we will take matters into our own hands.’

I nodded. That’s also my read on the situation.

“We’ll stay in the common room until all the other guests pass through it,” Mumu said aloud. Then, to me and the others on our team, she sent, ‘We will find our quarry and end them here if we can.’
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Each of the expeditions assigned a member to handle the check-out process, while the rest filed from the inn to marshal in the plaza outside. As the people streamed past, Yuki and I worked in tandem—me noting what I was seeing and them checking to make sure my thoughts were coherent. Anything unusual was also passed along to my team for comparison.

Mostly, we were looking for anyone who seemed to share the exact talents as someone else. That was how the Maltran assassin had previously disguised themselves.

I confirmed that Kimson wasn’t the saboteur—his spirit was looser, less focused and yet somehow also more ambitious. He smirked to see us waiting around, but I didn’t have any attention to spare for whatever ridiculous notion he’d concocted about us in his head, the ass.

My teammates confirmed he was the same person who’d showed up at the Hunter’s Lodge in Albei to announce the race’s starting point, so we ruled him out.

Eventually, the inn emptied, and while we waited to see if there were any stragglers, one of the staff came over—her spirit anxious to get us moving. “The hierophant will begin the race soon,” she said. “Please leave for the plaza.”

“There are no other guests left in the building?” Mumu asked her.

She exchanged signs with a man at the front desk, then shook her head and said, “All the rooms are clear.”

“The assassin didn’t stay here,” I said.

“Or else they left another way,” Tegen said.

I nodded. “Given their abilities, they could’ve easily slipped out one of the service doors.”

More staff appeared ready to converge on us to get us moving, so we left the common room in good order with the sisters in the center of our formation. As soon as we were outside, though, I camouflaged, and Snow teleported us up to the roof’s viewing area. From there, I could look out over all the participants, including the ones who’d stayed elsewhere.

Some of the inn’s entertainers had gathered to watch the proceedings below. Being healthily paranoid, I checked them all. One was hungover, and a threesome was feuding, but none were the saboteur.

While Yuki listened to the troupe’s gossip for clues, my spirit eyes roved over the expeditions assembling in the pre-dawn light. Braziers had been brought out so that people weren’t standing around in the cold.

The sky was thick with ominous clouds. Even though the sun was beginning its rise, the light barely penetrated. Instead, it was braziers that lit the scene, their reach uncertain because of the crowds around them.

I cast an Owl’s Ears and steadily clicked on every individual, including those I’d already examined earlier. The assassin might have infiltrated an expedition I’d already cleared.

The work would’ve been tiresome if not for the deadly consequences of being wrong. Slow is fast and fast is slow, I told myself.

The consensus among the race’s participants was that, while the change of plans was a surprise, it was also welcome. No one relished the idea of being cooped up for two more days, especially if an early start also provided a chance to reach Old Baxteiyel before the storm hit.

There was a good deal of anxiety about the storm—and the saboteur too, with several people wondering if an expedition had already started cheating—but the various groups appeared to have developed plans to deal with both.

The stage was ready for the hierophant, and braziers to each side and a row of candle stones meant he would be well lit once he arrived.

So far there’d been no sign of the assassin, nor any of the other Maltrans either. It was possible they were disguised, so I paid attention to anything that might seem subtly wrong. I also tapped on Ikfael’s figurine to alert her to the potential of action incoming.

About three-quarters of the way through my investigation, staff emerged from one of the inn’s side doors. They each carried steaming, covered baskets, from which they handed out small bundles. Doing my best not to sigh in frustration, I started the process of examining their talents too.

‘Hold on,’ Yuki said. ‘Double check that last one.’

I went back to a gray-haired man. His talents were… click.

	Boosen the Elder (Human)
Talents: Organized, Tidy Mind Tidy Life



He must’ve been doing something right with his life too, because his was probably the calmest spirit in the whole plaza.

‘There was somebody else with those talents earlier,’ Yuki said.

Instantly, my gaze sharpened, and I felt a similar thrill arise in my teammates as the uekisheile spread the word. I couldn’t recall when I’d seen those talents last, though—my memory was unnaturally fuzzy when I tried.

‘It was a minute ago. Among the staff,’ Yuki said.

I used my Status camera, reversing the direction I’d been going. Click, click, click.

‘There, him!’

I forced my eyes focus on a middle-aged man, his hair swept back into a bun. He carried a basket, yet he was weaving through the crowd separately from the other staff. No one seemed to mind his presence, though, and I couldn’t read his spirit. Once more, I used my camera:

	Eswelo of Isteikta (Human, Dawn)
Talents: Organized, Tidy Mind Tidy Life



Found him, I thought with vicious glee. At least Level 5, but the Maltrans had a way of hiding their silvered status too, so we need to be careful. There’d still been no sign of the others.

Mumu hesitated only a moment before sending, ‘We act. Assume the other Maltrans are here, but the assassin must die. We can’t risk someone with his abilities on our back trail.’

I sent an acknowledgement, as did the others.

Haol slipped into camouflage and swiftly moved to find a perch to snipe from, while Mumu and Teila also hid themselves to make their way toward our quarry. It was hard keeping my eyes on him, but I pushed through the obfuscating force.

Tegen would defend Anya and Weni at the center of the Albei hunter’s contingent. They’d remain safe there. I tapped on Ikfael’s figurine once more to let her know that action was certain, then drew my knives.

‘Snow’s ready,’ Yuki said, then they went back to directing Mumu and Teila into position. The two hunters were moving slowly so as to avoid bumping into people as they navigated the crowd. Haol found and climbed up to his perch before they were able to close on our prey.

‘The hierophant is on the scene,’ Yuki reported, the information having come first from Snow, and then confirmed by Haol. ‘He’s greeting the other silvered, the scholar named Tethdlen.’

‘Our quarry is changing directions,’ I reported. ‘Moving toward the edge of the crowd closest to the hierophant.’

‘Almost there,’ Mumu answered.

‘Same,’ Teila said.

‘Blink ready,’ Snow added.

Inside me, Yuki prepared our Blink emulator, just in case I needed it too. They also cycled the qi for Iron Heart and Dog’s Agility.

‘Quarry in view,’ Mumu said. ‘Check five beats.’

‘Ready here,’ Teila replied. ‘Five okay.’

‘Five okay,’ I also answered.

Yuki directed Snow into position. I crouched so that she could put her paws on my shoulders. My breathing steadied; anticipation sang through me.

‘Counting,’ Mumu said. ‘Five, four…’

The grip on my knives tightened, and I bumped Ikfael’s figurine with my fist.

‘Three, two… one.’

The world disappeared and emerged again, with Snow dropping me from above Eswelo. An Unerring Strike spell snapped into place, and I dove at his neck with my knives. Whoever had trained him was good, though, because he picked up on the disturbance in the air and twisted to avoid the attack. The motion was a blur. A defensive spell, I thought, then hit the ground at a bad angle.

Iron Body kept me from breaking anything. The fall turned into a roll, and I regained my footing standing against the sturdy frame of a dolbec. Around me, the crowd realized a deadly fight had broken out in their midst.

Mumu and Teila had both stabbed at Eswelo along with me, staggering their approach a beat behind mine. He’d focused on the showier attack and missed spotting my stealthier allies. Teila didn’t connect, but Mumu’s Spiral Pierce took him from behind in the kidney.

The crowd surged as the people put distance between themselves and the fight. Fortunately, we were close to the edge, so a space quickly opened around us. Bang, bang, bang, I heard, and when Eswelo turned to meet the arrows fired by Haol, the rest of us rushed him again.

And bounced right back, running into a shield of some kind.

The arrows shattered against it, and we each were pelted by some of the splinters, a stinging along my cheek. As I repositioned, I saw a handful of sparkling dust fall at Eswelo’s feet—a defensive magic item crumbling. His back also glowed where Mumu had stabbed him, which explained why he hadn’t gone down yet.

‘Two artifacts used,’ Mumu sent. ‘Bait any others.’

Teila threw a river stone, smooth and rounded with a bit of paint dabbed on one side. It was a plain rock, but Eswelo didn’t know that. He dodged as if his life depended on it, at which point we rushed him again.

From her overwatch, Snow blinked into his face to momentarily blind him, then teleported back to safety. The distraction meant he took my Spark full to the chest. Yuki, meanwhile, cast a Cold Snap at the ground under him. It was still wet from the rain earlier and iced over. The combined shock threw off his balance, and he tumbled like it was a skit from The Three Stooges.

Then we were on him with our knives. There’d be no mysterious escape for him this time—we inflicted puncture after puncture until the air bubbled out of him.

His ghost came free, looking bewildered by what had happened. Still, I didn’t let him distract me; we knew what the Maltrans did to their agents. While Mumu stood guard over us, Teila and I cut out the man’s multiple cores before he could turn.

The fight had only taken seconds, and Haol reported that the farther edges of the crowd were only now becoming aware of the details. Also, the hierophant had had a clear view of us and was clearly displeased.

I listened while working feverishly at my gruesome task, making sure there weren’t more than four additional cores.

‘No sign of the other Maltrans?’ Mumu asked.

‘Not yet,’ Haol answered. ‘Hold. There’s out-of-pattern movement.’

Snow’s current position was above the inn’s northernmost stables. Yuki hopped over to take a look through her eyes, and said, ‘Confirmed, although they don’t look like the Maltrans who attacked the Glen.’

‘Eight, your eyes,’ Mumu commanded.

On it, I replied.

Snow blinked to come get me, then she teleported us both back to her perch above the stables. With my own eyes, I saw how the expeditions were now arrayed in defensive formations, the more martial members protecting their philosophers, healers, and artisans.

Scouts were also spreading out across the plaza to take positions much like our own Haol.

Mumu and Teila headed back to their starting position by Tegen, the people in between scurrying out of the way.

‘Mumu is going back for her spear,’ Yuki said.

As for the inn staff, they’d apparently retreated inside the Wholesome Ox.

Xefwen and Tethdlen stood by the stage together, observing the commotion. A few of the world speakers moved in that direction. To report? To guard? The reason wasn’t obvious.

Yuki drew my attention to an expedition with only three members. One of men looked like he wanted to run away. Another had his hand on the apparent leader’s shoulder, talking steadily as if to convince him of something. And the leader himself glared. The fury on his face was obvious, even at a distance.

The Hawk’s Eye spell confirmed that he didn’t look like any of the Maltrans I’d encountered before, but the way he moved and his posture… click, click.

	Theloc the Traveling Merchant (Human, Dawn)
Talents: Natural Appraiser, Eye for Remedies, A Good Sort



	Issa the Guard (Human, Dawn)
Talents: Natural Swordsman, Athletic, Honed



It was them, and their talents were masked just like they’d been the previous time. Well, I’d pierced through their disguises once, so I let my Taoism skill guide me in doing so again. Like scabs, the false information fell away to reveal:

	Theloc the Philosopher (Human, Silvered)
Talents: Treasured Alchemist, The World in his Hands, Sustained Amplification, Stabilizer



	Issa the Captain of Theloc’s Guard (Human, Silvered)

Talents: Sword Supreme, Maltra’s Soldier, A Man of Action, Total Focus



Got them, I thought. The same Maltrans who attacked the Glen. Although, while I could see their true talents, their physical appearances were still different—a separate disguise? They have a new member amongst them. He is…

	Dooli Doolisson (Human)
Talents: Pleasantly Average, Knows a Thing or Two



I prodded at his Status, but the information appeared genuine.

The third is below Level 5, I reported. A youngish man with a scar running along the top of his head. He seems to be their weak link. Then I cast Prey of the Hunter on him, the sense of his presence flaring to life within me. Marked him.

‘Targeting Issa,’ Haol said. ‘Marked.’

What’s the plan? I asked.

‘Tegen?’ Mumu answered with a question of her own.

‘A moment,’ he replied.

The Maltrans were outside of Snow’s teleport range, so she blinked the two of us to another rooftop, moving us closer. Meanwhile, Issa had seemed to convince Theloc that a strategic retreat was in order. The Maltrans moved toward the edge of the crowd opposite Albei’s own silvered.

Can we count on Tethdlen and the hierophant helping? I asked.

My question, however, was met by a chorus of, ‘No’s.’

It’s weird how they’re not doing anything, I complained. Not even Xefwen, whose race we’re interrupting.

I felt Haol’s sigh through the connection. ‘Later, Little Pot. We’ll explain later—’

Mumu cut him off: ‘Tegen, our quarry is fleeing. Will the other expeditions help or not?’

‘Our allies are asking for volunteers,’ he replied tersely. ‘I’ve already cut off their attempt to re-negotiate the deal we made last night.’

We hadn’t spent all that time among Albei’s hunters for nothing. The help we’d get from them, though, was contingent on the exact situation. The deal hadn’t been great; the expeditions’ leaders understandably didn’t want to jeopardize their participation in the race.

I danced a bit in place to give the adrenaline something to do, then wiped my bloody hands on a small cloth Bihei had gifted me. The hafts of my knives remained tacky; cutting free Eswelo’s cores had been a messy job.

The clouds above were good and heavy, but too many bystanders occupied the plaza. I couldn’t risk bringing down any lightning in the upcoming fight.

‘Tegen, an answer now,’ Mumu commanded.

‘We have four with us,’ he replied quickly. ‘At range only. I’ve told them to position alongside the sisters and me.”

‘Ready in?’ she asked.

‘Twenty,’ he replied.

‘Then ready twenty,’ Mumu said. ‘Our priority is Theloc. We’ll draw the swordsman aside, so that Eight and Teila can kill the alchemist first. Hunters be swift and bold. Let this plaza run with silvered blood.’

We all felt the timing in our muscles, yet Mumu continued to count down—not risking anything to chance. I gave my body a quick waggle to refresh my focus, then Snow got into position behind me, her weight a comfort at my back.

My breathing had quickened, so I took a beat to bring it under control. A steady breath is a steady hand, I reminded myself. I also tightened the grip on my knives, although not too much or else it would stiffen my arms. Self-talk, it was all self-talk in preparation for a fight for our lives.

Five seconds before the attack, I felt Anya’s buffs settle onto me. A quick glance at my Status showed:

	Conditions
Occupied (Evolving*), Fortified Body (2), Fortified Mind (2), Protected (2)



‘In,’ Mumu sent, and the plaza rang with the sound of multiple Spiral Pierce spells all targeting Issa.

The guard captain’s sword blurred, and he knocked all but one of the arrows aside. Haol had staggered a silent, hidden one among the others, which struck Issa in the shoulder. It sounded like a sledgehammer hitting a side of beef. Immediately afterward, Mumu’s spear stabbed toward Issa’s face.

Theloc turned, quicker than anticipated, and threw something in their direction. I didn’t catch the rest, because a beat later Teila and I rushed the alchemist—she from the side and me from the back. Snow had dropped me off five yards behind him so that I could dash in with Dog’s Agility.

I wasn’t as fast as I should’ve been in that moment, though. The air felt thick and resistant as I intruded upon the combined influence of our enemies. My knife deflected away from the small of Theloc’s back. At his feet, a glass vial broke to release a yellowish gas. I leapt back, waited, and two beats later the air surrounding Theloc began to swirl. The gas that had been starting to spread was collected up by a spell from Weni and contained.

Still, that had been two beats we’d given to the enemy, and Theloc had used the time to puncture his own leg with something metallic. He let it fall to the ground and—faster than before—pulled a clay jar from… I had no idea. It simply appeared in his hand.

He threw the jar at me, but it shattered mid-air. From an arrow, I thought, but it’d happened mid-blink, so I’d missed the exact cause. Whatever the reason, the air ignited with liquid fire, and I was forced to leap back again. Then, another jar flew through the flames, and this one smashed against Tegen’s Unbroken Shield. The plaza stones sizzled as the liquid that’d been inside it hit the ground.

Is it me or is Theloc steadily getting faster?

‘He is,’ Yuki confirmed.

The sound of glass shattering came from behind Theloc. He’d ignored Teila for too long, and she’d gotten a Spiral Pierce through. An artifact or spell saved his life, just as one had with Eswelo, but we’d confirmed now that we could hit him.

The clamor of sword and spear clashing increased. Issa must’ve realized his charge was in danger; he fought to escape Mumu’s spear and rescue Theloc. We had to make sure the alchemist died before that could happen.

I circled to dash in again. Snow blinded Theloc, then disappeared again, buying me a beat to close the distance. I came in low, aiming for one of the big arteries in his legs.

A Spiral Pierce spun into place around the knife in my right hand; a Spark shot from my left. The electricity deflected around a brown-looking glass that materialized, which was then shattered by my strike. I flowed into a follow-up slash, casting Cat’s Claw on the blade. That too was deflected, this time by a green-colored glass. Then it shattered upon taking a strike from Teila behind him.

The air was suddenly full of needles. They blew through Tegen’s shield like it wasn’t even there, and I felt like I’d been slammed by a bed of nails. Fortunately, I’d gotten an arm up in time to protect my eyes.

The air in front of me became scalding—the danger extreme enough for Yuki to slam home the connections to the Blink emulator to dodge us back twenty yards. ‘Snow got Teila; she’s safe.’

I looked down and saw about a dozen thin, silver needles poking out of me. My Status showed Poisoned (4), Internal Bleeding (2). The first was from the needles, the second from my emulated blink. Both were addressed by the Healing Water spell I cast next. The poison was tenacious, though, and it took two casts to finally clear it from my body.

Theloc hadn’t remained unmolested while I was occupied. A swirling tornado of fire surrounded him, which was Weni’s doing.

In the meantime, Issa had held off Mumu’s spear like she was still an apprentice. Fortunately, the combined efforts of the others had kept him tied up. Otherwise, I would’ve likely taken one of those long-distance slashes I’d seen him do at the Glen.

Suddenly, a needle flew from within the fire tornado to jab the guard captain in the arm. I realized then that, while fighting with Teila and me, Theloc had also been supporting Issa throughout the engagement. I’d missed that in the rush of combat. To take him down, we’d have to up our game and push harder.

Ready here, I thought to Teila.

‘Check three,’ she answered.

Ready three, I responded. In moments, we’d be once more in the fight.
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I spun up a pair of Spiral Pierce spells, one for each knife, and crouched to make the positioning easier for Snow. Then, in an instant, I was in the plaza facing Theloc’s back. Teila had gone first to draw his ire.

Dog’s Agility pumped through me, stronger than the adrenaline. It drove me forward, but an urgent, wordless warning from Mumu sent me dodging to the right—plaza stones shattered behind me, leaving a long, jagged slash.

Issa had managed to launch one of his long-distance attacks after all. Which meant he could see me despite my Camouflage spell. We knew Theloc carried an alarm stone. Issa must too.

I dropped the spell to save qi and saw Teila do the same. She repositioned to put Theloc between Issa and her. We didn’t know if the guard captain was capable of originating his attacks from anywhere besides himself, but anything we could do to cut off lines of attack, we would.

That left me in the more dangerous position, but I’d manage with Yuki’s and Snow’s help.

Dashing in, I smashed both Spiral Pierce spells into him, yet the alchemist’s shields held; this time a blue-hued glass rang like a chime from the blows. Dancing around, I kept up the attacks, my arms whirring like whips as I focused on speed and distraction.

He wasn’t a combatant, so he should’ve been dead long before now—silvered or no—but it was those damn shields… and his speed too. He’d seemed to have gotten faster while Teila and I had had to heal.

‘We need to hurry,’ Yuki said. ‘Haol is nearly out of magic, and Mumu’s not far behind.’

Issa, on the other hand, was a combatant and an incredibly capable one judging by the snatches of him I’d seen. Mumu must’ve been at the top of her game to hold out for as long as she had, even with the support of the rest of the expedition.

‘Focus on Theloc,’ she commanded. ‘Overwhelm.’

Haol’s response was instant resistance. ‘Mumu, no.’

‘Do it. The alchemist dies.’

And the order wasn’t wrong. Between the two enemies, Theloc was the one who could do more long-term, insidious damage to Voorhei and Albei.

A clay jar appeared in the alchemist’s hands, so Teila and I both dodged back. He smashed it at his own feet, though, and the blue-stained shield around him thickened, becoming visible even when we weren’t attacking it.

I dove back in, but it now felt like trying to stab stone. I tried a fist attack supported by Ram’s Head, but all I got for my trouble were aching knuckles.

‘Mumu thinks this is his last artifact,’ Yuki clarified.

“I said do it!” Mumu yelled, the words carrying across the plaza.

And so the expedition did as they were commanded.

First, Theloc stumbled as Anya’s debuff hit him—a disruption of his inner ear. Yuki tried their Cold Snap trick again, but the blue shield ran under the alchemist’s feet, so it didn’t work this time. Switching gears, they dropped their Iron Heart to cast a Bear’s Strength instead.

High on the spells coursing through me, I felt like I could fly, and a dangerous part of me wondered if it was possible to blink inside Theloc’s shield. I might lose an arm in the attempt, however, so I held off, slipping to the side to make room for…

Tegen’s spear smashed into the blue shield like a freight train, and we finally heard the first instance of it cracking. Then he rolled aside as one of the plaza’s paving stones flew into shield, flung by Weni. The cracking sound came again, more brittle and delicious.

That attack was followed by a Spiral Pierce from Teila, the knife jamming in place, held in the air by the shield. She and Tegen switched positions, and he hammered the knife, splintering a section. It fell and shattered on the ground. A slice of the shield was now open, and a wall of bows suddenly appeared at the crowd’s edge.

The sly hunters of Albei, those skilled and serious pranksters, had sent four to support us, while the others pretended—pretended!—to remain uninvolved, when in reality they’d simply been waiting for the right opportunity to take action.

They drew and released, and somehow none of the arrows hit Issa. Theloc, however, wasn’t so lucky. A second crystal-clear glass replaced the blue shield, only for it to break too under the onslaught of all those arrows.

I tossed a Spark at Theloc, and he jolted as his muscles locked with the spell’s impact. The way was finally open, so I leapt over the tangle of splintered arrows and put my knife through his eye, breaking all the bones around it and driving the blade deep into his brain.

For a moment, his face appeared stunned, unbelieving, and then he slipped to the ground. What was left of the clear glass burst apart. I was inside, so it didn’t affect me any, but Tegen had to raise his own Unbroken Shield to protect Teila and himself.

A short distance away, I saw Mumu—she had slashes all along her arms, as well as a nasty gash across her abdomen. Blood surrounded it, but none appeared to be leaking out.

Issa hadn’t stopped his attacks despite Theloc’s fall. Instead, there was an expression of pure rage on his face—his skin purpling and distorting as if it would burst apart. For a moment, I thought it might reveal some monster hiding inside him.

Tegen hurtled into the fight to defend Mumu, aiming his spear to tangle the enemy’s legs. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Teila slipping around to Issa’s back. As that was happening, the stones under the guard captain’s feet grew spiky, like the outer shell of a buckeye’s seed pod.

Wait, that leaves me to make sure Theloc doesn’t turn undead.

A pulse from Snow let me know that I was being silly. She came to grab the body and transported it to our backline, where Anya could direct those nearby to handle it for us.

Meanwhile, my teammates pushed and pulled at Issa’s attention, directing it away from where Teila approached. I paused to feel the flow of battle, then slipped deeper into the land to minimize my presence. There was so much disturbance, it was easy to hide among the noise—one movement within all the others.

When Issa wasn’t looking, I went to crouch beside Teila. While our hunt family fought for their lives, we two held back, poised for the moment when Issa forgot about us, even if it was for the briefest of lapses.

Only Haol’s first arrow had hit Issa. The shaft stuck out from his left shoulder, not that it made a difference with how his sword wove through the air. He parried every attack, and his sword energy continued to cut down the arrows coming at him. Eventually, though, he’d have to tire.

I caught flashes of the coordination between Mumu and Tegen. Then there was a warning for Teila and I to get ready. ‘Beat two,’ I heard, but wasn’t sure from whom.

That was quick timing, but we were ready.

‘Two. One.’

Tegen committed to taking a wound, trading the injury for a chance to grab one of the enemy’s arms. That opening let Mumu pin Issa’s foot. An arm trapped, a foot trapped, Issa was now open to Teila and I.

We rushed in, dodging the sword energy he sent at us—two cuts aimed to take our heads from our bodies. Teila went sideways, while I rolled under. We came to our feet, and three flashing steps later we were within reach.

Snow teleported in to claw Issa’s eyes. Normally, she’d hit and run, but this time she stayed. Our connection flared with pain when she sustained a wound in the exchange.

A pair of knives slammed into Issa’s back, Teila and I aiming for a kidney each. Even with our spells and enchantments, though, it was like pushing an awl through tough leather. Still, he grunted.

Then, I was ducking and rolling to avoid his sword. Somehow, he’d thrown Tegen off.

In fact, everyone dropped to the ground, and the buildings around the plaza clanged as a sword wave extended dozens of yards outward to smash into their walls. For a beat, nothing happened while the assembled expeditions registered that they’d been attacked—perhaps unintentionally, but there would have been injuries if they hadn’t been paying close attention to the fight.

In that short time, Issa must’ve realized he’d just imperiled the hierophant’s race, because he took off, running for the town’s gate. He was out in the open, all by himself, and I started to reach upward to the dark clouds above, electricity licking along my spine, but before the spell could trigger, the earth itself rose to impede Issa.

He cut through the stone, only for more walls to jut up, cutting off my view of him. Then I saw Issa vaulting—only to be caught midair by half-a-dozen stone javelins. Give the man credit, he deflected three of them. But three wasn’t six, and he tumbled out of view again.

And that was why the element-touched were so prized and so dangerous. The flexibility of their powers was simply unmatched. Or maybe Issa’s death wouldn’t have been that easy if we hadn’t worn him down. We’d never know.

The impromptu walls sank into the ground, restoring the plaza to how it had looked before.

Mumu jogged over to the guard captain’s body. ‘I’ll take his light. Eight, Teila, see to Tegen and Snow.’

Are you wounded? I asked.

She replied with a mental grunt. ‘I can wait. Yuki’s handled the worst of it already.’

Snow yowled at me when I ran over. Without a waterskin, there was no way for our Yuki to cast Healing Water on her behalf, so I took care of her injuries: a pair of nasty cuts along her shoulders.

Teila knelt beside Tegen, casting Nature’s Spring in addition to Healing Water. It looked like Issa’s sword had carved into the older hunter’s side. A little deeper and his spine might’ve been severed.

As I was thinking about that—coming down from the fight, letting the adrenaline shake out—it occurred to me that I’d forgotten something important.

“There was a third!” I said aloud.

Which caused Tegen to lapse into painful laughter. He grabbed his side and grimaced, but couldn’t stop wheezing. “Now? Now you notice,” he got out.

I heard a mental sigh from Mumu. ‘Our Eight still focuses too intently on the prey before him. Remember to save a portion of your attention for your surroundings while you fight.’ A moment later came the observation, ‘Issa has only one core.’

Oh, really? I wonder what—No, wait, first tell me what happened to—

My thoughts cut off when I spotted Dooli Doolisson kneeling on the ground amongst our allies from Albei, surrounded by a ring of drawn weapons. There came a wave of pride from Snow; she’d grabbed him earlier as he’d tried to run and had deposited him in their midst.

“Oh, who’s a good girl,” I said, scratching behind her ears. “So clever. So very, very clever.”

Our Snow had ensured we had someone alive to question, and I could already see the anticipation rising among my teammates. It stood in stark contrast to the horrible despair on the faces of Theloc’s and Issa’s ghosts. Both seemed paralyzed in disbelief.

Snow was back to good health by that point, and Teila had Tegen well in hand, so I got up to face the ghosts. It’d be better to send them off now, while they were still disoriented. The silvered became a lot harder to move if their ghosts had time to settle in.

Suddenly, they both turned to the west as if they’d heard someone call. A look of longing passed over their faces—a naked, needy thing that gave me the creeps—and they streamed away. Not to their next lives but toward the west.

In reaction, I felt a sense of wrongness emanate from my belly. Whatever that had been, my Taoism skill didn’t like it.

Back when I’d first been offered my choice of paths, one of the options had been Hobby Spiritualist.

Yuki tapped into my memories to recall the tooltip’s exact text: ‘You see dead people and things. Your skills focus on getting them to do you favors. This is an uncommon path, as there is a god’s injunction preventing the living and dead from communicating with each other.’

Right, that was it, I thought. And since then, we’ve read in the Book of Paths that there are other spiritualist paths. Not a lot, though, because there’s so little utility or economic benefit to them. The only people likely to become spiritualists are philosophers determined to understand the divisions between the living and the dead. I gazed westward. Whoever’s out there, they must be powerful to be able to call the silvered so easily.

Mumu came over. “Injuries? Status?”

We each signed, our hands flickering, as we reported our conditions to her. Tegen would need another cast to get back to full health, but otherwise we’d come out of the encounter relatively unscathed.

Thanks to Healing Water. Without it, we likely would’ve lost that engagement. I gave Ikfael’s figurine a bump and whispered, “Thank you.”



Enough light seeped through the dark clouds to signal that dawn had come and gone. It’d taken time to make sure there weren’t any other Maltrans present, for the other expeditions to settle down, to carry the bodies of the dead into the Wholesome Ox, for the reeve and town head to take charge of the situation, and for Dooli to be led away for interrogation.

All the while, Mumu and Tegen had done their best to shield the rest of us from the investigation. Anya had wanted to join them, taking responsibility for the expedition, but Mumu firmly declined. The actions we’d taken were in the realm of our lodge pursuing retribution.

Those of us not being questioned ended up sitting on the ground away from the rest of the expeditions. A couple of land soldiers stood nearby as guards, the same pair that had watched over us the night of the bombing.

The hierophant got up onto the stage, his voice echoing across the plaza: “Now that we’re finally done with the distractions, the race can begin. Shortly, the people of the Wholesome Ox will distribute to every participant a feather taken from a golden summer falcon. Each one is a precious treasure. You will return it to me at the end of the race, but until then you must carry it with you at all times. If you lose, drop, or somehow inconceivably forget your feather, you will be disqualified and fined its value.”

To the side, the inn’s staff began to hand out feathers about a foot long and glowing with the light of a late-summer afternoon. As more and more were given, the warmer the plaza seemed.

“We are fortunate,” Xefwen continued. “My divinations indicate that Old Baxteiyel’s treasures haven’t been jeopardized by these tumultuous events. You may yet succeed and win yourselves glory and wealth. But to do so, you must find a way into the pyramid!” The last words were emphasized by the hierophant’s influence pressing down on the assembled expeditions. The feeling of being overwhelmed lasted for a good ten beats before he released it.

That must’ve been a cue, because a goat was brought onto the stage afterward. A shard of sharpened stone leapt from the ground to Xefwen’s hand, after which he murmured a prayer over the goat’s bleats. Then he plunged the knife into the animal’s heart.

When he pulled the stone knife out, an assistant handed him a bowl to collect the blood spilling from the wound, which he then proceeded to drink. He dabbed his fingers in the remnants and wrote in the air what looked like a series of runes.

Anya saw me memorizing them and gave me a nudge. She kindly whispered, “Only portions of those are real, the rest are a show.”

But I’d already known that from watching Sheedi’s and Iseld’s rituals. The thing was… I had one of the world’s foremost pattern-recognition experts living inside me. Assuming the world speakers were even a little sloppy with the fake portions of their rune signing, Yuki should be able to pick out the crisper real portions. It was just an idea—one that hadn’t borne any fruit yet, but it was worth trying.

My expedition and I were outside the affected area, so whatever blessing the hierophant offered, we missed out.

‘Looks like a boost to morale,’ Yuki observed.

People do seem perkier, I thought. Maybe a stamina buff too?

Yuki waggled their qi. ‘Maybe.’

The ritually apparently complete, the hierophant yelled, “Now go! Make all haste to Old Baxteiyel. The gods have blessed you, and surely you shall return victorious!”

Which wasn’t at all possible for everyone present, since this was a race with clear winners and losers. I didn’t say anything, however—not even as a whisper. We’d annoyed Xefwen enough, and he didn’t need me to point out the defect in the speech he’d given.

In fact, the hierophant didn’t even wait to watch the expeditions depart; he went back into the Wholesome Ox right away.

To keep a traffic jam from happening at the town gate, the expeditions started the race based on the status of their leaders. Tethdlen’s expedition went first, and then the groups from Ganas Hakei and Sugrusu Hakei. The ones from Albei departed last.

We watched them jog by until it was just our guards, the inn staff cleaning up, and us left in the plaza. Only then did people start emerging from their homes, and life in Bashruuta seemed to resume as if the past twelve hours hadn’t happened.

I’d cooled down from the fight by then, leaving a crusty inner emptiness behind. I’d helped kill two more people. Yes, they were enemies, but a part of me worried I was becoming too callous.

Surely, I’d saved lives—many more lives—as result of the ones I’d taken. There were some people for whom a quick exit from life was the best solution.

Now, I recognized that was a subjective point of view. No doubt the people of Maltra believed it would be better for the world if I was the dead one, but such was the nature of conflict. If you come after me and mine, I’m going to defend myself and them.

More than that, I really hadn’t liked what I’d seen happen to Theloc’s and Issa’s ghosts. It reminded me a little too much of the stories mi abuela had told me as a child of the dark sorcerers who used curses to steal the lives of people and their livestock.

While I’d been lost in thought, my hands had gotten to work, cleaning my gear and weapons as well as those left behind by Mumu and Tegen. We’d need them in good order when the time came to leave. Slowly, I settled into the comforting motions.

I tuned into the conversation beside me, where Haol spoke to Aslishtei’s nieces of the necessity of killing. They’d only ever fought animals before, and he knew it was a different experience when one’s opponent was human. I listened with half an ear, the words familiar—both from this world and my previous one. Mi abuelo had called it the bitter and sweet taste of justice.

As Teila held their hands, Weni and Anya took in Haol’s words. He was an experienced hunter, and they trusted him to know what was right. They were—in a way—honored to have been blooded alongside him and Teila and the rest of us.

Then it was my hunt sister’s turn, and Teila spoke about the time she’d nearly been kidnapped while in Albei. It was a story Weni and Anya had heard before, but now they listened to it again with new ears.

She’d been in Albei for the second Tournament of Masks, and our Hunter’s Lodge had been in a strange place at the time—becoming well known but also still in deep financial trouble. A handful of scoundrels had learned about Teila’s Wood-Wise talent and had tried to grab her early one morning as she was returning from the market. Their plan had apparently been to sneak her out of the city and sell her to a workshop that was hungry for qi. “Apparently,” because none of the slavers survived.

The hairs along my arms rose, thinking how close we’d come to losing her.

“It’s a strange feeling,” Teila said, “to stab a man—so familiar and yet so different. I’ve taken a son from his father, a father from his children, yet he’d tried to steal my life first. How is that any different from the creatures who come during the Long Dark?”

“And did you feel any different afterward?” Anya asked.

“Yes,” Teila said, looking her in the eyes. “Relieved, for I’d avoided a terrible fate. And also, I became like the others on my team. When I pass through Albei’s gate, I too am a man-killer. Only our Tegen is left innocent.”

How much longer would that last? I wondered. If Maltra was sending infiltration teams into the Three-City Alliance, then the day when hostilities broke out into the open wouldn’t be that far away. Or perhaps… had it already arrived?
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Our Haol was a quiet man generally, but he knew his way around the complicated terrain of people’s hearts. Once he saw Anya and Weni contemplating the advice that had been shared with them, he turned his attention to the question that had bugged me during the fight.

“At higher levels,” he explained, “it’s nearly impossible for the land soldiers to provide true justice, so the law lets those who’ve been wronged to seek it directly. An investigation is required afterward, though, and in our case the town leadership will surely find that we acted rightly.”

“But why didn’t the silvered help?” I asked. “They’re the ones best equipped to deal with high-level threats.”

Haol nodded. “You recall how the World Spirit can grant people authority? Every dark or silvered gets a portion, and an even greater amount if it’s appropriate to their path.”

“Like I have authority over the weather,” I signed.

“Yes,” Haol gestured. Then aloud, he said, “The issue is that authorities are invisible for the most part, and when they clash it often isn’t obvious which is higher. That’s why the silvered didn’t intervene.”

“But then anyone can claim the authority to do anything,” I complained.

Haol shook his head. “The world speakers review all cases involving authority, and they brutally punish anyone who misuses it or intervenes when they have no right to. The silvered know they only have to wait for the truth to be revealed.”

“Meanwhile people can die while others watch from the sidelines.”

“That happens, yes, but this is a world of striving,” Haol said. “The Path to Perfection is a harsh one.”

I chewed on that and didn’t like the taste. The reality, however, was that there was no easy answer to the problem of high-level combatants fighting, especially when some had the direct permission of the World Spirit to do so.

Any kind of institution created to ensure the peace could easily cause as much suffering as the problem it was designed to address. Maybe more, since it’d have society’s blessing to act.

“Hey,” I blurted out. “The Maltrans couldn’t have had authority to bomb us or to attack the Glen. That part doesn’t make sense.”

Haol went quiet to think, then said, “No, they surely wouldn’t, but the honored silvered present during the fight didn’t know what we knew. They didn’t have the proof of your spirit eyes.”

“So they chose to stay out of it?” I asked.

“Most would,” Teila said, chiming in. “Why buy trouble at the market, when it comes free every morning?”

I couldn’t help wrinkling my nose at the Diakshan proverb. Not everyone was a busybody like me, but… “They could’ve contained both the Maltrans and us, and then figured out who was in the right,” I said.

“Could they?” Haol asked.

The question was meant for me, but Anya answered: “Hypothetically yes, but in a situation where you don’t know the people involved—and don’t know their talents and capabilities—the risk is enormous. Not even the silvered are safe, as we demonstrated today.”

“So, people simply fight?” I asked.

“They do,” Weni said, “and afterward the law sorts between the blessed, legal, and illegal.”

Haol gestured to say that she had the right of it.

Well, that at least gave me something to think about while we waited. My Status clock told me it was 11:02 AM, and over the past five hours Tegen had kept the team updated on the status of the investigation. I knew things were going all right; it was just taking a lot of time.

Dooli was apparently singing like a bird. The story was that he worked as a guide for those wanting to travel through the pass, while on the side he reported to the Maltrans about who and what he saw along the way. He’d taken over the job from his mother after she’d died of the shakes about a decade back. He’d apparently found her kit while going through her things.

She’d been the real spy, and he’d never really thought about the consequences of filling her role. It was just a way to keep the extra income flowing.

The investigation also turned up the magic items used by Theloc and Issa to disguise themselves—a pair of bracelets Yuki showed me through Tegen’s eyes. Each had four little brass faces stamped into them that, when activated, changed how a person appeared, as well as how their talents displayed on a spirit map.

In addition, there was the basket Eswelo had been carrying. It contained three sizeable chunks of silverlight. Yet even as they sat on the table along with the rest of the evidence, the silver flaked away to reveal an ugly mass of darklight underneath.

The assassin had been headed toward the hierophant and Tethdlen with the basket. Xefwen didn’t attend any part of the investigation, so we weren’t sure of his reaction to that. He had to be grateful, though, yeah? It should let us off the hook for effectively starting a shootout in the town’s plaza. Maybe we’d even get a reward?



The hierophant rolled out of Bashruuta in his stone “carriage” with about a dozen porters and guards following after him.

‘He’ll preside over the race from Fort Olana,’ Tegen sent.

‘We’ll be able to leave soon too,’ Mumu added. ‘I’m almost done with this damned paperwork.’

‘Oh, is the report you’re writing burdensome?’ Tegen asked, a touch gloating. ‘Unfortunately, it requires the actual lodge master to complete it.’

What followed was some foul language from Mumu, cut off by Yuki. That won a smile from me, the first of the day. And why not? The Maltran saboteurs were dead, and we’d soon be able to start our expedition without fear of them trailing us.

Eventually, Mumu and Tegen were escorted back by a member of the inn’s staff carrying a basket. From it, he unceremoniously distributed seven of the feathers we’d seen earlier.

“A gesture of the honored hierophant’s goodwill,” Mumu explained. “We’re allowed to continue in the race.”

How good of him, I thought sarcastically. After we did him the favor of protecting him from turning dark.

‘Eight,’ Teila cautioned. ‘Don’t say anything rude.’

I’ll be good, I promise.

And you know what? It was fine. We weren’t in the race to win. Starting late only meant that we’d have to rough it for two nights instead of one. According to the forecast, we’d get rained on, but the worst of the storm still appeared to be stalled at sea, so we’d manage.

Plus, I got to hold a beautiful, glowing feather. When I brought it close to my nose, a warm breeze tickled me. The inn staff with the basket snickered, but I didn’t care.

What’s cool is cool, I thought.

‘And the feather is cool!’ Yuki added.

I looked over at Anya, whose eyes had turned silver as she gazed at her own feather. Okay, that’s even cooler. Freaky too, but I can dig it.

She came over to examine each of our feathers, and at the end slumped a little from exhaustion. Anya had burned through most of her mana during the fight with the Maltrans, so she was now tapped out.

“They are free of enchantments,” she said.

“Really?” Mumu asked, surprised.

I was similarly boggled. “Like, even if the feathers are meant to serve some sort of purpose dictated by the hierophant’s divinations, they could’ve also done double duty by keeping track of the racers.”

“That would be a good use for them,” Weni said, her own brows furrowing.

“He doesn’t care,” Haol said, shrugging. “All that matters is the race’s results.”

Around the circle, the rest of us nodded one by one as we each came to the same conclusion.

“That means we can get started,” Anya said, perking up.

“Yes, we’re finally done with this place.” Mumu gestured to the inn staff and received a bundle in return.

I knew what was inside from the way it captured my attention: the Maltrans’ light. My throat swallowed reflexively. “Is there anything else? We’re all good on our payments to the other expeditions?”

“We didn’t have enough money with us, so arrangements were made to have it delivered to their lodges,” Tegen said.

“And what about…” I nodded toward the bundle now in Mumu’s pack.

“Field rules apply,” Mumu said, her eyes narrowed. “We’ll need our strength, so there’ll be no fasting today, and this evening we’ll hold an abbreviated ceremony. The Maltrans meant to cut short our expedition. Instead, they’ll help serve it.”

Anya raised her fist. “Yes!” Then put it down when she realized she’d been the only one.

Our hunters were polite, though, hiding their smiles behind their eyes. And truly, our thoughts were already on the road ahead.

We checked our gear to ensure it was in good order, the feathers safely tucked out of sight. Then, we walked toward and through the south gate under the watchful eyes of the town’s land soldiers.

On the other side, we picked up the pace. There were six hours until sunset, and we could cover a lot of ground before then.



Flashes of lightning lit the peaks to the east, the thunder rolling down the mountains’ sides, but the forecast held. Down where we were, all we got were showers and the winds swirling around us, sometimes picking up enough speed to snap our cloaks and other times stilling to almost nothing.

We stuck to the road for the first part of the journey, the same one we’d taken to get to Bashruuta, but halfway to the shrine to Nurus, we turned south toward Arvooren.

The village was tiny, about half the size of Voorhei, but it overlooked a lake and had lots of boats in the water. We stopped briefly to check for news, but the only gossip was about the race and the other expeditions who’d passed through earlier in the day.

There was the distinct smell of fish in the air, and the people seemed healthy enough. The pyramid was the smallest I’d seen yet—about the size of a two-story house. The serpent decorations were nicely done, though. The details and line work were especially fine.

We each quickly drank some hot soup and then continued on, anxious to cover as much ground before dark as we could.

There were no roads south of Arvooren, only a wide expanse of forest dotted with lakes. None of us had been here before, so we entered the trees warily. Yet within minutes, we found ourselves laughing. Even Weni and Anya couldn’t help themselves.

There turned out to be an advantage to letting all the other expeditions go first: they blazed a trail so obvious, even a non-hunter could follow it. Broken branches, the corn husks that had wrapped their meals, and so on—the way was littered with evidence of their passage. Like, seriously, some of these people had obviously never spent any time outside of a city.

One fellow—with a notch in the heel of his left boot—seemed to go out of his way to find places where he could leave the clearest footprints possible. Even with the rain working to wash them away! His Survival skills seemed so bad, I wondered if it was a trap or decoy of some kind, but neither Mumu nor Snow turned up anything when they went looking. Whoever he was, his trail discipline was just that awful.

As we hiked through the trees, another advantage became evident: the way had been cleared of dangerous creatures.

Most wildlife knew to skedaddle in the face of a high-level mob. A few creatures, though, were naturally ornery, and we found evidence of skirmishes, the signs pointing to the expeditions’ clear, unequivocal victories.

As we moved farther away from Arvooren, a few creatures appeared out of the rain to check us out. Yet every single one retreated as soon as they got a good look at us. Unbelievably, even a water-affinity kalihchi bear turned and fled. Who would’ve ever thought that possible?

The only reasonable explanation was that she was skittish after encountering the other expeditions first—that and the threat of the approaching hurricane. The wildlife seemed to be hunkering down, even the deadliest of them.



Once we were well and away from Arvooren, Ikfael came out of her figurine to stretch her legs, eat, and take care of her other needs.

You’d think that all those biological processes would pause while one was merged with stone, but that apparently wasn’t the case. They slowed down but didn’t stop completely. Otherwise, a being might effectively become immortal by residing within their element and never coming back out. Well, spirits of the land were already immortal, unless their avatars died, but the effect on mortal beings carried over to affect them too.

She was in a spirited mood, our Ikfael—clearly unbothered despite having spent so long within her figurine and, like us, excited to finally be on the road to Old Baxteiyel. She patted each of us to express her thanks for killing the people who’d attacked the Glen. Nothing more than that, though, since there hadn’t been an exchange made beforehand regarding it.

Still, her gratitude was enough for me, and the two of us chatted while we walked. Well, I walked. Ikfael’s legs were too short to keep up, so she rode atop my pack.



About an hour before sunset, we started looking for a defensible position in which to spend the night. The showers had come and gone and come back again, so there was water pooled and muddy ground everywhere. Veering into the hills helped a bit, but no convenient caves appeared along the way. Fortunately, we had Ikfael, who was One with Water and Stone.

As we trekked south, she kept watch for a spot that would be structurally sound. A couple of times, she hopped down from my pack to dive into the local rock, but it wasn’t until the third reconnaissance that Ikfael was satisfied with what she saw. She led us toward a vertical section of limestone.

“Will that hold?” I asked.

“Yes,” she signed and began to carve out a shallow area for us to shelter under: a long overhang that would keep the rain off while we slept. Then, she built a low wall from the unused stone, being mindful to create holes at the base so that the rain wouldn’t pool. Next came a hooded pit to hide our campfire.

The exchange we’d made back in Albei included Ikfael’s support for the expedition, so nothing extra was required on our part. The same held true for whisking away the water soaking us and our gear, as well as the firewood she’d stored in her Hoarder’s Pocket.

She made it so easy, our Ikfael—such a talented and thoughtful travel companion. Each of us expressed our gratitude to her. If we’d been on our own, we would’ve had to spend a lot more time and effort to find a decent place to camp.

I gave her extra portions from our supper, along with some stew from my own bowl, as did the others, including Weni and Anya. The sisters were a bit uncertain at first, but they relaxed when Ikfael simply accepted and ate their gifts.

Afterward, I looked over at Mumu to see if she was ready to distribute the Maltrans’ light.

“We’ve made better time than expected,” she said.

“Does that mean we’ll reach Fort Olana by tomorrow?” Anya asked, excited.

Mumu shook her head. “If there was a road to follow, maybe, but with the woods so thick and the ground so wet, it won’t be possible.”

“We’re slowing you down, aren’t we?” Weni asked.

Mumu waggled her hand in a yes-no gesture. “We don’t expect you to be hunters, so there’s no reason to consider it a problem. We are who we are, and we do what we can do. That’s all there is to it.”

Almost as if to punctuate her words, the rocks in a nearby scree shifted. We all turned to look, as if we could peer through the stone.

“It’s okay,” Ikfael signed. “The rock above will hold.” Then, the sky suddenly opened up—a deluge began to fall. “That, though, I can’t do anything about.”

At which point, everyone looked toward me, so I closed my eyes to become one with the sky. Immediately, I felt the incredible heaviness of the water. There was too much suffusing the clouds above; it was impossible to hold it all and needed to simply slip free to the ground below.

Coming back to my body, I understood that I could ease the rain falling on our little section of the hill, but I’d likely have to burn through a good chunk of my body power to do it. And for no reason—Ikfael’s camp kept us dry, and the deluge would be short lived, only another twenty minutes or so.

“It’s not worth the energy,” I said.

Technically, something might use the downpour to sneak up on us, but the odds of that happening were slim. None of the creatures we’d come across over the past few hours had wanted to spend time in the rain.

Just in case, I turned to look out over the wall that Ikfael had built and couldn’t see a damn thing past ten feet. Not even my spirit eyes helped, so I became one with the land and felt the overwhelming rain seeping into every corner of the forest. The small things hid, and the ground drank deep of the everyday miracle that was water.

The trees bore the weight—their limbs providing shelter and their roots gripping the earth. One in particular, though, seemed unhappy. Another closer to the camp soon joined it. Then a third, this time even closer, joined in.

My hands moved to warn, “Possible danger approaching.”

Yuki shared the details with my team, while I focused on temporarily easing the rain over us. A couple of minutes later the view cleared enough for me to look out onto the nearby woods. All there was, though, was the rain continuing to fall.

“I don’t see anything,” Haol said.

“Same for my spirit eyes,” I said.

“My—” Mumu started to say, then paused to concentrate. “My Wild Sense tells me danger is approaching. More than one…”

Neither Owl’s Ears nor White-Tail’s Senses revealed anything, even after I asked the wind to carry any scents toward me. The spirits of the trees were upset, however—several of them in a cone. A group of something was converging on our location.

Immersing myself deeper into the land, I felt the trees’ roots disturbed. “Underground!”

Instantly, Ikfael dropped into the earth, while the rest of us quickly evacuated the shelter to limit the possible angles of attack. Spear in hand, I kept my spirit eyes on the trees downslope.

“West?” I asked.

“That is what my Wild Sense is telling me.” Mumu glanced around. “Tegen, that oak five saqilm to our right.”

The older hunter nodded and escorted Anya and Weni to the tree about fifteen yards away. I knew he’d help them up into the branches and guard their position.

Mumu continued, “Haol and Teila, you too. Shoot from the adjacent trees, one to each side.”

They nodded and took off with their bows. Their Dog’s Agility spells were already running, so they were up in the branches well ahead of Aslishtei’s nieces.

“Where do you want me?” I asked.

“On the ground with me,” Mumu said.

“Okay, okay,” I flashed in return.

Not a second later, the ground thumped downslope. Mumu and I waited, yet all became quiet again—all we heard was the sound of the rain falling.

Another thump came, and this time the ground split to eject a black-carapaced ant the size of a terrier. It had the long legs of a spider—the two in front thick while the others were thinner.

The spider ant was dead before I could use my Status camera, though. Two arrows had speared through it as soon as it had become visible.

“Coordinate!” Mumu yelled. Followed by the thought, ‘Don’t waste arrows!’

A moment later, the ground launched another of the ants up and out. This time I was ready with my camera.

“A spider ant, but what kind?” Mumu asked.

“Skull tree,” I replied, “with a talent for burrowing.”

‘Snow, scout for their tree,’ Mumu sent, along with a mental image of what to look for: a tree transformed into a living addition to an ant nest. In this case, the shape would vaguely resemble a human skull.

The blynx sent an acknowledgement and disappeared into the woods. Meanwhile, another of the ants popped up, to the benefit of our snipers.

“We need a spell for sensing things underground,” I complained.

“Hush. We’re hunting,” Mumu replied. “And yes, if only.”

Tegen sent, ‘Do we want support from the sisters?’

‘Not yet,’ Mumu replied. ‘Tell them to conserve their energies for now.’ Then she said aloud, “But not you, Eight. Be ready to bring down the lightning. Once Snow finds the tree, the two of us will go.”

“Understood,” I said, applying my will to the weather around us. The spirits of the air were only too happy to oblige. They had wanted to pour down in the first place.

For the next couple of minutes, my friends fired at the ants as if it was a shooting gallery. Up one would pop, then down it would die until nearly a dozen of the creatures lay twitching on the ground. Neither Mumu or I approached them, though. Not until we heard from Snow that she’d found their nest.
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Yuki relayed a message from Snow: ‘Found trees.’

Orienting on the blynx, I could tell the direction was… “About five hops to the southwest,” I muttered aloud.

“In human terms,” Mumu reminded me.

“Sorry,” I said, “about a third of an eisqilm.” Nearly half a mile.

“Enemies in between?”

“Unknown,” I replied.

“Then we go fast,” Mumu said with a predatory grin.

My own matching hers, I spun up a Dog’s Agility. Yet Mumu’s hand at my elbow kept me from launching forward prematurely. She needed a moment to yell out the plan to Ikfael and the sisters.

Then she nodded for me to lead the way, and I took off sprinting down the muddy hill. The rain stung my face as I charged through the trees. In my previous world, such an action would’ve been reckless, the chances of a sprained ankle or broken bone high. In this world, though, I had Olympic-grade balance and reflexes, not to mention the Iron Heart spell to reinforce my body.

We were on flat ground within moments, the trees flashing past. Ducking, swerving, jumping—we flew across the ground. Any ants underground would be too slow to surface and catch us, and nothing else in the area seemed to be drawn to the disturbance caused by the encounter. Soon, there’d be a much bigger disturbance, and my grin spread as the potential in the clouds above us increased.

We slowed as we neared Snow’s position, a tree about thirty yards from a circular clearing. At the center were three trees that had bloated into the shape of grinning skulls. The trunks were so distended I couldn’t tell visually what species they were—only that they were evergreens. Click.

	Skull Tree Spider Ant Hemlock Hybrid (Plant)
Talents: Efficient Needles, Ant Happy, Nutritious Sap, Attractive Scent



In fact, all three trees possessed the same final three talents. I never would’ve guessed they were hemlocks from the looks of them.

At the clearing’s boundary were four mounds of loose dirt. Interestingly, if you drew lines between these ant hills, they’d form a square—

Wait. A triangle inside a square inside a circle? It sounds like something from ritual magic.

Mumu gazed at the arrangement with narrowed eyes. ‘We’re staying well away from that.’

Do we know what it does? I asked.

‘If these ants are like the ones in our stories, then the queen’s magic will fatigue us. If she’s strayed, then…’

The effect could be anything, I finished for her.

‘It is as you say,’ Mumu said. ‘The same is true for the nest’s depth. That will also depend on the queen’s talents.’

She’ll be connected to the trees, though, right? I asked. Through a feeding tube or something? Am I remembering that correctly?

‘That is what our ancestors tell us,’ Mumu sent. ‘The skull trees provide both sustenance and bait. They’re part of the spider ants’ two-fold strategy—their scouts and hunters scour the area for prey nearby, while their warriors wait for those drawn by the trees’ sap. An attack on the trees should cause their warriors to swarm the surface.’

If we split one of the trees, then, I might catch a glimpse of the queen, I thought. Get a read on her spirit that way.

‘It will depend on you and your lightning,’ Mumu replied. ‘Will you be able to channel it through the proboscis to the queen’s body?’

That’s what I’m hoping for. With three different ways down, the odds are good.

Then let’s begin. I’ll start the battle and then defend you while you focus on your Storm Call.

I double checked to make sure nothing had snuck up on us while we were scouting the ants’ nest. Let’s back up another five saqilm. I don’t trust the lightning not to wander.

Mumu nodded, and we withdrew to an area without trees. Snow blinked even farther back, finding a spot on the ground from which to keep watch. My paranoia had me check my surroundings once again, yet there was still nothing.

‘Tegen reports the camp is holding.’ Mumu unslung her bow and got into position. ‘Ready?’

Let’s go.

She pulled back and released all in one smooth motion. The arrow flew cleanly to thunk into one of the skull trees. It had barely hit before Mumu sent another flying into a second, and her next shot hit the third tree shortly after. No magic spells accompanied them, only a mild enchantment on the shafts to preserve them against splintering.

Still, the arrows did what was needed of them. The ground around the trees boiled as spider ants emerged to capture their prey.

Mumu resumed shooting at the trees, and the ants scurried up the trunks to search for the cause of the disturbance. When they didn’t find their prey, even more ants came out of the ground, the earth parting for them like it was malleable to their needs.

Meanwhile, I hadn’t been idle. There were about a couple dozen spider ants on the field, and I meticulously checked each one, looking for any that had dangerously strayed.

When no more spider ants emerged from underground, they started to spread, and if left unchecked would soon go beyond the boundaries of the clearing.

My spine tingled when I began entreating the spirits of the air to begin their barrage. My stomach trembled as the potential in the clouds was let loose, as it searched downward to meet its fated partner in the ground.

BOOM!

The clearing went white with lightning, and the leaves on the nearby bushes shook with its crash. I couldn’t see a damn thing, my eyes full of the burned-in afterimage, but I’d felt its satisfying closure—the tree at the end helping the lightning find the ground. I blindly clicked the area, but all I got were dead spider ants.

Then, the next lightning strike hit, and this time I caught the crack of a tree trunk splintering. Desperately, I poured body power into the magic, willing the lightning to seek farther, to send its energies through this connection instead of spreading out into the ground.

The skyfire burned, my vision truly gone to hell now, but it didn’t matter because I was one with the sky and there was nothing inside me but glory—a pure power that was wrathful and sublime and so much more that could never be put into words.

The spirits heeded my call, and I felt their wills add onto mine. For the lightning, it would’ve been easy, so very easy, to dissipate into the ground’s welcome embrace. Yet it listened to the spirits and me, and found the channel of flesh—charring it instantly.

The lightning discharged into and through the body of the spider ant queen.

I felt a tap on my shoulder—a reminder to not lose myself in the Storm Call. Half my body power was gone. Mana and qi were both at healthy levels though.

Through my blurred vision, I saw flickering. A fire had likely started. Fortunately, the rain would likely take of it. More importantly, there was still another tree. Feeling upward, I found the potential for a few more lightning strikes.

I directed them downward, heavily urging a bolt to hit the skull trees before letting the rest loose at the clearing, bringing my will to bear so the strikes remained contained within it.

The lightning flickered and licked the ground, the crashing thunder melding together into a rolling roar. We were so close to ground zero. My ears were already ringing.

Mumu tapped my shoulder again. ‘That’s enough. Let me check the results.’

I let go of my will, and the winds sighed with the release. Inside me, I still felt the exhilaration. It was so amazing, I couldn’t help but shiver.

I heard the twang of Mumu’s bow as she shot at the stragglers—four shots total.

‘That should be all the mobile ones,’ she sent. ‘For the rest, we’ll use our spears. Proceed with Healing Water. Report when you’re ready.’

So, the Storm Call’s finished, then. I tucked away my disappointment, and let the emotions running rampant through me settle. A hunt needed a calm mind and heart. I lifted my gratitude to the wind spirits and let them go to play wildly again.

My fingers shook as I unstopped my waterskin and healed my eyes and ears. After blinking away the water, I could see again. The trees smoldered and smoked from where they’d been struck, and all three had split, with one cracking right down the middle. Clicking with my Status camera didn’t reveal signs of a proboscis, however.

More than a few of the ants’ legs still twitched, but as Mumu had said that was what our spears were for. First, though, we walked all around the clearing’s boundary to disturb the mounds. No new ants came out of the nest. And while I was pretty sure the queen was dead, it was only prudent to disturb the ritual circle. You know, just in case.

“Me first,” Mumu said as she stepped into the clearing. Her spear rose and she thrust it into a still-twitching ant. When nothing happened, she gestured for me to follow her.

The place stunk of burning bugs, but work was work. My spear rose and fell along with hers.

‘The fighting at the camp is almost done,’ Yuki said. ‘The others will deal with the light and reclaim their arrows before joining us here.’

I nodded in reply, but focused on the movements needed for my spear. That helped me to not think too much about how much I missed the lightning’s presence burning through me.



As night fell, Mumu and I worked steadily to harvest the light inside the spider ant bodies. It was a miracle the cores hadn’t completely disintegrated with the lightning strikes—a real act of divine intervention. The gods had arranged things so that no matter how much trauma a body undergoes, there was always a core left behind after death.

The amounts were small on a per-ant basis, but with forty-three individuals killed in the clearing, the pouch filled up nicely. At the camp, Ikfael and the others had finished collecting the cores and set out on their way. Every once in a while, I caught a glimpse of Anya’s light spell moving between the trees.

Mumu and I were finishing up when they arrived at the skull trees, the magical light casting broken shadows across what was left of the clearing. At least the rain continued to wash away the bitter scent of ash and burned insect bodies.

Ikfael, understandably, went straight to examining the sap left within the trees. A goodly amount had caramelized under the lightning, but once you cracked through the surface, the rest still oozed. As the bravest among us, the otter climbed up so that she could swipe a paw through the stuff and taste it.

“Sweet and savory together,” Ikfael signed. “It reminds me of the dish Eight makes—the one with carrots cooked in chicken fat.”

“Not poisonous, then?” Mumu asked. “Or any other effects?”

I licked a finger’s worth, and… Huh, it really does taste like carrots sautéed in chicken fat. Quite tasty.

“Eight,” Mumu said with a sigh. “You need to stop putting things in your mouth until we know they’re safe.”

“But Ikfael would’ve said if it was dangerous,” I pointed out.

The otter nodded and stuck another pawful into her mouth.

I checked my conditions, which were clear. The sap seemed to be perfectly safe and quite delicious. The others somehow resisted the urge to sample it, though—except for Teila, who snuck a taste. Anya clearly wanted to try, but Weni dragged her away before she could.

“That’s enough,” Mumu said, the tone the same as she used with her daughters.

And it worked on me as well as it did them. I stopped reaching for more sap and paid attention like I should. It was just that the fighting had left me hungry. Teenage bodies were great for performance, but the fuel costs were intense, you know?

Mumu gazed at the expedition to make sure everyone was on task. “Honored Ikfael, if you would please retrieve the light of the queen. There may also be other spider ants in the nest, so be careful.”

Ikfael nodded, the serious expression on her face at odds with the paw in her mouth. Then, she disappeared into the ground. While she was gone, the rest of us stood guard around the trees.

The rain fell, masking the sounds of anything outside the clearing, but Snow reported the area free of obvious dangers.

“Can you eat spider ants?” I asked into the quiet.

“No,” Teila said.

“Yes,” Tegen said at the same time.

“Anything can be eaten,” Mumu added in her mom voice, “with the right preparation.”

The quiet settled again, but then Anya couldn’t help herself from asking, “Exactly how does one prepare spider ants?”

And I couldn’t help joking, “Very carefully.”

Groans sounded from around the circle, so the hit I took to the shoulder was more than worth it.

The best part? I heard Weni mutter, “How a person can be so shiny and still make such terrible jokes is a mystery only the gods understand.”



Anya’s light spell did eventually attract a wayward giant javelina, but Snow managed to blind him with a surprise attack, and then he fell to our combined arrows. He hadn’t been anything special—simply curious when he shouldn’t have been.

Dressing the animal proved a nice distraction as we waited. Every once in a while, we noted how the earth trembled in response to whatever Ikfael was doing underground. Of course, there was no way we’d be able to drag the javelina back to civilization, but depending on how much room was left in her Hoarder’s Pocket, Ikfael might be able to store a good portion of the meat.

In the end, the work underground took about half an hour—enough time to get the javelina’s guts out and his body mostly butchered. When Ikfael finally popped up out of the ground, her fur was all goopy and matted. She looked rather annoyed too, but her signs spoke of everything being all right.

Ikfael seemed pleased by the javelina, at least. Space must’ve been tight in her pocket, though, because she only grabbed the tenderloin, loins, ribs, and belly. By mutual agreement, the expedition gifted the cuts to her.

Then she brought out a barrel big enough for a family to store rainwater, along with two smaller casks. All three smelled yeasty at first, but after a quick rinse seemed fine enough for Ikfael to use for the nutritious sap. The whole expedition had to help, getting all sticky in the process, but she refused to leave without all three containers filled to the brim.

Once that was done, we were off into the woods again, looking for a new campsite, since the last one was littered with spider-ant bodies. Even in the rainy weather, it was bound to draw scavengers. At least we all get to rinse off, I thought.

As we walked, Ikfael tested the integrity of the stone until she found another section of the hillside from which to carve out a shelter. We could have camped in the rain, but if stone was a reasonable option, we would choose that every time.

All in all, we were almost three hours past sunset before we were settled in and huddled around a fire again. Mumu looked at us and said, “Before there are any more interruptions, let us portion out what it is due.”

Somberly, we each nodded in reply. Then, Ikfael raised a small stone table upon which she placed a pile of mottled cores, including one big chunk that must’ve been from the spider ant queen. I followed with the pouch of cores taken from the clearing, and Tegen placed a bunch of smaller cores on the table, these from the ants that had first attacked our campsite.

Finally, Mumu withdrew a pine box from her pack, and even though it wasn’t big—only about half-a-foot long—it thunked on the table. Lifting the lid, she revealed a collection of cores nestled among blue cotton cloth. I could feel them pulling at me. While each was only about the size of a marble, I understood on a deep and fundamental level that two of them contained enormous amounts of light. These had belonged to the silvered amongst our enemies.

Haol kept watch, while the rest of us gazed at the cores, reciting the necessary prayers for the dead. Even though these beings had meant us harm, now they would become the impetus for our growth. Their deaths were our steps along the Path to Perfection. For that, they deserved our gratitude.

Afterward, Mumu tested the cores so that Anya and Weni could be assured that the light would be safe to absorb. Then the darklight was treated for long-term storage.

Finally, Ikfael brought a small scale out from her pocket for Mumu to weigh out the shares. It was a frightening amount altogether, equating to roughly thirteen thousand silverlight. A person could go from zero to almost Level 7 with that.

Per the negotiations with the sisters, I was owed a five-fold share, which came to almost twenty-five hundred points’ worth of silverlight. Except I would split that with Yuki, and I owed about five hundred to Snow.

The blynx would get almost a thousand silverlight as a result, and she was supplementing her growth with twenty-five percent darklight, which I expected would put her almost halfway between Levels 4 and 5.

The others in the expedition were also supplementing with darklight—ranging from Haol’s meager ten percent to Tegen’s thirty. Ikfael and I were the only ones leveling using pure silverlight, which the others considered an eccentricity.

I had asked for my shares to come out of Theloc’s core specifically, and the light dissolved in my hand.

	1,976 silverlight gathered. 738 Absorbed. 



The smell was medicinal and astringent at first, but as it filled me, it also transmuted into something perfumy—a scent designed to delight one person, one central figure who deserved everything at her feet. All loyalty was owed to this zasha; she was everything.

I shook my head to clear away the illusory fumes filling it. The amount of silverlight hadn’t been enormous, but the experience—while short—was intense. The sheer, unwavering loyalty of Theloc… it seemed like he’d come face-to-face with Sister Moon. Maybe even more than once.

Had he reported to her directly? Or had he been rewarded with a private audience? I couldn’t tell. All I “knew” was that Theloc’s loyalty was personal.

That was confirmed by Aslishtei’s nieces, who also partook of his light. As for the other hunters, they prioritized Issa’s and Eswelo’s light, and apparently neither of the two men had had the same kind of connection to Maltra’s emperor or empress. That had been reserved for Theloc alone.

So yeah, we’d clearly killed someone important to the Maltrans. And we’d done it in front of hundreds of witnesses.
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All that light, yet none of us had leveled. But such was life when splitting between so many people. The amounts were even more diluted after the Long Darks when everyone in the village militia received a share. That was why defending the Glen had been so productive over the years: lots of incoming light with fewer defenders.

Still, after absorbing their shares, Haol, Tegen, and Teila—all of whom had turned dawn only a month ago—now reported that Level 6 felt close. And Aslishtei’s nieces said the same thing about Level 4.

“The village prospers,” Tegen whispered.

“A truth,” Mumu responded.

“The way is long,” Ikfael signed. “We must be patient walkers.”

We were all beat from a full day, but the night wasn’t over yet as we talked through our impressions of the light we’d gathered.

Ikfael, in particular, had picked up on the change in Theloc’s alchemy. “His path grew sweeter, but it was no longer his own,” was how she described it.

As for Eswelo, he had apparently lived a charmed life, taking whatever he wanted without consequences until he’d been caught and put to use by Maltra’s officials. Issa, on the other hand, was born into a soldier family and had devoted himself to the sword with a near-religious fervor.

“He was more loyal to the sword than the emperor and empress?” I asked.

Mumu waggled her hand. “They wouldn’t ever compete with each other, would they? One was put into meaningful service by the other.”

“And a Sword Supreme like him never met them?” I shook my head in disbelief. “That’s weird to me.”

“My understanding,” Anya said, “is that meeting the emperor or empress is the greatest reward a Maltran can receive. They say that those who’ve distinguished themselves are brought into an amphitheater where they can bask in the presence of one or the other.”

“Have you ever been there?” I asked. “Maltra, I mean.”

“Travel to the Paramount Empire of Conjuncted Maltra was made illegal ten years ago,” Weni answered. “And we don’t accept ambassadors from there anymore either—not after our own ambassador was turned against us.”

I squirmed atop my blanket, looking for a more comfortable position. “I’d heard about that—he met Brother Sun and fell instantly in love, right?”

“That was the story I heard too,” Weni said.

“What exactly did the ambassador do to get into trouble after that?” I asked. “Do we know?”

Anya shook her head. “Our aunt never said.”

“But there are rumors,” Weni added.

The rest of us leaned in, curious, Ikfael right there with us. She loved a good story.

The peltwei ran her fingers through the silver feathers at the side of her head. “Now, this is something I heard from the nephew of the Captain of the Fortress. Supposedly, when our ambassador came back from Maltra, he brought with him a lock of Brother Sun’s hair that made you become the ambassador’s thrall if you looked at it.”

“No,” Teila said in disbelief. “That can’t be.”

Anya nodded, half in agreement and half in consideration. “With the right talents, a high-enough Charm, and the magic to support them—it might be possible. Maybe not from a lock of hair, but an artifact of some kind?”

“Could it be an extension of the emperor’s influence?” I wondered aloud.

A smile appeared at the edges of Anya’s beak. “That’s the working hypothesis of those who’ve… heard that particular rumor.”

“And those people would be…” I asked.

“Us and our cousin Mabhena. But she’s a scholar like me and well versed in the literature surrounding… scents and their role in magic…” Anya stopped talking, seeming to realize that her cousin’s expertise was perhaps not quite relevant to the conversation.

“Was the lock of hair perfumed?” I asked, thinking about my experience of Theloc’s light.

Weni’s surprise showed on her face. “That was Mabhena’s thought too. Ah, the alchemist!”

I looked toward Ikfael. She would’ve likely had the most experience with influence of any of us, but she had her thinking face on. When she noticed me watching her, she signed, “Nothing definite, but both influence and rituals can be very powerful. We know that they can fill the gaps left by other magics.”

There were so many tools on Diaksha through which reality could be changed or modified, whether they came from your path, the authority you’ve gained, the magic you’ve studied, or your talents and soul marks. Somehow it all came together and worked, but I often felt like I was swimming through a massive bowl of gumbo: an organic, chunky soup of forces shaping my life and the lives of everyone else on Diaksha.

“The ambassador—what happened to him?” Teila asked, interrupting my train of thought.

Weni frowned. “This we know for certain because of the resulting scandal—the land soldiers guarding him let him go. Whether the cause was blackmail, bribery, magic, or something else…” She shrugged.

Tegen’s expression was solemn. “It wouldn’t do to underestimate Maltra’s influence.”

“But to win a land soldier’s loyalty away from Ithia is no easy task,” Mumu said. “How did they manage it?

“One thing is clear,” I replied. “The Maltrans’ skill in alchemy is beyond ours. They can probably do things we can’t and put it to more uses, including things like supporting their spells.”

“We must be careful not to put too much weight on an unsupported stone,” Tegen cautioned.

“A truth,” I replied, “but it’s something to think about. Hopefully we won’t have to deal with any more of them, at least for the duration of this expedition.”

“When we return to our Voorhei, the matter will likely come up again,” Mumu said. “We should plan on it.”

“We always do,” I said.



We paired up for watches, and as usual, it was Ikfael and me on lookout when the night was darkest.

When it was our turn, I periodically braved the bad weather to scout the mountainside, and each time, Ikfael whisked away the wet on my return. Then, she’d go back to creating small animal sculptures from water and stone. They’d gotten more and more life-like over the years.

“Do you believe the story about the ambassador to Maltra?” I asked.

“A story heard is not a story seen,” Ikfael responded, pausing in the middle of shaping a stone musk ox to stare at it. The expression on his face wasn’t quite right.

“Not grumpy enough,” I mentioned.

She nodded in agreement, tweaking the ox’s eyes. A slight nudge here, a touch there, and he now looked properly pissed off.

“You’re so good at that,” I signed.

“Everything is practice,” Ikfael answered. “Every thought and action is a chance to take a step on the Path to Perfection.”

“It’s not all killing and slaughter, you mean.”

She paused to examine the sculpture before her. Then she signed, “The gods need for us to refine our light, as well as the light we absorb from others. But we were not made for eating alone. Otherwise, why give us minds that appreciate beauty? Hearts that love and cry?”

“There’s joy in the world too,” I signed, sharing a lesson learned from my previous life.

“A truth,” Ikfael replied, “although one that’s easily lost.”

“Because this is a world of striving,” I signed.

Ikfael put down the ox to gaze at her paws. “That, and pain is more easily remembered.”

I hadn’t wanted to intrude before, but I had to ask: “How much do you remember?”

The otter glanced at me and then away. Still, she answered, “For a long while, I didn’t. Then came that dream and now I remember it all.”

“I’m sorry.” The words felt so inadequate; I’d seen how she’d suffered buried under stone. Nothing I said could ever express how angry-terrible-frustrated I felt for her.

“I’m not,” Ikfael said, turning to face me with determined eyes. “Those who misled me were wrong to do so, but what I did in response saved Voorhei, and I outlived those who spoke to me with those honeyed words.” She looked at her paws again, but her shoulders were less forlorn this time. “I have power now I never had when I was simply Ikiira. The only thing missing is…”

“Yes?” I prompted.

But she shook her head instead of responding.

“I’m here,” I said. “I told you—I’ll listen to you and won’t go anywhere without you.”

“That was a thing you said, true.” Ikfael sighed and looked out at the rain.

I put a hand on her shoulder. “You don’t believe me?”

She laughed, a soft chirping. “You, I believe. Our Eight doesn’t do things by half measures.”

“Then what’s wrong?”

“I have become the people who I hated most.” The expression on Ikfael’s face sank. “They told me, those wise older hunters, that I was talented, that only I deserved to be the lodge’s new master, especially since the village faced deadly crisis. I should’ve realized the truth when they told me the initiation into my position should wait until after the village was safe. The lodge’s inner secrets would wait. And those secrets could wait, because they were never truly meant for me. Never meant for a sacrifice to possess—no matter how valuable I might be.”

“And you think you’re the one speaking honeyed words now? Is that it?” My signs had been furious, but not at Ikfael. All I could see was the shadow of the deceitful hunters behind her.

“Yes,” Ikfael signed. “But instead of words, I trade in exchanges. In… affection.”

I took a deep breath and blew it out. “I see. And why tell me now?”

“Because I am a fool,” Ikfael signed.

“This expedition… we’re to be your sacrifice? Do you intend me or the others to die in the ruins of Old Baxteiyel?” I asked bluntly.

“No!” Ikfael protested. “The exchange was true…”

“I sense a ‘but’ at the end of that.”

“But,” Ikfael signed, “there will be greater danger than you realize.”

“You know because of your zasha’s divinations?” I asked.

“I do, but I cannot explain the details.”

“A danger greater than Asiik?” I probed.

Ikfael hesitated, but then nodded.

“Oh,” I said softly. And then again, with a bit of a smile: “Oohh.” I couldn’t help myself and began to chuckle.

Ikfael looked at me like I’d gone mad, but the implications were so… so… cool. The only way we’d be in more danger than facing Asiik was if we somehow got into the pyramid.

I wasn’t stupid; the level of risk would likely be extreme, but there was something about the idea that drew me. Like my whole body wanted whatever was hidden away in there.

“We’ll tell Mumu and Anya about this in the morning,” I signed, “and then they can decide how to proceed. Other than that, I’ll say that you can count on me.”

“But—” Ikfael signed.

“This time there is no ‘but.’ When I made my own exchange with your zasha, I asked for a way to help you. I mean to see that through.”

“You cannot ignore me manipulating you,” Ikfael started.

“No, that’s a truth, so don’t do it again, okay? People, even friends, make mistakes. I’m trying to learn from mine. If you do the same with yours, then that’ll be enough for me.”

“I will do better,” Ikfael signed.

“Me too,” I responded. “What does this mean for your relationship with your zasha, though? The path she set you on led to this dilemma. Unless this confession was part of the plan to begin with?”

Ikfael reached up to hold my hands, took both in her paws, and looked me in the eyes. Then, she had to let go to sign, “Yes.”

“To which part,” I asked.

“To all the parts,” Ikfael answered.

“And that means?”

“You will be you, and I will be me, and we will each do the best for ourselves and each other.”

“I… all right. I can roll with that.”

“I know you can.”



The next morning, it was impossible to see the dawn through the dark clouds obscuring the sky. Rain fell, of course, but the winds had gone all anxious again, the tension among the spirits rising to almost unbearable levels. The storm out over the ocean would have to start moving soon, or else the sky would crack open from the stresses. That was what it felt like. The others must’ve sensed it too, because they kept glancing upward as we packed up our camp.

While we worked, I told Mumu and Anya about the potential for even more danger than we’d anticipated. The response was concern, but also acceptance. The arguments against breaking the exchange with Ikfael were still valid.

Also, for the record, I alone believed it was possible we might get into the pyramid. Mumu expected the danger to come from additional Maltran interference, while Anya thought it more likely to be some kind of magical trap. That was when Weni reminded us of the hordes of undead, and Tegen posited that we’d perhaps see lethal competition from the other expeditions. Teila’s thought was that the approaching storm was the greatest threat. As for Haol, he kept quiet. In his opinion, we’d find out in due time.

So yeah, the vectors for danger were plentiful, yet no one backed out. Ikfael bowed to everyone in apology afterward, but the expedition didn’t know what to do with that. They all looked embarrassed.

The important thing was that we were ready to proceed again. The saying was that Old Baxteiyel was the place the dawn went to die. We would just have to prove that false.



The unrelenting rain turned the ground into a morass. Our boots squelched as we walked, a messy rhythm to accompany the whooshing-dripping-rustling around us. The mud got everywhere, and the wet penetrated our layers, chilling the skin.

The latter didn’t bother me as much as the others, though. My meridians still had a tendency to run hot if I spun my qi through them quickly; it was like having a heater on the inside. The trick didn’t work for the others unfortunately, since it was related to the lightning aspect of my qi.

The soldiers apparently had a Warming spell, and Weni pledged to learn it as soon as our expedition returned to Albei. “Whatever it takes!” she said. “I refuse to be this miserable ever again.”

I remember thinking at the time that it was lucky she didn’t see Ikfael rolling her eyes. It was an unfair judgement on the otter’s part, especially since she was covered in fur and was doing perfectly fine, riding atop my pack well above the mud.

The forest ecosystem here was much the same as around Voorhei—a rich mix of maple, horotonei, birch, and oak, along with evergreens like hemlock and pine. The mountains rising up directly to the east weren’t tall enough to keep all those varieties of trees from climbing their sides.

What was different was that spring’s finery seemed beaten down by the rain; the green tips of the needles, the small white and pink flowers, and the unfurling leaves all bore the pressure with great stoicism.

There was also the sheer number of streams and creeks. We encountered more than a dozen by the time we broke for lunch. Which was nothing more than salted jerky, but the food was welcome after the morning’s exertions. Even Ikfael seemed happy to gnaw on her share, especially once she’d dipped it into some nutritious sap.

The number of small waterways around us increased as the day progressed, and we began to catch sight of ponds and small lakes farther to the west. Then, at about three in the afternoon, we came across a river about the same width as the one near Voorhei. It poured down from the mountains east of us before turning south. It was unnamed on our map, but the river was supposed to lead directly to Old Baxteiyel, so we adjusted our route to walk alongside it.

All the while, we continued to find evidence of the expeditions that had gone before us—mostly tracks and food waste, but also a couple of carcasses, including a saber-toothed cat that someone had paused their trek to skin.

Then, about an hour from sunset, the rain stopped. We’d walked in its white noise for so long, it was confusing, like the world had suddenly stopped spinning. I’d been keeping a wary eye on the weather report all day, yet it hadn’t once mentioned anything about a pause in the rain.

We all stopped to look up and watched as the clouds started to roil, the wind up there seemingly going mad. In my mind’s eye, the phone flashed with an update:

	* Alert * Alert * Alert *
Warning: Extreme Weather Event Expected
The long-awaited arrival of [ACCESS DENIED] resumes. At all costs, [ACCESS DENIED].
Practically speaking, a hurricane will make landfall along the coast north of Sugrusu Hakei this evening, by midnight at the latest. Expect winds of up to 101 eisqilm per hour, along with heavy rainfall, flooding, and storm surges.
[ACCESS DENIED], but it is likely the storm will travel inland, the direction yet to be determined, driven by the need for [ACCESS DENIED].



Groaning with the pressure, like a rusty gear finally giving way, the entire weather system shifted—from Albei, to Sugrusu Hakei, to the ocean farther to the east. I wasn’t even one with the sky at that moment, yet I felt the change with my whole body, my spine seeming to flex on its own. I had to go with the movement or else I would snap in two.

“Eight?” I heard, a couple of voices from my team asking if I was okay.

Ikfael hopped from my pack a second before I hit the ground, as I was forced to roll in the mud at the demand of the metallic fibers running through my spine. Adrenaline dumped into my bloodstream, but I didn’t panic. Even though I’d seemed to have lost control of myself, I could still think. My mind registered that the experience felt reflexive—the body doing what it needed to protect itself.

Once I realized I wasn’t in danger of hurting myself, I thought to Yuki, Tell the others the storm’s moving. It’s escalated too. Warn the kids. Ask Mumu to signal Albei. Landfall by midnight at the latest, and it will travel inland. Almost guaranteed to hit or have some effect here. No way the hierophant’s divination is coincidental.

While Yuki did as I asked of them, I tried to relax and ride the wave carrying me along. My team did their best to make me comfortable, mostly by keeping my face out of the mud. How ignominious an end would that have been? Drowned under six inches of mud.

All for the sake of something I had no clue about. The being currently incubated by the storm must be damned important to be worthy of that kind of effort—and secrecy too. What exactly is the “access denied” hiding? A god’s pet project?

The seizure lasted for about ten minutes, but it sure as hell felt much longer. And as suddenly as it had started, it ended. My body relaxed, leaving me feeling like I’d spent an hour fighting a kalihchi bear.

“Has this happened before?” Anya asked, her voice worried.

Ikfael pushed her aside to chitter in my face. Then, when I looked at her in confusion, she signed, “What have you done now, our foolish Eight?”

“Nothing, I promise you.” Then my voice cracked in helpless laughter. My relief was immense, and the adrenaline needed an outlet. “Normally I call the storm, but this time it called me.”

“This isn’t funny.” Mumu had been kneeling beside me, holding my head the entire time. “Are you injured?”

My laughter ran down, and I focused on my body, feeling out my limbs and gently arching my back. Ooh, that’s definitely going to be sore tomorrow.

‘No damage that we can sense,’ Yuki said.

I nodded and said, “Just a bit parched.”

Ikfael gestured, and the water at my side forced its way out of the skin to hover in front of my mouth. No doubt I was about to make myself look ridiculous, but I’d been rolling in the mud, so pride wasn’t exactly a concern at the time.

I gulped the water down, sucking as if from a hose. “Thank you,” I said afterward. “That’s better.”

Tegen stepped into view to get my attention. “The storm is moving?”

Well, he already knew the answer to that question, but our clients needed to be brought up to speed. So this time, with more presence of mind, I spoke aloud of what I’d learned.

The others took the information in, then they each looked around to see how everyone had received it. The decision was made wordlessly and unanimously, carried on the wisps of spirit stuff traveling between us.

Mumu gave it voice: “There’ll be no camp tonight—we push on straight to Fort Olana.”
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At the Edge of Battle

The winds whipped at our cloaks, while all around us the forest shook. The night was pitch black, but we had too far to travel for Night Eyes to be effective, so we depended on our lanterns and Anya’s Light spell.

We moved as quickly as the sisters could safely manage. Then, as we drew closer and closer to midnight, we left safety behind to rush through the dark night, at the cost of two Healing Water spells to fix a sprained ankle and a palm speared through by a thin, sturdy branch—two separate falls, both Anya’s. Her beak clacked shut each time she’d gotten hurt to keep from crying out.

The young woman’s eyes were panicked as she ran alongside us, but she kept it together. The spirits of the forest were similarly anxious, yet they too could do nothing but bear it—the trees rooting down as if they were old warriors preparing for a siege.

Midnight came and went. The weather forecast told the story of Sugrusu Hakei being absolutely pummeled by the hurricane. The storm didn’t linger, but its size meant the port city wouldn’t go unscathed.

At around two in the morning, it began to rain again where we were—not anything steady, more like the weather clearing its throat in preparation for what was to come. Snow’s sensitive ears picked up on the rumble of thunder ahead. There’d been no sign of the lightning, though.

I eased into the sky, where I saw the situation was changing rapidly, but I didn’t sense anything like a thunderstorm nearby. In fact, we were approaching an area where I couldn’t get any read on the weather, like my senses were hitting a wall. Using my authority didn’t seem to affect it either.

A handful of minutes later, still trying to puzzle out the situation, I heard the echoes of thunder myself. Yet the sky was still clear of lightning.

Yuki kept the team appraised, but it was Ikfael who signed, “We’re approaching the city.”

That slowed us to a stop, giving both Anya and Weni an opportunity to catch their breaths. Haol climbed the tree they leaned against, while the rest of us gathered. Our lights pooled around the trunk, a tiny oasis in the otherwise-dark forest.

“You’re certain?” Mumu asked.

“Yes,” Ikfael replied.

I looked at the otter questioningly, but she shook her head in response.

Mumu tapped me on the shoulder. “How are your wells?”

“Body power is nearly full,” I said, “while mana is at ninety percent and qi is abundant.”

She nodded and said, “Join Haol above and use your Night Eyes.”

The tree was a bilkelet with good, sturdy branches high up. The bark was nicely furred too, so I didn’t have any issues climbing to where my hunt brother perched. He was gazing to the south… at a flicker of light… no, multiple lights.

Yuki rolled the spells through me—Night Eyes, Hawk’s Eye, Owl’s Ears—and my enhanced senses confirmed the flashes weren’t lightning. They were gouts of flame and showers of sparks. I caught sight of a rock falling from the sky, and then the thunder rolled again. The sound had been the crashing of stone against stone.

Based on what I’d seen of our maps, that would be Fort Olana, which meant Old Baxteiyel would soon be within reach. As expected, the other expeditions arrived well ahead of us, I thought. They’d already started hunting Asiik the Army of Sorrow.



We likely had another hour and a half to go before we reached the ruined city. Just in case, though, Anya doused her Light spell, and we hooded our lanterns.

Normally, I’d be able to identify dangers ahead of us due to disturbances among the forest’s spirits, but with the weather the way it was and the scale of the fighting ahead, there wasn’t a single restful spirit to be seen. So, Mumu took point, trusting in Snow’s night vision and her own Wild Sense to steer us through any potential trouble.

It was a good thing too. We’d been hiking for about twenty minutes, aiming for a rocky ridge that looked like it’d give us a decent view of the battle, when Mumu sent an alert. ‘Movement below us. More than one creature… a handful.’

‘Nothing I can see,’ Haol sent.

Same here, I thought. It’s all a jumbled mess.

Snow’s location shifted as she blinked from tree to tree until… ‘Found undead,’ she sent, her distaste evident through the connection.

‘Three of them converging on the expedition,’ Yuki confirmed. ‘We see skulls and rusted weapons…’

Skeletons? I asked. Really?

To which Mumu followed with, ‘What levels?’

Snow repositioned to let Yuki get a better look. The uekisheile said, ‘Skeletons, yes, but none appear strong enough to be dusk. They are wearing animal hides crafted to cover their torsos—patchwork at best yet good enough to hide their cores.’

The undead often retained some abilities from before they’d died. Unfortunately, that sometimes included their cunning. I’d never heard of them fashioning armor before, though. From the frowns I spotted on my teammates, neither had they.

“So this is Old Baxteiyel,” Haol whispered.

“Would someone like to tell us what’s happening?” Weni asked. “You all are looking at the forest like it killed your favorite goat.”

Tegen nodded. “Apologies, our team’s abilities have found undead coming toward us—”

“They’re outside the city?” Anya asked.

“Yes,” he replied. “Three—”

‘Five,’ Yuki said. ‘No, seven. They seem to be converging from different directions.’

But they’re all headed our way? I asked.

‘Yes,’ Yuki replied.

I repeated the information for the sisters’ sake, crediting my spirit eyes for the information.

“For them to leave the city’s boundaries is very rare, according to the records,” Anya said.

“Maybe the storm has them riled up?” I offered.

“Or they know the city is under attack,” Mumu said.

“This is the Amleila theory we discussed in Albei, right?” I asked. “She’s supposed to be the necromancer trapped in the pyramid.”

“That is how the story goes, yes,” Anya said.

Haol pointed to a rocky outcropping about thirty saqilm up the mountain. “We can shoot from there.”

“I’ll take the bait position,” Tegen said, volunteering.

“That’s because only the undead would find you attractive,” Haol joked.

“Please, save your humor until the day it becomes funny,” Tegen snarked back.

Snickering, I escorted the sisters up to the outcropping. A scan showed nothing nearby. Haol arrived a few moments later, and then left again to lope up and around the area to make sure.

“Where do you want to start from?” I asked Ikfael.

The otter responded by diving from the top of my pack into the stone below. There looked to be enough material present to make a lot of javelins. Seven pre-dusk undead should be easy prey…

	* Alert * Alert * Alert *
Warning: Extreme Weather Event Imminent
A hurricane is rapidly approaching the region of Albeityel. Best estimates are that it will arrive in the next two to three hours. Expect winds of up to 107 eisqilm per hour, along with heavy rainfall and flooding.



Mumu had come up beside me while I was reading the alert. “How close is it?”

“About twelfth of a day,” I replied, “but we should assume there’ll be bad weather in advance of the main storm’s arrival.”

“Then we shouldn’t wait,” Mumu replied. “We’re far enough away from the fighting at Fort Olana that a Thousand Arrows shouldn’t draw Asiik’s attention. Only the one though. Afterward, we conserve our energies.”

“Even me?” I asked.

Mumu shook her head. “Use your qi at will, but save your body power. And definitely no lightning—it’s too conspicuous.”

“Okay, okay,” I signed, then got myself into a good shooting position, hoping I’d maybe have an opportunity to make the lightning dance later.

Nearby, Haol was already set, his bow in hand and ready to draw. Down below, our lanterns had been placed around where Tegen planned to hold the enemies. The older hunter swung his arms to get ready. Given their natural instincts, they’d head toward me first, but he planned to distract them.

My own body felt spent, but I knew I could keep going. The Long Darks had a way of teaching you the true depth of your reserves.

“I see them,” Haol said.

To me, the forest looked the same, but I trusted my hunt brother, so I took a deep breath and prepared to draw the bow.

A second later, I heard his Whisper Talk: “Danger, danger, area attack in four beats, stay to your positions.”

A skeleton wearing a tattered deer hide emerged from the trees. It… he held a rusting sword in hand. Behind him was another, this one covered in bear fur. The lantern light glistened on a streak of fat still attached, the pale bone underneath the hide smeared dark with blood. The spear in her hand was short and the head of it was curved like a thorn. Click, click.

	Hosum of Ikweita (Undead)
Talents: Natural Swordsman, Fit Physique, Rage of the Ancient



	Shela the Blue Hunter (Undead)
Talents: Spear First, Light-Footed Scout, Regretful Rage



Nothing special so far, I thought.

Then Haol cast his Thousand Arrows, and the air below thumped. The makeshift armor on Hosum’s and Shela’s skeletons couldn’t protect them from his Empowered Sniper talent; they toppled over as their cores were pierced. Darklight rose like dust from the bodies.

Meanwhile, farther into the trees, I heard the sound of more bones falling to the ground. I’d caught sight of Haol’s arrows hitting their targets there, but also saw a couple of stone spikes rising from the ground—Ikfael matching her timing to his.

Only a single skeleton remained upright. He appeared weaponless as he charged.

	Moktu Hulasson (Undead)
Talents: Strong of Arm, Well Trained, Mindless Rage



Tegen met Moktu with his spear, the point sliding between the skeleton’s ribs. Then, with a flick, the hunter tossed the bones aside to clear the shaft and get ready in case another came at him.

“That’s seven,” Haol said.

We waited in case anything else would happen. I glanced aside and saw Mumu with her brow furrowed—not usually a good sign.

“Are there more?” Weni asked, breaking the silence.

Mumu nodded. “Yes, but the feeling is diffuse, coalescing…”

‘Undead found,’ Snow sent.

‘There are four,’ Yuki added. ‘In two staggered batches.’

I started to repeat the information for the sisters’ sake, but was interrupted partway.

‘Undead,’ Snow sent again, this time from a different location.

‘Five moving together,’ Yuki said. ‘This group seems to have a leader, who is dusk. They’re all heading straight for you.’

I updated the report, half expecting to be interrupted again. And I was right.

‘Another three more,’ Yuki said.

“That’s twelve now,” Haol said. “Their numbers keep growing.”

Mumu looked at her husband, then turned to each of us, calculating-balancing-predicting. “As the only living beings in this area of the woods, of course the undead will find us. We need to get closer to the other expeditions, so that they serve as a distraction.”

“We keep moving, then?” Weni asked.

“We do,” Mumu replied. “To that ridge we spotted earlier. From there, we’ll decide where to shelter. Time is running short. We must hurry.”

With our decision leaving should’ve been as simple as collecting the silverlight left by the undead and hiking away to elude our pursuers, except Ikfael emerged from the stone beside me empty-handed.

She signed, “These undead have no silverlight within them.”

A moment later, Tegen jogged up to our position. “The same is true of the ones I checked. The skeletons are empty of anything but bones,” he confirmed.

“But that’s impossible,” I said. While not every creature developed enough to have a core worth harvesting, the whole thing about becoming undead was that it was predicated on the darklight in a core taking over the body after death. And wherever there was a core, there was silverlight left afterward. Always.

“Eight is correct,” Ikfael signed. “The lack of silverlight should be impossible, but talents bend the world and soul marks twist it—something or someone is affecting the natural process of these undead.”

“We don’t time have to investigate, do we?” Anya asked.

“We do not. More and more undead will close on our position,” Mumu replied.



We left the bones of our enemies behind and continued up the mountain. The ground was slick from the rain and the footing treacherous. My team watched Weni and Anya closely, ready to catch them if they should start to slip.

Down below, the undead threaded through the trees heedless of the terrain, sometimes scrambling on hands and feet to catch up to us. Counting, I saw that their number had increased to fifteen. There was only one who was dusk, though all her talents were struck through except for one called Righteous Rage.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Snow teleport to our flank and then disappear to move ahead. We weren’t far from the ridge that was our goal, and she aimed to give Yuki an early look. Mumu sprinted ahead to join them there.

“Should I lead the skeletons away?” I asked. “To give her more time to observe the fighting?”

“The team stays together,” Tegen replied.

“But I’m certain I can outrun the skeletons,” I argued.

Mumu sent, ‘Eight, do not go wandering on your own.’

You heard my question? I thought to her.

And her response was, ‘You asked beforehand this time? No, I knew it as something you would consider. Hold, I’m nearly at the ridge.’ A stunned pause followed, then: ‘Gods walking, this is…’

‘Mumu?’ Haol sent.

The connection colored with her disbelief, then it shifted to intense, rapid thought. We hurried to catch up.

The ridge was lower in elevation than Fort Olana, the keep another mile up the mountain. The ancient monument had patched walls overgrown with ivy and a dome of newishly raised stone to shield it from the air; the line where the keep and the dome connected was lit with flickering bonfires and magics. The first thing that popped into my head was that it looked like an art installation made to resemble a cone of ice cream.

To the south, the view opened onto a dark, wide expanse, Old Baxteiyel covered by a night without moon or stars. Ghosts crawled through the ruins in numbers not unlike Albei. It struck me that I’d expected more, but then again if I were a spirit, I wouldn’t want to linger here either.

Lights pooled where the expeditions moved through the ruined streets—they resembled the pictures and footage I’d seen of cities in the aftermath of intense bombing. Glimmers of magic flashed like camera bulbs, momentarily throwing into stark relief the hordes of undead piling around the race’s participants.

Faintly, I heard the clashing of metal on metal. Then a large stone whistled before smashing into the dome protecting Fort Olana. The rock shielding the keep shattered, only to flow back to fill the recently opened gap. A powerful Earth-Touched was inside, or maybe a group of them working together. Odds were, it was the hierophant and his followers.

I looked but didn’t see Asiik, so I became one with the sky and found myself pressed down and unable to extend my awareness past ten or so feet. A being with greater authority than mine dominated the air above Old Baxteiyel.

Mumu whispered, “My Wild Sense is singing in alarm.”

Another stone pounded at Fort Olana’s shield. A winged kalesk briefly became visible as he swooped down and around. The monster was at least fifty feet from head to tail, and the pressure he exerted was immense. My gut clenched at the sight of him; everything in me screamed he was at least double my level.

Stone javelins the length of ballista bolts shot from the keep’s walls to return fire, but the winged kalesk disappeared, merging into the air before they could pierce him. Still, I’d gotten a look at—

	Asiik the Army of Sorrow (Animal, Silvered)
Talents: Master of the Air, Claws Like Razors, A Fierce and Powerful Cunning, Protector of the Land, Hunter of Men, Beloved of Amleila and Heleitia



—and I was dumbfounded. What in the hells is Heleitia’s name doing among Asiik’s talents? As a beloved, no less! And he’s beloved to two different beings? Is that even possible?

“Eight, Eight!” Mumu had her hand on my shoulder. “Tell us, what talents reside in Asiik’s spirit?”

I didn’t respond and turned to Ikfael instead. “Did you know?” I demanded.

“Know what?” she asked, puzzled.

“That Asiik, Amleila, and Hel… and your zasha are related? The three of them are beloved to each other!”

I felt confusion well up across the team’s network. They hadn’t ever intruded on the Glen’s private matters, but hearing talk of an unknown zasha connected to our mission was surely alarming.

Yuki merged through me, the uekisheile’s intention to understand the situation and help explain it to the others, but they were as stumped afterward as I was. ‘What do we tell them? Do we share the secret of Heleitia?’

I didn’t answer. My focus remained fixed on the bewildered otter before me—one whose confusion appeared to be rapidly turning into epiphany. Her mouth opened, then closed. She signed, “I didn’t know, but it explains—”

“The skeletons are approaching,” Tegen interrupted. “Do we fight here to claim more time in this place, or do we move?”

The unfolding drama paused as everyone checked the approach up to the ridge; the skeletons were only about fifty yards away. Above us, another stone smashed into the keep’s shield. The defenses repaired themselves, but a gale-force wind suddenly rose to steal someone from inside. A woman flew up into the air and was shredded by Asiik’s claws.

The stone javelins passed right through Asiik’s body to leave him unharmed. The same couldn’t be said for his victim—her head and limbs fell to the ground, a grisly addition to the rain. The rest was snapped up by the kalesk’s jaws.

“His talents,” Mumu reminded me. “What are they?”

“Mastery of the air,” I said, tearing my eyes from the bloody scene. “Sharp claws, like you’d expect, and he’s smart too. His abilities support the defense of the land, with a particular aptitude for attacking humans. Asiik is also the beloved of a spirit of the land, but that’s… complicated.”

Mumu glanced between Ikfael and me, then the fort and the approaching skeletons. The decision came quickly, not even a handful of beats in the making. “We can’t stay here,” she said, “nor can we let ourselves be trapped inside Fort Olana. Before anything else, we must descend toward the ruins and find a safe place among them.”
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The City of Bones I

Mumu swung her pack toward Haol, then offered her back to Weni. “Quickly, now.”

I handed my pack to Teila and crouched so that I could carry Anya. Ikfael made room for her by merging with the figurine hanging around my neck. We’d need stealth and speed for what came next.

Snow launched herself far down the slope, and as soon as she gave the all-clear Yuki cast the necessary Dog’s Agility and Night Eyes for me. Then, we were running-running-running for the trees below and the cover they provided. An Iron Heart soon followed to protect my knees and ankles while I focused on my footing to keep from slipping.

Once we were under the trees, we flew to put distance between us and the fireworks around Fort Olana, determined to outrun any undead that might gather around us. So far they’d been easy prey, but who knew what we’d find inside the city.

Anya held tight, her beak to the side to keep it out of the way. At one point, as I dodged around a half-split pine tree, she whispered, “Sorry.”

But I didn’t have the attention to spare her; all my focus remained fixed on the ground ahead and on our surroundings. The undead only appeared to my spirit eyes when the ghosts clung to their old bodies. If not, then they didn’t register. Still, sometimes was better than none, so I kept my eyes wide open, trusting my teammates to find the path ahead.

After a couple of minutes of full-on, Dog’s-Agility sprinting, Mumu slowed us to an unempowered pace. We were almost at the mountain’s base by that point, the fireworks visible only sporadically through the forest’s canopy.

A brief pause let Mumu and I disembark our passengers, Ikfael to emerge from her figurine, and Haol and Tegen to unhood the lanterns. Anya offered her Light spell, but Mumu declined. Moving forward, we’d cast our spells sparingly, not knowing when we’d need them most.

Then we were off again, jogging at a good clip with Snow and Mumu leading the way. There were many more undead in the area than we’d anticipated. The records we’d examined back in Albei had seriously underestimated their numbers. Yet Snow and Mumu threaded the gauntlet until the walls of Old Baxteiyel came into view.

The ruined city was nestled against the base of the mountains, and the walls wrapped around it in a half circle. Only a handful of structures were supposed to have remained intact inside: the five temples that made up the Arc of Knowledge, a place called the Hall of the Inquisitors, a building called the Treasury theorized to be a mausoleum of some kind, and the pyramid which sat under the mountains.

We came out of the woods at a relatively intact section of the wall, although the battlements—about eighty feet up—appeared to have been slagged at one point. The stone looked melted, like candy left in the sun.

Once we’d oriented ourselves, we ran toward the nearest gap. An undead giant beetle emerged from the ground in an attempt to ambush Snow, but the blynx teleported before the creature’s claws could close. Then Mumu dashed in to spear it and open a gap in the dilapidated carapace for Haol to shoot through. Except for Snow’s Blink, from start to finish there’d been no magic involved, just skill.

We quickly closed on the undead beetle, but Haol’s arrow had been enough to kill the creature—darklight spilled from the carapace’s gaps. We also saw the glimmer of silverlight inside, but it vanished. One moment it was there, the next it was gone.

That gave us pause, but we had to leave the carcass unexamined. When Snow teleported up to the top of the wall to overwatch the area, Yuki said, ‘Undead are closing on your position.’

‘They can sense us at this far a distance?’ Mumu asked, starting to run again. ‘Through the stone?’

‘From inside and outside the city, yes,’ Yuki replied.

“Did I… see that correctly?” Anya said, panting. “The silverlight—”

“You did,” I said, “but we won’t be able to investigate until we can get somewhere safe.”

Mumu called back to me. “Eight, the storm?”

By that point, the rain was a steady drizzle. Checking, I saw that the forecast hadn’t changed since the last time I’d looked. Yet since the sky refused me, there was no way to get a more-accurate read on when the weather might turn for the worse. “I don’t know! But the sooner we get to shelter, the better!”

Mumu waited for us where the city wall had been split. From here on out, we’d move in tighter formation to keep the undead from separating us. Together, we climbed over the rocky debris and through the more-than-thirty-feet-thick stone.

On the other side, we caught sight of undead approaching from both the south and west. None of them were too dangerous, judging by what I saw of their talents, but any delays could cause trouble, so we ran through the remains of an alley directly across from the gap in the wall.

Well, calling it an alley was generous—a path lined with rubble would be more accurate.

The ghost of a wooly mammoth seemed to be resting inside one of the adjacent ruined structures. He eyed us as we went past, his expression… bored. I didn’t give it much thought, since there were plenty of rocks to trip up an inattentive runner.

Through the alley’s exit, we came out onto a broad thoroughfare, the old stone pavers peeking through the dirt. To the southwest, we spotted the glow of lanterns from around a corner and heard the sound of combat. To the west, the body of the mammoth’s ghost charged in our direction. Oh holy hells.

	Savage Mammoth Alpha (Undead, Dark)
Talents: Trampler Extraordinaire, Silent Runner, Tusks of Doom, Stronger Than Strong, Mindless Rage, Seriously Enraged



And like a general, the mammoth led an army of zombies and skeletons: a mixture of about twenty humans and beasts. My training kicked in and I whistled the extreme-danger warning, then got to clicking on each of the undead to identify the most-lethal ones.

Four in, and I’d already found two who were dusk: a Strongarm human zombie and Poisonous Embrace copper-hide giant skunk. Narrating internally, Yuki passed the information to the rest of the team. At which point, I fully expected Mumu to release the restriction on using magic. Asiik seemed to be occupied by Fort Olana, so it should be safe enough for us to cast. Instead, she led us toward the other expedition.

“My Wild Sense tells me there is a silvered among them.”

We ran flat out until just shy of the corner that would lead to the other expedition, then she turned into an alley that paralleled the street they were on. These buildings seemed to have held up better, and through the gaps I caught sight of someone tossing hazy-purple bolts like they were darts. Then I spotted Tethdlen.

Not only was the philosopher silvered, but the expedition from Ganas Hakei had many more members over Level 5 than we did. I assumed the undead would peel off from our trail to go after them. But they didn’t. No, against all expectations, the savage mammoth slammed into what was left of the alley wall to continue chasing us.

The whole point of a smaller expedition was to be able to move under the radar and skirt the undead drawn to more powerful groups. How was that supposed to work when the undead didn’t follow the rules?

Our steps splashed as we ran through the alley, making our way farther and farther south. Thank the gods for Snow and Yuki. They teleported ahead to guide us, which let us move through the ruins and put obstacles in the undeads’ way.

From the corner of my eye, I saw Ikfael sign, “We need more distance to lose our pursuers.”

Yuki shared her message, and Mumu must’ve agreed, because she tossed her pack to Haol. I knew what that meant, so I did the same with Teila.

Back into the figurine, Ikfael went, and I barely had time to notice Anya’s labored breathing as she climbed onto my back before the Dog’s Agility kicked in. Suddenly, we were flying again, and if not for the Night Eyes spell I would’ve crashed into a dozen walls as we wove through the maze that was Old Baxteiyel.

‘Two casts,’ Mumu sent.

So, that’s what we did—two full minutes of empowered sprinting, almost a full mile traveled in that short a time. We were all panting by the end, but that should’ve done it. And at first, Snow reported that we’d succeeded. Then, she found a spot to perch higher up and saw the savage mammoth still relentlessly headed our way. More undead in different parts of the city were also starting to turn toward us.

“Is it Amleila controlling them?” I asked, rubbing at the stitch in my side.

“What else could it be?” Weni replied.

“Even if it was, she should prioritize the more-powerful expeditions,” Mumu said. “I certainly wouldn’t ignore a silvered if I were in her position.”

‘Something’s wrong with the pattern of their behavior,’ Yuki said. ‘The same thing happened earlier in the evening—when the undead attacked Tegen instead of going after Eight.’

After I repeated the uekisheile’s words, Tegen said, “I was the bait. That was my role in the encounter.”

“But baiting the undead only works after you’ve attacked them,” Teila said. “Back then, the skeleton charged right at you.”

We all nodded at that, recognizing the truth she’d observed.

“We need to keep moving,” Mumu said, forestalling further discussion.

“One of the Arc’s temples is close by,” Anya replied.

But Mumu shook her head. “We won’t be able to enter until we lose our pursuers. Otherwise, we’ll be trapped inside.” She got us going again, this time at a jog.

Meanwhile, Ikfael was back on my shoulder, and I noticed she had her thinking face on.

“What is it?” I asked. “Do you know something?”

“The feathers distributed by the hierophant…”

I turned to read her signs more clearly. “What about them? They’re supposed to help the racers enter the pyramid.”

“No, they’re not. Think about it; the feathers are part of his divinations, a way to move fate and fortune toward giving him the treasures within the pyramid.”

The words clicked in my head, the realization spreading through me. “We don’t know how or why the feathers are meant to be useful, only that they’re useful to Xefwen. We assumed they’d benefit the racers, but that’s not a stone we can stand on, is it? In fact, they might even be detrimental…”

Ikfael’s expression turned grim. “The feathers have life and air affinity. That must draw both the undead and Asiik to them.”

I stopped walking. “Dear gods, these things are a danger to us.”

The others had stopped along with me. As soon as I’d asked Ikfael about her idea, they’d been following the discussion, and now they looked as stunned as I felt.

Ikfael continued, “To anyone who carries the feathers, they are deadly, yes.”

“Our Ikfael is being awfully calm about this,” I observed.

She nodded. “The feathers only matter if one is interested in winning the race.”

The realization spread among us like a light in the darkness.

“Which we are not,” Anya said.

“Which we are not,” Mumu confirmed.

“Which we are not,” Ikfael reiterated.

“Three times is intention,” I whispered to myself. Then, to the others, I said, “Are we sure? The feathers might be hurting us now, but they could prove useful later.”

“No benefit is worth Asiik’s attention.” Mumu unslung her pack to remove the feather stored inside—the warm, gentle glow emerging to caress her face. Then she used her spear to jam the feather deep into a crack in the rocks. “Do it now,” she commanded, “while we’re still far enough away from the undead.”

“You want them all here?” Haol asked.

Mumu nodded. “Yes, but in difficult-to-reach places, so the undead are forced to linger. Thirty beats for the task, and then we make for the nearest temple in the Arc of Knowledge.”

Ikfael grabbed my feather and dove with it under the nearest intact wall. The undead would need to knock down the stone and dig several feet to find it. Meanwhile, the others found similarly challenging spots.

From there, we took off again, cutting through the remains of what might have been a public kitchen at one point. A couple of large stone ovens were partially intact against a wall. Engraved above them were the words, “To eat is to live.” They must’ve been enchanted to last this long.

The kitchen’s exit led to another of the wide thoroughfares. We were about halfway between the two northernmost nodes along the Arc of Knowledge. On our map, they were labelled as the Temple of the Sun and the Temple of Wanting.

Turning left, it looked like Mumu would lead us to the Temple of the Sun, back toward where we’d come through the wall, which made sense since we’d be close to a known exit.

A reasonable plan you’d think—except, with impeccable timing, both Ikfael and I turned our heads to the south. The itch between my brows was back, and I found it hard to tear my attention away from where the Temple of Wanting stood. From the expression on Ikfael’s face, she was experiencing something similar.

“I don’t like this,” I muttered.

“Our zasha doesn’t intend us harm,” Ikfael signed.

“Are you sure you can say that?” I asked. “If the hierophant’s divinations work on his behalf, your zasha’s work on hers.”

“She saved our lives in Bashruuta,” Ikfael replied.

To which I answered, “I had an exchange for that. Does yours guarantee your safety? What about the rest of us?”

“There are no guarantees,” Ikfael replied. “Not in this life.”

Once again, the team had followed our discussion, but we were still too close to where we’d hidden the feathers for comfort. Mumu led the way two streets toward the mountain to put more distance between us and the undead. There, we found a plinth to post under. Whatever statue had once stood atop was long gone, though.

“We have a moment,” Mumu said. “What is it? Quickly.”

I looked to Ikfael, hoping she’d explain.

Her face was troubled, but she signed, “The spirit of the land whose territory encompasses all of Albeityel…”

“The Serpent of Stone and Stars?” Mumu asked, seeking clarification.

“That is one of her names, yes,” Ikfael replied. “She’s asked something of me and provided the guidance for how to accomplish it—a way to nudge me when it’s required.”

“And our Eight?” Tegen asked.

“I also have a deal with the spirit, except mine is to help Ikfael,” I replied.

Mumu must’ve sensed my hesitation. “There is a question of trust?”

“No,” Ikfael immediately replied.

My response was slower. “Maybe. There’s something deeper going on than we know, and it makes me nervous. This spirit’s exchanges are fair, but the path they take is… well, it can be brutal.”

“My choice was my choice,” Ikfael said. “I told you I don’t regret it.”

“But she held back critical information,” I pointed out.

“For a reason,” Ikfael replied. “There must be a good one in this instance too.”

“Your zasha has a prior relationship with the defenders of Old Baxteiyel,” I said. “It had better be a damned good reason.”

For the first time, Ikfael hesitated. “I admit it is troubling, but the exchange holds. I must see it through.”

Out of nowhere, the drizzle thickened so that big fat drops began to fall, splattering against my face and arms. The wind also kicked up, now howling eerily through the streets.

“Is it beginning?” Tegen asked, looking up.

So did the rest of us. It must’ve been human nature.

“What we’ve heard doesn’t affect our purpose,” Weni said, “but we should find shelter soon.”

“Ideally inside one of the temples in the Arc of Knowledge,” Anya added, “so that our time can be spent studying its secrets.”

Mumu turned to me, which was about as big an honor as I could receive from her. Ikfael was the zasha of Voorhei, but Mumu was asking me to make the call on where we should go.

I, in turn, looked at Ikfael. The otter squirmed on my shoulder. “Please. Let us go to the Temple of Wanting.”

Haol climbed up onto the plinth. “Three other expeditions lay in that direction.”

‘One moment,’ Yuki said, followed by a hum in the connection as they conferred with Snow. ‘We’re repositioning.’

A beat later, Snow’s location radically shifted, moving quickly in a series of blips and then upward in elevation. For a moment, I thought she was heading into the mountains, but no, she’d stopped at the level of… the top of the pyramid?

The uekisheile merged their consciousness with mine, and then shifted our attention back to Snow. The blynx crouched as small as she could make herself, hiding among a collection of saplings that were part of Asiik’s nest. Below us, we saw the pyramid and the whole of the ruined city. Our first impression of it looking like a bombed city had been spot on, with only a few buildings still standing.

Most importantly, the undead ignored our expedition, no doubt drawn by the power and the life affinity in the feathers held by the others. As for the winged kalesk who made the top of the pyramid his home, his assault on Fort Olana continued. We caught glimpses of him in the air above the keep.

The nest itself was thirty-five yards across and made from the trunks of smallish trees. There wasn’t a speck of guano, nor bones or rotting carcasses. Asiik was apparently more fastidious than we’d expected.

Is this safe? we asked.

Snow answered, ‘Will flee if the predator returns. Will warn if undead threaten. Will come to Eight when winds blow.’

With a mental nod, we left her to it, and our consciousness split once again, dropping me back into my body. “Snow found a good position to overwatch. The way to the Temple of Wanting looks clear. I… I don’t foresee any issues going there.”

Mumu nodded. “Then we’ll do as you say.”

“How do you know…” Anya started, then suddenly stopped talking, flustered. “No, no, don’t answer. I’m not supposed to ask.”

I grimaced, realizing I’d partially revealed my ability to communicate with Snow at a distance. In my defense, I’d had other things on my mind, and the expedition had been on the move for over twenty hours by that point. I was approaching a Long-Dark level of exhaustion.

Surreptitiously, Mumu held her hand by her side and signed, “Can’t be helped. They’re not stupid. Limit damage.”

I nodded. “The mechanism for how is a secret, but if Snow’s senses danger, I’ll know.”

“We understand,” Weni said. “Thank you for trusting us with this information.”

Anya nodded. “Yes, yes!”

“More quietly,” Mumu chided.

“Yes, yes,” Anya whispered.

Up on the plinth, Haol sputtered, then the incipient laughter turned into a cough. We were all exhausted, but smiles spread around our circle. It was a release from the tension of only a moment ago. A decision had been made; we’d make sure it was a good one.

“What?” Anya asked, but Teila merely responded with a side hug.

Mumu whistled for Haol to join us, and we fell in line to follow her southwest, taking the most-direct route to the Temple of Wanting. We passed through a couple of demolished buildings; only a shared wall between them remained standing. Past that was an open pit full of water. It might’ve been a pond or a pool at one time.

Deeper into the city we traveled, from ruin to ruin, and the farther south we went, the more we encountered standing walls. Peeking inside the structures, I glimpsed echoes of the past: ghosts lost in the memory of working at their long-gone benches, of cooking at empty hearths, or of toiling at a trade.

The dead of Old Baxteiyel were famous for having been conquerors, but I saw that they’d been artisans too.

The rain poured down harder than before, and it felt like the taps were getting ready to really open wide. Mumu clearly sensed it as well, because she picked up the pace; there were no more opportunities to peek through gaps in the walls.

‘Hold,’ Snow sent, and the expedition did, crouching against the rubble of whatever was close by.

‘That savage mammoth is moving,’ Yuki added.

I pinged them with a desire to see it for myself, and they pulled me to them, our consciousnesses merging. The visibility was terrible, but through Snow’s eyes we saw movement along one of the thoroughfares—the blurred outlines of the zombie general charging and his band of undead following behind. Drawing a line along their path, we saw that it led to the Hall of the Inquisitors.

Glimmers of lantern light and flashes of magic indicated that at least one expedition had posted up there—the solid walls would help to keep the undead from surrounding them. It was difficult to make out, but they seemed to be holding their own.

Gazing out at Old Baxteiyel, looking for disturbances in the patterns, we saw the savage mammoth wasn’t the only undead closing on the Hall of the Inquisitors. We caught sight of stray movements elsewhere, including… ‘A single undead approaching from the north,’ we warned Mumu.

Then we split consciousnesses, and I rushed back to my body. Blinking the rain from my eyes, I took stock—my spear was in my hands, I hugged a three-foot-high pile of stone that had likely been part of a closet once, and the others were passing along the warning about an incoming undead.

“One?” Mumu asked.

“That’s what Snow saw,” I replied.

“Then go,” she commanded.

I nodded and slipped over the rubble to pad along a ruined street, circling to flank the solitary undead’s approach. I looked and looked, but it appeared this one had left his ghost behind long ago. He was invisible to my spirit eyes.

Okay to use Night Eyes? I thought.

‘Yuki, can Snow see Asiik?’ Mumu asked.

‘No,’ they replied. ‘The winged kalesk is too far away.’

‘Then go ahead, Eight. Spend your mana as necessary.’

I cast the spell, and the night brightened. There she is... A lone skeleton ran, heedless of the rocks and rubble. She tripped and scrambled in her rush to get to the Hall of the Inquisitors, her path taking her through the building in which my expedition waited.

It’d be easy enough to move out of the way, but this skeleton didn’t feel powerful—Level 3 or 4 at the highest—and her only intact talents were Home-Bound Defender and Unceasing Rage.

A piece of cake, I thought, which Yuki relayed to the team.

‘We will disable and capture this one,’ Mumu sent. ‘Don’t interfere with its passage and warn if others are approaching.’

Understood, I replied and found another plinth to climb. The people of Old Baxteiyel must’ve been fond of their statues.

Scanning the area, I didn’t see any other threats approaching my expedition’s position. The Hall of Inquisitors would likely see some trouble, though, if that expedition didn’t start moving soon. That was what the others seemed to be doing—engaging in a series of running battles to thin out the undead numbers. It was only possible because Asiik wasn’t present at the moment to harass them.

The winged kalesk possessed a talent for A Fierce and Powerful Cunning, though. He wasn’t stupid, and so I couldn’t help wondering if maybe he wasn’t concerned about the expeditions. Was it a kind of disdain? Or was the ongoing, repetitive barrage against Fort Olana… a ruse? A way to lead us all into a false sense of security?

Ikfael and I had learned a lot from Leilu about the kinds of things someone with power over the air could do. We’d prepared countermeasures, and all we could do was hope they’d be enough. Fingers crossed.

Looking to the southeast, I saw our destination, the Temple of Wanting. The building stood three stories tall, and I noted a pride in its lines, in the way it withstood the rain, and in how the whole structure must’ve been enchanted for it to remain standing so long after the artisans who built it had died.

‘All done,’ Mumu sent. ‘We’ve secured the skeleton. Eight, rejoin the team and we’ll move on.’

On the way, I replied, then started re-tracing my steps toward where the others waited. The expedition’s lanterns were my goal.

I found my team crouched around a rib cage on the ground. The rest of the skeleton lay shattered and scattered around them. And, yeah, the ribs wriggled, because the undead was technically still “alive,” but it couldn’t do anything.

I arrived in time to hear Anya ask, “Here or in the temple?”

“Here,” Mumu replied. “In case the other undead can sense its… distress.”

Anya pulled a dagger from its sheath and checked to make sure everyone was watching. She waited for me to join their circle before sliding the tip through the ribcage and breaking the core. The coal-like particles floated and dispersed as expected, leaving behind a pea-sized nugget of silverlight.

And then the silverlight melted and flowed. Haol shot his hand out to intercept it, but he caught nothing. The silverlight appeared to dematerialize entirely. We all turned our heads in the direction it’d gone—the Temple of Wanting.


31

The City of Bones II

Obviously, we had questions. Manipulating light was supposed to be exceptionally difficult. But as the saying went, “Talents bend the world and soul marks twist it.” Practically, anything was possible with the right path and access to the requisite power-magics-resources.

A quick read of our faces told Mumu we all agreed to continue on to the Temple of Wanting. The reasons for heading there hadn’t changed, and our expedition’s mission in these ruins was to pursue mysteries, not run from them.

Mumu took off with the rest of us in tow. As we ran, lightning flashed in the east and thunder rumbled down from the mountains. Then it happened again, a little farther to the north.

The howling of the wind increased in intensity, and the sky trembled as the pressure on my authority eased. Asiik might’ve been a Master of the Air, but he’d have to be a hell of a lot more powerful than that to control the approaching storm.

A moment later, Snow called out a warning, ‘The predator approaches!’

Lightning arced again, this time illuminating the winged kalesk, hanging over the city with his wings spread wide. The moment lasted barely a beat before the night swallowed him up again.

Through our connection, I felt Mumu’s alarm. I had to assume her Wild Sense must be singing. Snow’s instincts too, because the blynx immediately shot toward us.

“Hood the lanterns,” Mumu called out. “Night Eyes.”

The only one without the spell was Anya, so Weni grabbed and threw her sister over her shoulder in a fireman’s carry.

In the distance, I made out the savage mammoth slamming into the Hall of the Inquisitors. Magics flared in response—the people there seemed pre-occupied with the fight. Had they not spotted Asiik flying overhead yet?

The air rippled like the surface of pond, a rock skipping over it.

The temple was ahead. The first section was a covered courtyard, and we dashed past statuary, a fountain, stone benches, and engravings on the walls—none of which registered. My eyes were fixed on a pair of ten-foot-tall stone double doors fortunately propped open. We ducked through them.

The interior was vaulted like a cathedral, a big open space cut in half by a polished wall opposite the entrance. It was engraved with text from top to bottom and side to side. There were no windows or any other openings I could see. Stone benches sat before the text like pews, and along the edges were more statues—these of grim-faced people looking down at us, their eyes, ears, and mouths disturbingly large. The ghost of an old man walked among them. He carried a cane in hand as he examined each of the statues’ bases.

The building was deeper than what was immediately visible, but there were no doors or passages leading to the other half. Nothing about the space indicated a reason for why silverlight should be drawn here.

“Protect our air,” Mumu commanded. “Check for enemies.”

We sprang into action, each of us removing from our pouches a necklace adorned with an enchanted frog’s skull. The bones were satellites to a larger one about a foot across carried in Anya’s pack, which she removed from the cloth protecting it. There were also fragments from a porpoise’s skull in her pack, as well as some baleen from a whale; I didn’t know which species.

Once we’d donned the necklaces, Tegen cast a Bear’s Strength to close the doors behind us, and I clicked around the room with my Status camera to make sure nothing hid from my spirit eyes.

“Looks clear. Just one—” Another ghost appeared, walking out of the wall with the text on it. She was a middle-aged woman with her head held high. She wore a long cape that looked to have been made from snakeskin. “Make that two ghosts in the temple.”

The woman strode around the statues to address the man with the cane: she gave him instructions, and he bowed deeply in return. The vibe I got was of someone in charge talking to the janitor.

Afterward, they both walked toward the wall again, with her gesturing at some of the text before walking through.

“Secret door,” I said, moving that way.

Anya joined me; the larger frog skull was in her hands, ready to be imbued with mana. “Where?”

“The ghost gestured like this,” I said, replicating what I’d seen. Nothing happened, though.

Anya’s eyes glowed. “Do it again.”

When I did and once again nothing happened, Anya turned her attention to the wall. Her expression made it seem like she’d be there for a while, so I went to talk to Ikfael.

“The temple resists me,” she signed. “It refuses to let me join with the stone.”

“Even the floor?” I asked.

Ikfael nodded. “For now. Perhaps if we pry one of the tiles up to get to the ground underneath.”

“Later,” Mumu said. “First we must protect this space.”

“I agree,” Ikfael replied. “I’ll go outside to gather stone to blockade the door.”

Immediately, Teila and I volunteered to join her. But first, Ikfael removed a bunch of our supplies from her Hoarder’s Pocket to make room.

Tegen, unfortunately, had to open the door again, and the three of us went out—but only to the edge of the courtyard. The rain stung as it swept in from the side, the wind whipping it around.

Ikfael disappeared to check if she could get under the temple from outside its grounds, but that didn’t appear to work. “A protected lower floor,” she signed on her return. Then she stuffed some of the road’s old paving stones into her pocket. Several others, she floated through the air to stack inside the doors.

She hurried all the while. There was a timer ticking. We all felt it.

Teila and I both burned more mana to keep an eye on our surroundings. Occasionally, I heard a bang in the distance—a real feat, given the clamoring storm. At least the temple’s interior had been dry, save for a little puddle at the entrance.

“I’m ready,” Ikfael signed, and we trooped inside. Then, when Tegen closed the door after us, Ikfael sealed it using the road stones.

“There’ll be other openings for ventilation,” I observed.

But Ikfael responded with a gesture of, “Can’t be helped.”

Well, we’d done what we could, and Ikfael’s next move was to unload the rest of the recently acquired stone to create a secondary shelter within the temple in case we needed to insulate ourselves from the outside air.

While Anya and Weni conferred by where we assumed there was a secret door, the rest of us gathered in the middle of the space for brief consultation.

“We appear to be safe for now,” Mumu said, “although I’d feel better if we can get deeper into the temple.”

“There might be more undead there,” I said.

“I’d rather fight them than the Army of Sorrow,” Haol said. “How goes the storm?”

“Still building, although it’s very, very close now.” When I closed my eyes, I felt the land taking a beating. Soon, everything in the area would be thrown into a violent turmoil.

I glanced over at where Ikfael finished assembling a stone box big enough for all of us. She’d left one of the paving stones to the side until it was time to close it up. Otherwise, the whole thing looked airtight, which was exactly what it needed to be.

Asiik might still be able to sniff us out by our lingering scent, but he shouldn’t be able to suck the air from our lungs, feel us breathing within the temple, poison us with bad air, or any other of the myriad tricks of those who controlled the air element.

With a gesture, Ikfael swept away all the rainwater soaking us through and dumped it into a tub she pulled from her pocket. We all sighed at the feeling of being dry again. Snow purred especially hard. No matter how often she’d shaken herself, the water had clung to her fur. She walked to Ikfael to give the otter a good rubbing with her face.

Ikfael gave her scratches in return, and then came over to where we were meeting.

“Anything?” Mumu called over to Anya.

“It’s promising,” the peltwei replied. “Enchantments hide within the text, but they are many, intermingled, and protected by a barrier of some kind. A spell key is required to open the way.”

“So not anytime soon, then?” Mumu asked.

Anya shook her head. “This is more complicated than anything I’ve encountered before, and none of the previous explorers admitted to having found a way through.” She stepped back to look at the entire wall. “There is much to study, though. Our time here will be productive, I think.”

The text was written in a calligraphic style, with some of the words spelled oddly and the syntax different than I was used to. Language drift was apparently a thing on Diaksha too.

The wall appeared to read, “Behold the Testament of Hunger. It is the acclamation of progress and the impetus to subsume all who impede the Path to Perfection. Hunger is the marvel that begets the desire for more at the heart of all life.”

I wrinkled my nose at the stuffiness of the prose and turned to ask Ikfael about it. I nearly laughed, though, at the expression on her face. It matched mine, except I didn’t have whiskers trembling in distaste.

Mumu suddenly shoved Teila in the direction of Ikfael’s stone box. A half-beat later, she grabbed me by the shoulder and pulled me along. “To the shelter!” she called out. “Cast the spell!”

Above us, a high-pitched whistle sounded like a giant tea kettle boiling. I was in the process of catching my balance and moving as instructed when my hair fluttered and my cloak snapped. The air in the room vanished up through what must’ve been hidden vents high in the walls.

Anya reacted, enchanting the frog’s skull in her hands to cast Breath of Life. A pale green light spread, so that it covered her whole body. The smaller skulls around our necks then glowed in sympathy, and I felt my lungs open. The pores on my skin too, like I was in a sauna.

We all finished our run to the stone shelter, crowding inside while Ikfael willed the last of the pavers into place, sealing us inside. Cautiously we waited in case anything else happened, but there was only the green glow of the magic and silence. We still had on our packs, so we were well stocked with supplies. And the spell was relatively mana efficient—Anya should be able to keep it up for a good two hours. The quarters were tight, body to body, but we appeared to be safe for now.

After about twenty endless minutes, Ikfael disappeared into one of the shelter’s walls. A moment later, she came back. “The air is still missing.”

It was going to be a waiting game, then. The hunters sat, and a moment later the sisters followed suit. We all tried to relax to conserve our energies. If we had to, we could feed our mana to Anya and go for much longer. Hopefully that wouldn’t be necessary, though.

Into the silence, Tegen asked, “No one has to relieve themselves, right?”

Teila glared and hit him in the shoulder. “I didn’t until you asked about it.”



While Anya maintained our protections, the rest attempted to nap. I had tried, but my thoughts wouldn’t stop spinning in circles, so I simply rested instead, keeping an eye on things. From her breathing, I could tell Mumu also wasn’t asleep. No doubt her Wild Sense was firmly in mind in case another warning came.

Anya sat with the frog’s skull in her lap, gazing down at it. Haol shifted positions, so that his face was right next to mine. Thankfully, Anya’s spell filtered the little air that was in the shelter, so I didn’t have to deal with his post-jerky breath. On the other side, Tegen swung his leg so that it covered my knees.

With a sigh, I continued to wait, thinking about… well, everything. A glance at my Status showed that it was 3:42 AM.



“Fiftieth.” Anya had softly whispered the word, but it woke up the sleepers. It meant she only had enough mana for half an hour more of Breath of Life.

Ikfael departed to check the outside air again but shook her head on her return. Once again, all she’d found on the other side was vacuum.

“Eight, you’re first,” Mumu instructed.

“Will do,” I replied and crawled over Haol to get to Anya. “Don’t be alarmed—I’m going to touch your back.” I placed my hand behind where her heart dantian was before letting my mana seep into her.

The efficiency for this process was normally awful, but Anya was quite adept with mana and able to secure a good twenty-five percent of the energy I gave her. That meant almost twenty points’ worth from between Yuki and me—another hour and a half of her spell.

As I sank into the depths of meditation, I heard Mumu say, “Haol’s next if needed.”



A light touch from Ikfael on my shoulder roused me. “Your turn again,” she signed.

Immediately, I noticed my bladder feeling like it was about to burst. There was also an intense need to stretch, yet there was no room to do so—hardly any room at all, really. The shelter had saved our lives, but now we were trapped inside.

I’d missed a notification on my phone while meditating:

	* Alert * Alert * Alert *
Update: Extreme Weather Event 

If you have not found shelter yet, seek it now. The [ACCESS DENIED] is upon you and expected to remain in the area until [ACCESS DENIED].
Expect heavy flooding and winds of 105 eisqilm per hour. Anything not secured will go flying. Authority over the relevant elements will be severely limited while under [ACCESS DENIED].
Seriously, don’t go outside if you can help it.



Can a person slap a System notification? Because that was exactly what I wanted to do. Is it trying to jinx me? I wondered. Well, mis abuelos didn’t raise a fool. I planned to stay put until I was sure it would be safe to go outside.

That commitment in place, I needed to take care of business, so I crawled over to the hole Ikfael had made in the stone for us to use. It led to a reservoir she’d carved into the base of the shelter’s walls, and once again I felt grateful for the Breath of Life’s filtering of scents.

A glance showed me the weariness on everyone’s faces. No one slept now; every moment was needed for meditation. Anya breathed shallowly, like she was caught in a bad dream.

My Status clock read 4:30 PM, which meant she’d maintained the spell for over twelve hours. It’d been time enough for us have come full circle—everyone contributing to the Breath of Life once. Now, it was my turn again.

After I was done peeing, I moved to sit behind Anya, and looking closer, I saw her shivering. Her fingers wrapped around the frog’s skull were white from holding it tightly.

“Easy, now,” I whispered. “We’ll be okay. Just hold onto the skull as lightly as you can without losing your grip. That’s the key to winning the long race, yeah?”

A slight nod let me know that Anya had heard me. Her breathing eased a touch too. She’d probably already been following that advice, but a reminder never hurt.

I placed my hand on her back and let my mana flow.



A handful more hours passed before my meditation was disturbed by a popping sound, and then something big slamming into the temple. The ground had trembled with the impact. Rousing myself, I heard the storm outside. Which would’ve been impossible in a vacuum!

I opened my eyes to find Ikfael missing. She’d already merged into our shelter’s walls to check. All of us looked hopeful—except for Anya, who continued to maintain the Breath of Life. Then, the door to the shelter opened, Ikfael willing it away and to the side.

“There’s air again,” she signed.

Mumu emerged from the shelter and said, “I will go see.”

“You shouldn’t go all the way outside,” I warned her. “It’s a beast of a storm.”

“Then I’ll look from the door. Ikfael, if you will create a hole for me?”

The otter nodded and led Mumu away. Meanwhile, the rest of us emerged from the shelter, and the first thing I did was throw myself to the ground to stretch-stretch-stretch. It felt so good.

The pale green light had continued to cling to me; the Breath of Life was still active and would remain that way until—

“Anya, you may rest,” Mumu said. “I’ve confirmed we have air again.”

We heard a deep sigh from within the shelter, giving way to sobbing. Weni went to hug her sister.

“That was… that was so hard,” I heard Anya whisper.

Weni rocked her lightly. “Shh. Shh. You were so brave and did so well. The whole family would be proud.”

“It was hard,” Anya repeated.

“Yes, yes,” Weni replied. “Rest now. It’s our turn to take care of you.”

A moment later, the Breath of Life dissipated, and the stony scent of the temple filled my nose. There was the funk of the shelter too, and only then did I realize how badly it smelled. Ikfael was so offended, she encased the waste in stone. The work was done gently, though, to not disturb Anya who was already asleep on Weni’s lap.

“We all need to sleep,” Mumu signed, observing the sisters.

“Standard shifts?” Haol asked.

“How are you feeling?” she asked in reply.

“Like I could eat a fifth day,” Haol said.

Mumu snorted and said, “Then you’re certainly sleeping first.”

Gods, anyone willing to eat the meal named after the last of the Long Dark had a screw loose, no matter how good a stimulant that food was.

How am I doing? I asked Yuki.

‘Been better,’ they replied, ‘but also been worse.’

I can probably push through another two hours, yes?

‘Mmm,’ Yuki said.

I’m asking if you think Tegen needs the sleep more than I do.

‘We know,’ Yuki answered, ‘and he’s asking the same thing about you.’

Gods, I was too tired to laugh, but I did and so did Tegen.

I gestured for him to go ahead. “Age before beauty.”

“If that’s the case,” Haol called over, “then Mumu would never sleep.”

“Oh shush, you,” Mumu said, shaking her head at her husband’s antics. She didn’t seem to mind it all that much, though. “I’ll take first shift with Eight. Then Haol with Teila, Tegen with Weni, and Ikfael with Anya. Assuming that’s acceptable?”

The otter nodded in reply, her expression as exhausted as the rest of us.

“Then let it be so,” Mumu said.



Mumu and I circled the perimeter—the movement welcome after being cooped up for so long. Plus it helped to keep us awake. For company, we had the cacophony of the storm: random thumps against the walls, the howling wind, and the pounding rain. When I pressed my ear to the door outside, I heard water flowing. The streets must be flooding.

The temple’s interior walls glistened, and small puddles formed at their bases. The building was absolutely well constructed, but with how the rain was flying, some of it seemed bound to make its way inside.



I went out like a light the second I lay down to sleep. The next moment, though, my eyes opened again and I saw the Deer God standing above me. There was a stone-cold madness in his eyes; his gaze was upon the Testament of Hunter. The section before him was scratched all to hell, like he’d been raking it with his antlers for hours.

He charged at the wall, and the space vibrated with the impact. He reared and struck again, a tine from his rack snapping. But that didn’t stop him. He speared the wall over and over again like it was his immortal enemy. The silver cord connecting us glowed with the Deer God’s righteous rage.

What should I do? I thought.

But there was no response. All I felt was my own trepidation. There was something about the text that was anathema to the Deer God. It advocated for a stupid kind of greed, but was that reason enough for the spirit to act this way? Unless… unless the cause for his anger was on the other side? Slowly, to not draw the Deer God’s ire, I moved to pick up the fallen tine of antler. It felt cool in my hand, like the dawn of a spring day.

Then, the ghosts from before came through the wall, seemingly surprised to find the Deer God present. He moved so suddenly in response; it was like he blinked in front of the woman. His antlers gored her. The throat, the arms, her torso, her hips—the tines pierced her ghostly body. Her mouth distended in a scream, but I heard nothing, as she was driven out from this reality.

The man cowered before the Deer God, then he was struck with a hoof to the head. That sent him falling to the ground, and the hoof followed, crushing it like an over-ripe melon. This ghost too was then pushed out of the world and into the next.

The Deer God pivoted to look for more enemies, and I immediately raised my arms in surrender. I couldn’t help it in the face of the fierceness in his eyes.

Not me, I thought, I don’t like them either. Then I ran to the wall to pick at it with the tine in my hand. A moment later, the Deer God followed, charging once more. Together, we attacked the wall with everything we had.

The Deer God had been unspeakably overwhelming, so it took time for me to gather my senses and recall myself. And even then, I kept picking at the wall. The realization had come to me that whatever pissed him off was likely to piss me off too.

Going off of the stories I’d heard from mis abuelos, the things the earth spirits hated the most were the corruptions of sorcerers.


32

The City Bones III

There was a line between good and bad magic, mis abuelos had taught me. The first led people to their best selves, the second to their worst, turning them into the playthings of the shadows hiding in the world’s corners.

“Look at the cost,” my grandfather had once said, cigarette in hand while he sat on the back step of my parent’s house. He’d been brooding, which was rare for him. Despite being a man of the present most of the time, every now and again the past came back to cover his eyes with people and events he never talked about.

At the time, I’d been eleven and at the cusp of letting go of the traditions they had worked so hard to instill in me. I remember how I’d looked at his nicotine-stained fingers and waited for him to continue talking, to emerge from the gloominess of his memories.

“Look at the cost,” my grandfather had then repeated, “of what the spirits ask in return for their promises, because the thing is, mi corazonito, the bad spirits lie. They pretend to be good and offer the things you want most. That is why we must be careful about what we desire.”

He’d taken a drag on the cigarette, then his eyes had settled on me, finally seeing me in front of him. I’d thought he might smile—he did whenever he saw me coming home from school or found me in the living room as I read on the couch—but not that time. His expression had remained steady, like the past had followed him into the present. “There is evil in the world; don’t let your teachers at school tell you otherwise. And it will whisper its lures in the ears of even the best men and women.”



The Deer God had treated me well over the years. I owed him my spirit eyes, and they’d saved my life and the lives of my loved ones countless times.

I recognized that he sought power, but the things he did with it had been in line with the values he’d brought with him from my old world—namely a respect for nature and the cycles of life and death. More importantly, though, mis abuelos had approved of the Deer God, celebrating when I’d first dreamt of him, and I trusted their finely honed judgement.

He repeatedly smashed into the wall proclaiming the Testament of Hunger. My little pings paled in comparison, but small steps turned into long journeys over time. Besides, it gave me the opportunity to observe so much.

For example, the tine in my hands felt both dense and light at the same time. And the Deer God wasn’t mindless in his attacks. I saw the small adjustments he made to angle his antlers just so. Sometimes they glowed the green of newly grown pine needles, sometimes the hue of over-ripe squashes. Yes, he was angry, but when I properly looked, I noted how his anger didn’t control him.

Spirits didn’t tire, so I continued to bang on the wall beside him, and because it was me, I turned it into one long practice session of the lodge’s stabbing forms. I doubted the effort would translate into muscle memory, but at least it would be a way to stay focused.

Unaware of the drama happening beside them, the watch shifts changed twice. The only one who seemed to notice something going on was Ikfael. Like before, she couldn’t see the Deer God—or me, for that matter—but she kept looking in my direction, her expression confused.

Anya also stood guard during that shift, and the Magic Scholar was similarly distracted. In her case, she’d gone back to studying the enchantments locking the secret door. It was surreal, seeing her pondering the wall while immediately next to her an earth spirit marshalled his all to destroy it—the two layers of reality overlapping but not affecting each other.

Until I felt a crack.

The sensation ran through me, connected to me through the tine. I wasn’t the cause, though. No, the Deer God’s antlers had finally pierced through the invisible barrier protecting the wall. Fissures radiated out, spreading from his epicenter. They reached where my own improvised weapon touched the barrier, and a smaller, secondary crack sounded—fine lines spreading from where I stood too.

I heard a pane of glass shattering, and I jumped back just as shards of glimmering magic started to fall. Then, I remembered Anya and turned to pull her away, but none of the broken pieces touched the peltwei. The Deer God protected her from the invisible harm that had threatened her.

His eyes turned toward me briefly, and then he charged through the wall.

Anya’s beak opened in surprise, and it took her a moment to register. “The enchantment is… gone. I can unlock the door.”

Behind me, I heard Haol say, “I can’t wake Eight.”

Was it that time already? A glance showed the others out of their bedrolls except for me, Haol kneeling at my side. Mumu went to crouch beside him and check my eyes, to look for places I might’ve been stung or bitten by something hiding in my bedroll.

The silver cord connecting me to my body flashed, and I knew I could go back if I wanted to. Or... I could follow the Deer God; the cord had also remained looped around his antlers.

His broken tine felt good in my hands.

As mad as my time in Diaksha had been, I’d found that I enjoyed being in the Deer God’s care. Of course, him eating the power within Ithia’s throne had been reckless, but I trusted he’d had a good reason—that it wasn’t purely power for power’s sake.

Which is probably how Ikfael feels about Heleitia, I thought. How is trusting my grandparents’ judgement different from trusting hers? The tine in my hand really did feel good, though, like it belonged there. All right, I’ll think about that later. For now, I’m going.

Despite not being able to see my spirit, Ikfael somehow knew my thoughts. She signed to me, “Safe hunting.”

A smile spread across my face, and I metaphorically girded my loins. Whatever was on the other side of the wall was unlikely to be pretty.



Even with the barrier down, the Testament of Hunger resisted me. The Deer God had made it look easy, like any other wall, but it felt like pushing through mud. Suction gripped me until I could get free.

And on the other side? A catastrophe.

The Deer God had wreaked havoc in the time I’d hesitated. The forms of dismembered ghosts were dispersing at each of the corners of a room covered in runes. Behind a large fountain-sculpture thing, an old man with blazing-red eyes smashed a staff against the earth spirit’s antlers.

My training kicked in, and I circled around, impromptu stiletto in hand. There were no spells in this borderland between the material and the spiritual. No land to speak of either, or at least none that I could access. But I used the fountain for cover and lingered there out of sight.

The tine in my hand shivered once, then twice. Through it, I felt the impacts of the ghost’s staff against the Deer God’s antlers. Then, when the tine vibrated a third time, I shot from around the cover to stab at the ghost from behind. It felt like sticking a spike into a block of soft cheese, and dragging the tine carved a jagged line into his back.

The ghost arched as if in pain. His staff spun to clear the space around him, but I’d already fallen back, circling to put the Deer God between us. I noted in the meantime how the staff had glowed with the same red as the ghost’s eyes.

He was thin—too thin to be healthy, with gaunt cheeks and stick-thin arms that somehow still managed to swing the staff with tremendous power. There was no sound whenever it impacted the Deer God’s antlers, but I felt the blows like ripples in the air.

Back and forth the two went, with me watching the ghost’s staff to get a feel for its flow. His martial art consisted of offense and defense in equal parts, and it handled the twists and jerks of the Deer God’s antlers well.

Some of the movements, especially in how the wrists rotated, reminded me of the hunter’s spear. Others looked like what I’d seen of the soldiers’ use of polearms. Seeing the similarities was like finding a resemblance in a distant relative.

From the Deer God, I sensed endless patience. A predator was supposed to study their prey, so I felt no rush to move until I was ready. I’d seen enough, though. The staff’s reach would be a problem, but I could at least distract the ghost and create openings for the Deer God.

I swung around from behind him, which caused our opponent to immediately shift to keep us both in view. The ghost maneuvered around the room, refusing to give me his back, using the fountain to obstruct us. His affronted eyes glowed with hatred for our trespass.

If only I had my spear. Or access to Dog’s Agility. Then again, the room appeared to be one big ritual space, and the lack of magic likely hurt the ghost more than it did me. So we danced, the three of us.

Mostly I baited the ghost, ducking in farther than I should, but he never bit. He recognized the threat posed by the Deer God’s antlers and played a conservative game.

All right, then, I eventually thought. You want to be like that? Let’s reset the board.

I withdrew from the fight, backtracking through the secret door. Once I was clear, I turned, only to find Anya in my face—she’d been closely examining the wall, and my spirit shivered as I passed through her body. Her arms immediately crossed as if a cold wind swept through her.

Meanwhile, the others sat around my body. They appeared to be consulting with Ikfael. All I caught was the word “unharmed” before I rushed to the wall’s farthest corner. I pressed my hand against the surface, and yes, I was able to push through the clinginess.

The ghosts had used the secret door; that was their habit. That meant an enemy coming through from elsewhere would be unexpected.

I left my hand where it was and stilled, paying attention to the rhythms within me—among them, the reverberations of the Deer God’s strikes, his intent and willfulness. I let myself synchronize with his flow, sensing for the timing.

There! I pushed through in a low crouch, the wall gripping but not able to hold me. I padded into the room to find the ghost maneuvered to face the other corner where the secret door was. The Deer God appeared to be content to continue the fight there.

Slowly, I moved around the room’s edge until I was directly behind the ghost, then I crept toward his back. I’d only have one shot at this—afterward the gimmick would be revealed—so I made sure of my grip on the improvised stiletto and stepped into the cleanest stab I knew how to make. The Deer God attacked with the same timing, the ghost caught between us.

The tine in my hand punched straight through the ghost’s chest. His staff twirled to clear the space around him, but I dropped under it and shifted my grip to drag the tine with me. Down his spine it went and out the side where the right kidney would’ve been.

The ghost’s face was a rictus of pain as he spun his staff to dislodge me. Alas for him, he focused too much on me and left his flank inadequately defended. The result was a gored torso, the Deer God’s antlers glowing white like a snowy day in the high mountains.

Impaled, the ghost attempted to swing his staff around at the Deer God one-handed, but I jumped into the gap to stab him in the armpit and use my other hand to claw at his eyes. The Deer God lifted us both with his antlers and swung his neck to pin the ghost to the ground. Then, I used the chance to stab the ghost over and over again.

I’ll say one thing about that old man, he knew how to hold on. He resisted the Deer God for a long time before he was finally—with a soft pop—forced out of the mortal world.

All I wanted to do afterward was to lie down. I wasn’t tired, per se, but my will felt drained. There was a lassitude that told me I shouldn’t fight any more ghosts until I had a chance to recover.

While I caught my breath, the Deer God went over to the fountain. It was about five feet across and grooved on the inside. A smooth oval ring of stone spun while floating in the air above it, which was cool, mysterious, and more than a little eerie.

The wonder vanished, though, when the ring glowed with an ugly, twisted light. A silver globule appeared inside, then the silver flowed down into the basin, only to pass through the stone as if it wasn’t there. That was all I was able to see before the Deer God slammed his hooves into the stone. There was no barrier this time, so it shattered immediately. The physical structure remained intact, but I felt the magical or spiritual purpose it served break under the impact.

The Deer God huffed in satisfaction and turned to eye the rest of the room. The anger was definitely still there as he then bounded into the basin, disappearing as if he’d leapt into a pit. A moment later, I was jerked downward by the silver cord connecting us. There was a pit, or more like a well about ten feet deep that led to an underground passage.

The Deer God was already running ahead, the silver cord spooling behind him so that I wouldn’t be dragged along. A flash in the distance, an angry satisfaction in my belly—both told of him finding another ghost to gore.

I was... I was free to return to my body, but this remained too good an opportunity to scout ahead for my team. Grooves ran along the passage like the ones in the basin, and some of the runes looked the same too.

That had been silverlight I’d seen collected earlier, and it seemed to have been funneled down here and then away toward the pyramid. That jived with the mental map I had of Old Baxteiyel.

If my supposition was correct, then all the silverlight from the undead... hells, maybe all the silverlight of any creature that died within the city’s boundaries… was being put to some nefarious use inside the pyramid.

Hold your horses there, Ollie. Asiik didn’t become silvered on air and sunshine. He must have gotten some of it. Or all of it? I shook my head at that thought. There was no way something this elaborate was created as a... a convenience for picking up silverlight that was too bothersome to personally collect. Unless the magic was a way for the city’s rulers to steal the silverlight of the dead. Could it really have been a tax scheme?

There was a saying in my previous world that the only two constants were death and taxes. It was possible that the people of Old Baxteiyel had taken that idea to an incredible extreme.

That was simply a hypothesis for now. Verification would require following the Deer God and possibly entering the pyramid via a heretofore-unknown secret passage. My heart stirred, and I felt a longing to go.

A longing that—when I focused on it—wasn’t mine. The feeling came from the spot where Heleitia had marked my forehead.

A ladder had been carved into the stone leading up to the fountain. I floated up for a closer look and saw that it was designed to be moved to the side, allowing access to the area below. This underground passage I was now in was meant to be accessed by the living as well as the dead.

I floated back down and followed after the Deer God, sensing the places where he had dispatched the ghosts he’d encountered. There didn’t appear to be any traps along the way—no giant rolling balls or pits full of poisonous snakes. There were insects, but they appeared to have wandered inside as opposed to being intentionally left behind.

As I traveled, a heaviness came over me, and the farther I went, the greater the weight. The bugs didn’t seem to mind—they kept doing their thing—but I got to the point where I felt like a hundred-pound bag was laying across my shoulders. And the weight continued to increase until I could barely plod along.

The Deer God must’ve encountered the same issue, because I felt his annoyance. Moments later, I saw him returning. Apparently, the way ahead was impossible for spirits. We’d have to come back with our bodies. Correction: with my body.

Fingers crossed, we might actually be able to enter the pyramid.
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The Passage Between

On the way back, I double-checked the tunnel to make sure I hadn’t missed anything. Beside me, the Deer God’s hooves seemed to spark against the stone with frustration.

At the tunnel’s end, we flew up into the ritual room hidden behind the Testament of Hunger. The Deer God gave the fountain a kick as we went by, then we passed through the secret door—this time circling around Anya—and I found the others still gathered where I “slept,” discussing plans for how to proceed.

Their heads all turned as something big smashed into the temple’s door. The sound was followed by a scattershot of cracks as rocks whipped into a frenzy by the winds impacted the walls.

Ikfael rose to check the door, but the work she’d done to reinforce it had held. I went to stand beside her, tempted to poke my head through to see the storm for myself. The sheer amount of chaotic noise—the winds’ relentless roaring, the drumming of rain, the thunder rolling—indicated it must be madness outside.

I took a beat to remember myself. The System notifications had warned against going outside. It would be a bad idea to go against the very clear advice of the World Spirit. Plus, there were people waiting on me.

Right. No going outside, no matter what. Not until—

I turned from the door to find both Ikfael and the Deer God gazing at me—one worried and the other thoughtful. I wasn’t sure what to make of that. The idea of a thoughtful Deer God made me… nervous?

It’s a bad idea to try to eat the storm, I thought at him. The World Spirit said so.

Luckily, he understood the point I was making, and he left with a huff to go watch Anya work, his frustration settling into the steadiness of waiting for the path ahead to open.

In the meantime, Ikfael sighed as if a crisis had been averted, then she padded back to where she’d been sitting. Well, I didn’t blame her. The Deer God heading out into the storm might’ve caused all kinds of trouble.

I pulled myself away from the door and focused on the silver cord connecting to my body until—

With a gasp, I sat upright.

‘You’re back!’ Yuki cried out, then we merged so that we could share our memories.

Quickly, we developed a story that excluded the Deer God, which was simple enough—credit for breaking the barrier and fighting the ghosts would have to go to Ollie/Eight.

A handful of beats later, we split, and then I nearly fell prone again from the impact of everyone’s attention. Their questions spilled over me until Mumu cut through it all with an, “Enough!”

The temple still reverberated from the storm raging outside, but the expedition went quiet.

“Is there danger?” Mumu asked, signing along with the words. “Are you injured?”

I replied in kind, “No threats that I know of, and I’m well.”

“Good. Now, Honored Ikfael has told us that this is something you’ve done before—a spirit journey—but what happened exactly?”

“This practice originates from my home family and is not something I can control, but it can happen spontaneously,” I said, and then proceeded to tell the modified version of events, which included an already-damaged barrier and injured ghosts. Which was pretty much the truth.

Mumu pursed her lips as she listened to the tale. “Do you know what could’ve caused the damage to the wall and ghosts?”

“Nothing that I can share,” I replied.

“I understand.” Mumu’s eyes looked into mine as she then asked, “And your estimate for the level of danger if we follow this tunnel you’ve found?”

“The ghosts can’t harm us thanks to Tenna’s Gift, but if the rest of the defenses are at the same level… then it’s going to be extreme.”

“Even with all the resources you and we can bring to bear?” Mumu asked.

I nodded. Whoever or whatever was deeper in had managed to turn back the Deer God. Nothing like that was going to be simple.

Once I had “woken,” Anya had paused her work to join the others around me, and her eyes had gone shiny as I’d talked about a possible way into the pyramid.

Mumu asked her, “What say you? Our goal was never to win the race. The Arc of Knowledge was to be enough.”

Anya’s beak opened and closed several times. Indecision wrapped around her spirit.

Weni moved to place a steadying hand on her sister’s shoulder and said, “Think it through like a scholar would.”

Anya nodded gratefully, then moved away to consider the matter.

While she did, I’d noted how Ikfael hadn’t said anything—how she’d continued to watch the proceedings without comment. There was a steadiness to her gaze that told me she’d already decided what she would do, no matter how the expedition chose to proceed.

What Heleitia wants is inside the pyramid, I thought.

Yuki’s qi spun in the equivalent of a nod, then they shifted my attention to Mumu, who in turn was alternating her gaze between Anya, Ikfael, and me. ‘Mumu knows Ikfael will go on, with or without us. Our lodge master is letting Anya come to the decision on her own.’



Anya’s eventual decision was cold-blooded and truly worthy of a philosopher. She asked Mumu to send scouts ahead to see if there truly was a safe way into the pyramid. Meanwhile, the majority of the expedition would remain behind to unlock the secrets of the Testament of Hunger and the newly discovered ritual room.

That was the most rational thing to do, after all. She already had two incredibly valuable birds in the hand, discoveries that would guarantee her fame in the Philosopher’s Lodge. Why should she risk them for a deadly third?

The answer was she wouldn’t. At least not without knowing more, which meant putting the scouts at risk.

Anya’s spirit sank and tinged with a bitter self-recrimination I’d never seen before. Weni’s spirit colored in the same ways, but there was also a blush of pride in her younger sister. The decision had not been an easy one, but Anya had made it regardless. She bore the weight of it and held firm as she watched Ikfael and me get ready to depart.

It would be the two of us scouting the way ahead—the two most powerful members of the expedition, and the two most used to working together in unusual and chaotic situations.



I hadn’t noticed my first time in the tunnel, but the walls themselves were trembling with the fury of the storm above us. There was a dampness to the air too, and the smell of something bitter, similar to what we’d found once Anya had finally popped open the door to the ritual room—the scent more intense down below and growing steadily stronger as Ikfael and I crept onward.

Ikfael rode on my pack, ready to duck into the figurine around my neck. So far there hadn’t been the need, though. The heaviness that had afflicted me as a spirit was nowhere to be found.

“Everything still all right?” I whispered.

Ikfael’s paws flashed a quick affirmative, her eyes on the shadows cast by the lantern in my hand. The runes covering the walls appeared half-formed in the incomplete light; according to Yuki, only about one in fifty looked familiar. A suspicion formed within me that a good number were likely dummy scribbles.

No sense in letting the janitors see the real stuff, I thought.

‘Or anyone else who wasn’t supposed to be in the know,’ Yuki added.

Ikfael tapped my shoulder and signed, “There’s a change in the influence.”

A moment later, I felt it: a pressure different than what I’d experienced earlier. Rather than a weight, this seemed more like an unpleasant, tingling clinginess.

	Conditions
Occupied (Evolving*), Influenced (1)




I saw it on my Status, though there didn’t appear to be any changes to either Yuki’s or my behavior.

“Do you know what the influence is supposed to be doing?” I asked Ikfael.

“Not yet,” she replied, frowning. “We likely won’t until it grows stronger.”

“So we keep going?” I asked, checking.

“We must,” she signed.

If we were correct in our assumption that the tunnel connected the Temple of Wanting to the pyramid, then that would put it at about a mile and a half in length. At a guess, we were about halfway to it when we felt the first tingles of influence, which was… quite the range. Unless there was a creature in the tunnel with us? Surely, that was the more likely answer.

I began to hood the lantern, but Ikfael chittered in my ear. “No, hand it to me. We’ll keep it lit to save our mana, but I do want both your hands free.” A pseudopod of water emerged from her Hoarder’s Pocket. There was a hook of stone at the end for the lantern to hang from.

So, I gave it to Ikfael and switched to a two-handed grip on my spear. Her pseudopod then moved ahead to extend the range of our vision. It was only ten yards, but that was better than what we’d had before.

We crept onward.

My eyes roved, never settling on any one place. My Status camera clicked again and again but never found anything besides the small insects sharing the tunnel with us. The land didn’t reveal any enemies either, nor did the Owl’s Ears I finally cast to make sure.

The tunnel was a marvel of magical engineering. Whenever you built anything underground, it invited all kinds of complications, but the builders had seemed to solve all those problems. No matter how damp the air became, I didn’t find a single pool of water. The air was also never still or stale. There had to be ventilation holes hidden among the runes.

About a hundred yards onward from when we’d first encountered the unknown influence, I felt my forehead itch and Heleitia’s mark activate. At the same time, the influence pressing against me eased.

Checking my Status, I saw:

	Conditions
Occupied (Evolving*), Influenced (Nullified), Soul Corrosion Protection (8)



I don’t think my eyes bugged out, but it felt like they did. From the way Ikfael startled, she must’ve been similarly surprised.

Holy god damn hells. Soul corrosion? Is that… is soul corrosion really a thing? Oh no, Yuki!

‘We’re all right,’ the uekisheile assured me. ‘The mark spread to include us within its affected area.’

“Yuki—” Ikfael began.

But I signed, “It’s okay, okay. They told me they’re included in Heleitia’s protection. You’re safe too, right? Did you know this is what we’d be facing? Soul corrosion?”

“I am protected, but I know very little.” Ikfael paused to organize her thoughts. “Our zasha is… if our Heleitia is truly the beloved of Asiik and Amleila, then giving us so little information is a way to protect us from them. It means the things we do will be harder to predict.”

A shot of surprise ran through me. “The beloved share information?”

“Among other things, yes.”

“Which means we’re intended as…" I struggled to find a good translation for wild cards. “We’re intended as random elements in a game—”

“This is no game,” Ikfael said, her signs sharp.

“How am I supposed to know that?” I asked. “I feel as dumb as a piece pushed around by the players above me.”

“Because…” Ikfael started to say, then hesitated. “Because we’re to free Amleila. And Asiik too if we can.”

“That’s madness,” I protested. “First, it’s impossible. And second, who would let those two loose to ravage—”

Ikfael put a paw on my lips to quiet me. “Our zasha has asked me… has asked us through me to release her beloved from life.”

I blinked. “She wants us to kill them?”

Ikfael nodded. “They have been trapped for centuries. At the least, if Amleila dies, Asiik will be free to leave Old Baxteiyel. Our zasha assures me he will travel as far away as possible if that happens—wanting nothing to do with humans ever again.”

“So the story that Amleila binds Asiik to Old Baxteiyel is true?” I asked.

“Amleila binds both Asiik and… Heleitia,” Ikfael replied. “Only our zasha’s great will has kept her free from the shackles of Baxteiyel’s slavery.”

“But she’s a spirit of the land.”

“As is Amleila,” Ikfael signed.

“The people here found a way to control a spirit of the land.” I said, stunned.

“And so Baxteiyel was destroyed and its citizens scattered,” Ikfael signed.

“But why tell me all this now? Why not earlier?” I demanded.

Ikfael’s shoulders slumped. “I don’t know. Our zasha’s words were enigmatic. She said that ‘some gates must be passed through unobstructed.’ ”

My blood pressure rose. “I’m getting really tired of diviners.”

Ikfael sighed and tapped me on the cheek. “I understand. Our zasha has become over the past few tendays… not very easy to understand.”

“Heh.”

Ikfael frowned. “You laugh?”

I shook my head, since it wasn’t really funny, and said, “This the first time I’ve heard our Ikfael complain about her zasha.”

“That was an observation,” she replied. “Not a complaint.”

“Yes, of course.”

Ikfael’s eyes narrowed. “You’re humoring me.”

“Also true,” I said, “but given everything we’re facing, maybe it’s not the worst thing in the world. Besides, I’m sure you humor me all the time.”

“Ah, yes. A more truthful truth has never been truthed.”

This time I was the one to narrow my eyes, but she seemed impervious to my stare, instead looking pleased with herself. The moment came and went, though I had one more question afterward.

“It’ll help you, right? If we complete Heleitia’s task?”

“It sits at the crux of a series of complicated exchanges,” she replied.

“But you’ll benefit?” I pushed.

“Very… very much so,” Ikfael replied, her signs strangely shy.
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Heleitia’s protection never wavered as we traveled step after careful step through the underground passage. The minutes stretched out, our senses exquisitely focused, but we found neither signs of traps nor creatures. Even the insects had all vanished; likely kept at bay by the threat of soul corrosion. The feeling was like walking through syrup—an acidic, clingy morass.

Eventually, we came to a circular room about thirty yards in diameter. A staircase twisted around itself at the center leading up, while around the room passages traveled back into the city. They matched up to what we knew of the Arc of Knowledge, so odds were the openings led to the other temples.

The air was drier here, and a thin layer of dust covered a floor inscribed in a web of runes. They stretched from each of the passages and focused on the staircase, almost like it was a cable carrying magic up to the structure above us—which might not be that far off of a supposition with how the Temple of Wanting had been sending silverlight to the pyramid.

Do the other temples also collect light, or do they serve some other magical purpose? I wondered. My curiosity pricked at me to go find out. Maybe once everything was said and done I would.

For now, I noted how the big, empty room didn’t feel empty. No ghosts, but there was an anticipation in my belly, a dull ache in my teeth, a… a sense that something was present but out of sight. Whatever magics these enchantments held, they were active, even if the Deer God and I had wrecked one of its foundations. But this was more than magic I sensed.

“Do you feel it?” I signed.

Ikfael nodded as she used the lantern to illuminate the area around the staircase. It looked like we’d have to climb to get a proper view of the room above.

“When Diriktot came to reward me for helping you, the god brought me to… he called it a rest stop—it was where he introduced me to coffee. That place felt like this.”

I’d been angling for a better view up the staircase, but my feet stopped at hearing her description. “Are you saying we’re dealing with a god?”

Ikfael smacked my shoulder. “Don’t jump to the least steady of stones. This is a temple, so it of course has the characteristics of one.” Then more gently, she signed, “Also, when spirits of the land grow in power…”

“Don’t tell me,” I signed. “They approach divinity.”

“You knew?” Ikfael asked, surprised.

“Not for certain,” I replied, “but it makes sense given how much of everything else is on a spectrum. Why not that too? I mean, people worship the spirits of the land for a reason, right?”

“They do,” Ikfael signed.

“So… is Heleitia a god?” I asked.

She shook her head. “Our zasha does not have the qualifications.”

“But Amleila might,” I signed, testing the idea.

Ikfael nodded slowly in consideration. “There is the chance.”

“Are we…” I paused to consider my words. “Are we on a fool’s errand?”

Ikfael thought about the question before responding, “Our zasha has waited for centuries for a path to emerge. She would not spoil it on those who would waste the opportunity. Moreover, for an exchange of this scope, the benefit to those participating will be enormous. You and I will be rewarded. The balance demands it.”



The room above contained the biggest dasekua I’d ever seen. A full ten yards in diameter, the disk floated in the air above the staircase’s landing. It had clearly seen better days; unlike the enchanted stonework elsewhere, the city core showed evidence of damage. There were chunks missing, like someone had taken a sledgehammer to it.

The ceiling above was domed, and a set of stairs to one side led to a balcony circling the room. Someone standing on that second floor could look down at the disk’s surface. A short platform jutted out, looking like one could even stand partially over it.

Five circular depressions had been carved into the floor around the dasekua. They looked like the work spaces I’d seen in Albei’s pyramid—the Diakshan equivalent of a cubicle, though all that was left within them were piles of debris. There weren’t even the ghosts of long-gone clerks.

The feeling of spiritual fullness continued into this space, as did the bitter scent in the air. The odor was stronger when we approached the room’s only exit. On the other side was the landing to a narrow spiral staircase that corkscrewed up through the stone.

On my shoulder, Ikfael nodded to let me know she was ready to move on. She snaked the lantern up to illuminate the steps ahead. It seemed none of the surfaces were covered in runes. Brushing the dust aside, I noted how the stone was discolored compared to the other spaces we’d found.

I took the steps one at a time, testing each as I went. It was claustrophobic, but there were no traps, and the stone held my weight. So upward we went about two and a half stories. The distance seemed to be enough to rise above the dome in the dasekua room and add a healthy amount of padding in between.

At the top, we emerged from the floor into a massive flower-shaped room, the walls curving to match the shape of the petals engraved into the floor. It looked like a hibiscus to me, with the nearby stigma reaching up from the floor like a pole to connect to the ceiling above, which made me incredibly nervous.

The pole was only about four inches in diameter, so there was no way it could support the ceiling here. However, a closer look revealed that it was thickly inscribed with runes, so maybe magic carried the weight? Although…

I paced back to the stairs and oriented as best I could.

‘You’re right,’ Yuki said. ‘The flower is centered on the dasekua below.’

“The pole is some kind of connector, then? A part of a larger magical apparatus? But that still doesn’t explain how the ceiling is being held in place.”

“What’s this?” Ikfael asked, and once I’d explained, she said, “A clever enchanter can incorporate more than one form of magic in their creations. More importantly, the ceiling has held for a very long time. It will not fall on us now.”

“Probably not,” I said, but the nervousness didn’t go away. My whole previous life had been spent living in a region prone to earthquakes, and this big empty room gave me the heebie-jeebies. “Let’s get out of here.”

There were four exits, so I headed toward one at random. Then, I changed course to the direction indicated by Heleitia’s mark.



Outside of the flower room, the rest of the pyramid seemed similar to the one in Albei. There were meeting rooms, office and living areas, and even a multi-seat latrine. That last one we didn’t investigate too closely, but we poked through the others looking for anything of interest.

As we explored, it became clear that the people who’d once inhabited this place must have had time to evacuate with their precious belongings before disaster had befallen the city. Obviously, nothing wooden or textile survived the centuries in between, but there were also surprisingly few ceramics, statues, or bronzes left behind.

Even the candle stones that once would’ve been embedded in the walls had been pried loose.

Finally, we came across a kitchen whose stone shelves held stacks of cookware and drinking mugs. The adjacent room was also full of ceramics: big, empty pots so tightly packed together that only a small child could fit between them. Their interiors were discolored, and I wondered at what they could’ve contained.

Back in the kitchen, Ikfael asked, “Where did the people get their water?”

Which was a good question. There were stone basins with drains, yet there’d been no sign of wells or cisterns in any of the places we’d explored. The pots in the other room weren’t big enough to supply the needs of the people who’d lived and worked here.

“Magic?” I asked.

“It would’ve been a waste of mana,” Ikfael replied, “especially during the Long Dark.”

“They didn’t seem to be people who cared about wastage,” I remarked.

Ikfael nodded to acknowledge the observation, and we moved on.

In a nearby dining hall, we found a couple of stone busts, their eyes made of jade. And a little farther along, we came across a ritual room containing a series of bone masks set into the walls; they’d quite literally been fused to the stone. A bronze long knife, green-patinaed with age, was also embedded in the floor, also merged. Neither Ikfael or I were willing to touch any of the pieces.

At the stairway leading up to the next level, we encountered a skeleton sprawled on the bottom step. Only a few of the larger bones were left, but his skull bore evidence of being caved in, probably by whoever had been in front of him at the time. His light was obviously missing, and who knew what else had been looted from his body.

What was left behind under the fragile bones was a small jade pendant of a bear, a collection of yellowed figurines—mostly of animals, but it included some people too—and a handful of bronze coins stamped with a stylized image of the sun on one side and the moon on the other.

None of the items appeared magical or cursed, so Ikfael put them in her pocket for distribution later. In an ideal world, they would’ve gone to a museum, but this was Diaksha. Such things didn’t exist, and the logistics of keeping anything simply for posterity would be enormous. I’d made my peace with that early on when the expedition had first formed.

At the top of the stairs, we found the remains of another body. This time the back of the skull had been shattered and the sternum clearly cracked in two; maybe it’d been a blow to the chest that sent the victim slamming into the wall? The pelvis and leg bones were mostly intact, and judging by those it seemed like it was a woman who had been killed.

She also wore a jade pendant, although this one was of an alligator. At her side was an enchanted pouch. It had to have been to be so shiny and supple, and inside were a collection of bronze needles, looking as new as the day they’d been forged. Each was about five inches long and thin enough to easily pierce through flesh.

The needles weren’t weighted for throwing, so they were likely meant for close-quarters, unless their owner had been Metal-Touched and could wield them that way. In any case, these were weapons meant for surprise and assassination.

Had someone been cleaning house on their way out of the pyramid? Using the chaos to get rid of their enemies? We left the questions behind us, along with the bones, but we took everything else. In addition to the pendant and the enchanted needles, there were more coins, a comb made from polished bone, and a gold ring studded with amethyst stars.

The next floor was more of the same but in greater numbers—more work and living areas, including the pyramid’s main doors. They were big enough to let a dragon through and were sealed tight, without anything resembling a lock or way to open them.

A direct path led from the doors to what must’ve been the main worship hall. At its center was a grand statue of a man crushing a snake’s skull under his foot. I thought it might be a representation of Barakas the Warrior, but closer examination revealed that the face was wrong and the symbology of the items surrounding him didn’t match up with what I knew of the god.

“Who do you think it is?” I whispered.

“Someone dead,” Ikfael replied. Then she gestured to the room’s far corner, where something gleamed.

Crouched within the shadows was a throne in the shape of jaguar. The thing was about twice my size and appeared to have been carved out of stucco then painted a deep blue. Embedded along the back and armrests were seashells and disks of gold and jade. They glimmered in the lantern’s light like stars.

Looking more closely, I found patches of the same blue paint around the rest of the room, but it hadn’t been preserved as well.

“Blue is the color of war,” I muttered.

Ikfael quirked her head. “That’s what the dolbecs say. It comes from their stories of fighting against the conquerors of Baxteiyel.”

Where the walls weren’t painted, they contained engravings of creatures being overwhelmed by human warriors. There were also alcoves with drainage holes at the bottom that looked to have been used for ritual bloodletting. We found small animal bones in one, though they disintegrated as soon as I poked them.

The people who’d built this place had been supremely confident in their capacity to dominate the local wildlife. And yet the worship hall had sat abandoned for centuries after the city had fallen. Truly, one had to be wary of hubris.

Ikfael and I eyed the gold and precious stones embedded in the throne, then agreed to come back later to get them. It’d take too long to carefully pry each piece free.

I thought the Deer God might spring loose from my body to nibble at any power left behind in the worship hall, but he remained tightly coiled around my gut, watching and waiting.

A doorway lay hidden behind the throne; it called to us.



A steady light shone at the top of an ornately carved spiral staircase. Ikfael and I crouched behind the topmost curve to observe if anything cast a shadow across the opening. So far, after about twenty minutes, nothing had. Nor had there been any sounds. Still, this was the first light we’d seen that hadn’t come from us, so we were being careful.

Our lantern was tucked safely away in Ikfael’s pocket.

“That’s a candle stone above us,” she signed.

Based on how the light hadn’t flickered once, that was likely true. And from the amount of light put out… “It’s more than one stone,” I signed.

Ikfael repositioned on my shoulder, though she continued to grip my hood in case I had to move suddenly.

‘There’ve been no shifts in the flow of qi,’ Yuki observed.

Did the occupants flee and leave the lights on behind them? I wondered.

Yuki shrugged, and then I did as well. Ikfael rode the motion and looked at me curiously.

I signed, “Moving, okay?”

Ikfael nodded, and when I slipped into camouflage, she dove into the figurine hanging from my neck to hide there. A couple of beats passed with nothing happening, so I took the steps up as softly as I knew how.

My jaw dropped the moment I peeked into the room.

Before me was a table of polished walnut topped by a creamy white vase full of preserved flowers. To my left, a cabinet displayed a collection of small skulls. To my right, larger skulls hung on the opposite wall. I recognized the ones from a bear, lion, and kalesk, but there were others that were new to me—apparently not local to the area.

Paintings hung wherever there was room for them, including one large piece that featured the same man as the sculpture downstairs. He stood at the top of a hill, covered in the blood of his enemies, who lay crumpled in heaps below him. His mouth was open in an apparent cry of victory. The clouds pictured behind him made the shape a jaguar’s face.

A chandelier hung from the ceiling embedded with a ring of candle stones. The light glimmered off a gold mask placed above an open doorway leading to the next room.

Everything looked pristine. The rest of the pyramid had been so very empty; for there to suddenly be this abundance, it was hard to reconcile.

Eye-level with the ground, I saw the same thin layer of undisturbed dust on the ground as elsewhere in the pyramid, so I cautiously crept into the room.

Immediately, I stopped. My movement had caused a change, but I couldn’t place exactly what. My eyes roved about, yet nothing looked out place.

‘Everything is as it was,’ Yuki observed.

I nodded, but that didn’t change the fact that my breathing was easier. The bitterness in the air was gone, and the sense of syrupy constriction around me had loosened. A look at my Status showed that the influence from earlier—the soul corrosion—was gone.

“Influence disappeared,” I whispered.

Within her figurine, Ikfael nodded. The stone arms moved to sign, “Confirmed, but we should still hunt with care.”

Right, the rest of the pyramid might’ve been barren because of the soul corrosion. Without it, who knew what we’d find.

A flicker of motion caught my attention. The room beyond was just as richly appointed, with a ghostly attendant moving among the furnishings. She wore a skirt of beaded jade, a colorful tunic edged with fur, and a net of shells to bundle her hair into a topknot.

“Ghost,” I whispered.

Within the figurine, Ikfael nodded.

I edged around the room but didn’t see anything alive next door. Then my Camouflage spell lapsed, yet the ghost still didn’t seem to notice my presence.

Moving to the open doorway, I confirmed that it was a parlor or reception room of some kind. In the center was an ornately carved chair padded with a thick green cushion, while wooden benches ran along each of the walls. Above them were more paintings, and the whole space was lit by another chandelier of candle stones.

The ghostly servant wiped at the chair with a cloth. Then, when she seemed to be done, she bowed to it and left. Her exit was through a closed wooden door on the wall opposite, the surface of which was carved with the face of a jaguar.

“Ghost’s gone. Room’s empty.”

Ikfael hopped out of her figurine to stare at the room’s furnishings. She padded over to the closest bench to use her claws on it. When she saw she couldn’t scratch the wood, a knife appeared in her paws, but the blade’s edge didn’t work either.

The otter looked at me, her eyes wide. The bench must’ve been enchanted to at least Level 5.

She brought out her magic dagger, the one I’d traded to her all those years ago, and that finally left a scratch on the wood’s surface.

“Confirmed at Level 5,” I muttered.

Ikfael ran her paws through the fur on her head, clearly not believing the amount of wealth around us. We were looking at a fortune, and my mind automatically started making an inventory: the chair, the mask, the vase, the paintings, the cabinet. The benches too? Maybe. It’ll depend on what else we find deeper in.

Ikfael ran to the first room to start emptying out her Hoarder’s Pocket of anything nonessential. Mostly, there were a number of otter-shaped sculptures and dolls—offerings from Voorhei, some of them quite old. That didn’t seem to be enough for her, though, because the growing pile of effigies was soon joined by a collection of baskets, pottery, and blankets.

Only once she was satisfied did the room’s furnishings disappear into her pocket. Then she had me lift her up so she could snag the chandelier too. The skulls on the walls didn’t seem to have anything special about them. Those, we left behind.

Once the first room was done, Ikfael did take the benches in the second. She could always ditch them later if she needed to free up space in her pocket. Then I picked her up again so that she could steal the chandelier, which dropped us into darkness.

A line of steady light shone from under the closed door. Probably another chandelier, I thought.

Ikfael brought out our lantern to make it easier to examine the door. The thing didn’t budge when I tried it, but there wasn’t a lock that I could see. Maybe it was barred? Or it required magic to open?

Like everything else, the wood seemed to have been enchanted to a high degree. Breaking through would require both time and effort. And the hinges were on the other side, so I wouldn’t be able to get through by taking them off. When I dropped to the ground to peek through the gap underneath, I found it too narrow to see anything.

“What do you want to do?” I asked Ikfael. “Stone or water?”

Ikfael tapped the floor with her foot, then shifted her attention to the door jamb. “The stone refuses me.”

“Is it enchanted too?” I asked.

She shook her head. “The feeling is similar but different. It could be a talent of the builder or a spell of some kind.”

“If it’s spell,” I said, “then there’s a caster needed to refresh it.”

Ikfael made a “maybe” motion then signed, “As long as there’s access to mana, a spell can last a long time.”

“Even a thousand years?” I asked. “That’s a lot of Long Darks get through.”

“A truth,” Ikfael said, then poured a puddle of water onto the ground. Once it had seeped under the door, she merged with it. A moment later, she came back to say, “Another room—a place for resting, I think. There are several chairs and couches. The door is barred, but I should be able to open it. There are three other doorways within, all open. Nothing in the room moves, although the dust on the ground is disturbed.”

“Is it the living or undead?” I asked, putting my game face on.

“From the smell? Undead.”
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Conceptually, the door was part of the larger structure, so Ikfael couldn’t put it in her pocket. Once on the other side, though, all she had to do was raise the bar to “unlock” it, which she did by piling up some stone underneath her and then lifting the bar out of the way. A light tap let me know the door was ready. I carefully slid it open.

The room on the other side appeared to be split into two halves to the left and right, with an armless sofa on each side surrounded by chairs. The cushions were covered with green-dyed leather. None of them looked like they’d recently been used.

Ikfael gestured toward the track of steps in the dust; the trail connected an arched doorway on the right to both of the sitting areas. Another doorway opened to the left, and my view of a passage opposite us was blocked by a curtain of silver beads. There was no sign of the ghostly attendant.

The itch of Heleitia’s mark intensified—drawn to the curtained path—but I preferred to investigate the track in the dust first. The faint odor of undeath came from that direction.

Ikfael climbed up onto my shoulder in preparation.

The corridor went about fifteen yards before it led into a small chapel or temple. The room was dominated by a massive, ten-foot-tall jaguar mask on the opposite wall. It appeared to have been assembled like a puzzle from smaller pieces of jade.

To either side of the jaguar’s face were stands displaying sheets of stiffened paper, each about four yards tall. And high up on the other walls were rows of smaller golden masks—a mixture of human and animal faces staring down at a small circular rug in the room’s center.

I crouched in the passage to let my eyes roam over the room first. The masks were obviously a draw, especially the jaguar, but it was the papers that truly caught my attention. There appeared to be a stack of them on each stand, the writing too small to make out from the corridor.

Then came the faint sound of stone rubbing against stone from the right, and several things happened at once. Inside the chapel, a passage opened that hadn’t been there before; the door had looked like the rest of the wall.

Yuki cast Camouflage on me in case the creature coming through was living and would be fooled by the spell. The odds were low, though, so I cast Dog’s Agility and firmed my grip on my spear. At the same time, Ikfael dropped a handful of javelins out of her pocket and got ready to use them.

A moment later, an older man dressed in a long yellow-and-white robe stepped through. His eyes instantly snapped to where I crouched. For a beat, I was fooled by his appearance—his skin appeared overly taut but still whole—and then the stink of undeath hit.

My Status camera clicked:

	Athkulchut the Unobtrusive (Undead, Dark)
Talents: Peerless Service, Knows What’s Right, Door Guard, Honed, Timing is Everything, Hidden Knife, Banked Rage



The influence hit me like a punch in the face: a push to scurry like a bug and flee from this place in which I didn’t belong. I might’ve too, if I hadn’t already been tested by even-more-powerful influences. Still, I flinched, and that was enough for Athkulchut to close the distance. A shard of obsidian appeared in his hand.

My body moved as it’d been trained to, putting my spear between us. Then, Ikfael’s javelins punched forward, which forced him to pivot around them. A couple caught him in the side, though they only penetrated a couple of inches into his dark body and would’ve fallen out if not for Ikfael keeping control of the stone. She wriggled the javelins to work them in deeper. If nothing else, they got in the way of his right arm.

Athkulchut tossed the knife to his left hand. I stepped back to swing my spear and clear the space for a lunge, but he refused to let the gap open. Instead, I had to switch grips to bat him away. Yuki cast an Iron Heart and a Bear’s Strength, yet our opponent bulled his way through.

His obsidian knife flensed a chunk of muscle from my forearm, leaving the flesh hanging. Blood sprayed for a second or two, until a tendril of water flowed from Ikfael’s pocket. The water wrapped around the wound to close and heal it before the pain could land.

Athkulchut stabbed at her, but she leapt back from my shoulder to hit the ground scurrying. I got in his way to keep him from chasing—got him turned around so that he didn’t see how the javelins that had missed him earlier were now rising in the air behind him.

For a moment, Athkulchut startled. Ikfael had done something behind me to shock him. I seized the opening and half-handed my spear into his chest. At the same time, the javelins punched into his back, driving him forward. I slipped a foot between his to sweep his leg, and he slammed into the ground, driving the javelins in deeper. The spear followed him down, and I pushed with all my might.

I took a couple of kicks, and even with Iron Heart I felt bones in my hips and legs crack. A chunk of stone flew to clump around Athkulchut’s free hand. A couple more locked his feet together like manacles.

My legs wanted to collapse under me, but the Iron Heart and a quick cast of Anesthetic from Yuki allowed me to remain standing—they helped me keep Athkulchut pinned long enough for one of the javelins to splinter and for the splinters to slide deeper into his body and penetrate his core. Darklight streamed from the gaps in Athkulchut’s chest.

I fell back to get out of the way, and my legs finally gave out. From the ground, I saw how the motes collected above his body to form a mournful mask. Then, the Deer God surged out from my belly, his antlers angled for a charge. He burst through the darklight, forcing it to disperse.

The Deer God glanced to the left and right, eyes wary. Motes of the darklight clung to his antlers, but they fizzled away too. Then, when it became clear that no other threats would appear, he disappeared back into my belly. A beat later, Ikfael emerged out of the jaguar mask where she’d hidden herself inside the jade.

We’d not used Spiral Pierce during the fight so the encounter had been a mostly silent affair. We waited a handful of breaths, just in case, but we seemed to be safe for the time being.

“That was dangerous,” I said, propping myself up with a grimace. “The mask could’ve been enchanted or cursed.”

“Yours was the riskier role,” Ikfael replied, her signs brusque. “Now hold still while I make sure these bones are in the right places.” She brought out her water tablet to examine the work Yuki was doing in my legs to move the broken bones into proper position. It was, unfortunately, an all-too-familiar experience.

Mana check, I thought.

‘We cast only the one spell,’ Yuki replied.

Then another Anesthetic please. The first is almost ready to wear off. A quick stab of pain went through me, but Yuki’s spell cut it off.

Ikfael cast the Healing Water once she was sure the bones were lined up correctly, and I felt grateful we’d been able to take our time with it. There’d been occasions in the past when Ikfael and Yuki had had to patch me up mid-fight.

The pelvis took longer to do, and this time I cast the Anesthetic spell to share the burden. That put us at Yuki down eight mana and me down four. Ikfael should’ve used about sixteen with her mix of healing and scrying spells, which was barely scraping the surface for her. The otter’s mana capacity was greater than both Yuki’s and mine combined.

Afterward, she checked me over thoroughly to make sure nothing else was amiss. Then, with a sigh, she patted my shoulder and smiled. “That was well done. Your sweeps are getting better.”

“The javelins helped disturb his balance. I don’t know if it would’ve worked without them. He was stronger than he looked.”

“The dark frequently are.” Ikfael walked over to his body and used Athkulchut’s own knife to cut open his chest. The muscles parted like an all-night-smoked brisket, the meat falling away from the blade’s edge.

“Huh,” I remarked, helpful as always.

Ikfael looked to me, her eyes shining. She held out the knife for me to examine it more closely.

The obsidian blade was about sixteen inches long and shaped like a bay leaf—tapered to a point, thickening along the length, and then thinning out again at the base again. The walnut haft was wrapped in strips of green leather, with the image of a jaguar branded into the base.

There were no chips whatsoever, and I’d just seen firsthand how profoundly sharp the edges were. I felt like the knife would cut me just looking at it.

“I’d love to put that at the end of a spear,” I said.

“This… this is a weapon that would make the whole expedition worthwhile,” she replied. “There’s a good chance it’s silvered.”

I heard a roaring in my ears and got lightheaded. I blinked a few times as the words registered. If Ikfael was right, then someone had spent nearly sixty-two-thousand light on the knife. On a weapon carried by a servant—a highly valued one, based on the talents I’d seen, but still…

No. My thoughts stopped. Whoever gifted the knife also spent another sixty-thousand light on the servant himself, since Athkulchut was at least Level 10 as well. He must’ve been really loved to be raised so high. Or prized. Or something to show off. A symbol of his employer’s status?

Ikfael’s eyes narrowed, a look that promised immense mischief, and a moment later the knife rose to hover in the air. She had experimented before with flint, but the edges were always too easily chipped. She’d had to settle on using harder materials for her stone shields and weapons—granite was her current favorite—but if this truly was a silvered weapon, then it would effectively never break.

“Holy hells,” I breathed.

“It bends to my will,” Ikfael said as the knife circled around her. “There’s more obsidian in the haft, so the balance is good.”

That looked right to me too—the weapon didn’t wobble as it flew. “We’re going to have to find a source for obsidian,” I said.

“Oh yes,” Ikfael said. “Knives like this one will be of use even if they’re not enchanted. This sharpness is unparalleled.”

“We probably gave up on flint too easily,” I said. "It’s just… the light was needed elsewhere.”

Ikfael’s eyes followed the knife as it traveled. “Now that is always a truth.”

“Speaking of which…”

I moved to finish the job Ikfael had started. Prying apart the ribs, I dug out a handful of silver nuggets; they weren’t very large but certainly were heavy. My mouth started to fill with saliva.

I couldn’t help the thought: We did the killing; shouldn’t we be the ones to claim the light? And yet, I forced myself to acknowledge, if it hadn’t been for Anya, I wouldn’t have been in the position to get at Athkulchut.

Ikfael took the silverlight from me and brought out the necessary salves to preserve it before storing it all in her pocket. While she did that, I said a short prayer over the body. His ghost appeared to be long gone, so an exorcism wasn’t necessary.

Once those tasks were done, the two of us went to look through the secret door, but it was just a closet. In the center of the floor was a cushion that looked to have been recently used. The material covering it was a gold-dyed leather.

On two of the walls, shelves held a collection of ceramic bottles, the interiors coated with the residues of their former contents. The third wall had hooks embedded for a series of five bronze rods, each about three feet long and half an inch thick. They were notched at the ends, but otherwise unmarked. Neither of us could figure out what they were for, though—there wasn’t an apparent use for them anywhere we looked.

Ikfael eventually shrugged and stored them in her pocket, along with everything else in the closet. Someone somewhere would have a use for some dawn-level bronze rods and would be willing to pay for them.

The mystery of the secret door solved, I lifted Ikfael up so that she could reach the gold masks above us. These ones weren’t embedded into the walls, so she disappeared them one by one. Also into her pocket went the small rug, which left the real prizes for last.

“Look at this.” Ikfael pointed to the jade comprising the jaguar mask.

From a distance they looked like puzzle pieces, but up close I realized each had been shaped into a letter from the Diaksh alphabet. “Strong void lion arrow dare swallow send left clear swim thought lost angle… None of this makes sense. It’s gibberish.”

“And there was nothing inside to explain the mask’s purpose,” Ikfael signed. “Is it a collection of their favorite words, do you think?”

I scratched my head. “A celebration of language? No, that doesn’t match up with anything else we’ve found so far. It’s more likely the words are jumbled to hide their true meaning. Or the message is coded.”

Yuki pulled on my attention, asking me to look at the papers on either side. The material was a pressed bark that had been painted white so that it could be written upon. And what I’d thought were stacks turned out to be accordion folds, essentially creating a book that could be pulled open.

The text was too thick and dense to read in its entirety, but when I skimmed through the sections, it seemed the books told of Baxta the Cunning, also called the Wise, the Conqueror, and the Glorious depending on where you were in his story.

Starting as a young lad, Baxta traveled south from his home near Xenkaltutcha to make his fortune, eventually ending up in Budi-ei, where he fooled a wealthy merchant into taking payment for a magic knife using ceramic beads instead of real cacao beans. Thereupon, Baxta joined an expedition into the jungles even farther south and fought a series of deadly beasts, which resulted in him growing in levels at a rapid pace.

The ferocity of the wildness could not be underestimated, however, and Baxta’s trials drove him to death’s precipice. And he would have perished—the last survivor of his expedition—if not for a fateful encounter with a spirit of the land. With her help, he was able to kill a being of great power and win for himself enough light and treasures to return to Budi-ei like a king.

People were drawn to him and his bravery. They followed him north back to Xenkaltutcha to establish a new town, wherein he demonstrated the wisdom of a sage, the generosity of a father, the… yada yada, I skipped ahead.

Interestingly, the text mentioned a heaven-defying treasure, but all the references were oblique.

Hmm… there was a betrayal, new allies found, and then more betrayals. Only his own strength could be trusted. His was the direction all must follow, for only he knew best. Blah blah, the aggrandizement continued on and on.

I continued to skim until… “According to this, Baxteiyel was supposed to be his crowning achievement. The place from which he would shed the influences of Budi-ei and Xenkaltutcha to grow a new empire that would last for eternity.”

Ikfael snorted. “The spirits of the land proved him wrong. He may have driven the giant serpents underground, but eventually lost anyway.”

“I wish I knew what happened to the city,” I said.

“If the spirits want to punish a people, they will,” Ikfael replied, her signs sharp. “In Voorhei, all the water became poison. Here, with the whole of the land turned against him? It must’ve been terrible.”

Her eyes had remained clear as she’d spoken. Our Ikfael wasn’t letting the memories of what had happened to her as a result of Voorhei’s curse get in her way anymore. My heart swelled to see her so. Inside me, Yuki mirrored the emotion.

Ikfael pointed to a section of script. “Look, the construction of the city is described. They named this pyramid Despair, for it would inspire despair in the hearts of their enemies. Baxta’s most-powerful weapon was placed here in a specially created chamber at the top.”

I grunted. “Back through that beaded curtain, no doubt.”

“Our zasha’s mark guides us,” Ikfael signed.

“But we don’t go there unthinking,” I replied. “We’re not like Baxta’s followers, who believed only he knew the way.”

Ikfael frowned, yet she saw that my words weren’t a complaint about Heleitia—I was just making a point.

“We’ve each made our own judgements,” she signed, “based on the potential benefits to us and to our loved ones. The decisions we’ve made were thoughtful and intentional. They do not compromise our Paths to Perfection.”

“If there were moments when trust was required,” I said, “it was for a good reason.”

“A truth,” Ikfael replied.

“And the person being trusted could be trusted,” I said, looking her in the eyes. “I place my trust in you.”

“I will be worthy of it, I promise, and so will our zasha.”

Yuki’s qi blipped in surprise, unrelated to the conversation.

What happened? I thought. Is something wrong?

No, no, we don’t want to interrupt this moment.

“What is Yuki saying?” Ikfael asked.

“They noticed something.” I followed the trail of their qi. They’d been examining the text through my eyes—something about the jade mask’s letters. “That’s interesting… they have notches in them, and they’re too regular to be stray marks.”

Yuki’s thoughts tinged with a hint of frustration, but it might have been because the meaning behind the notches wasn’t obvious.

Sighing, Yuki brought the memory of the Testament of Hunger to my mind’s eye. The text on both sides of the wall—the public and the secret—had been the same, except the secret version used the same notched letters.

A feeling of anticipation rose up—like stumbling upon an important clue when playing a game. That was when Ikfael brought out the bronze rods from her pocket; she pointed out how the designs at the ends were more complicated than they needed to be, dotted almost like braille.

The five rods, I thought, then aloud said, “One for each temple in the Arc of Knowledge. It’s all one code.”

Now that I was paying attention, I noticed how Yuki’s thoughts raced at the back of my mind. They’d been looking for patterns in the code, yet nothing was emerging. Now that their efforts were out in the open, they tapped into my knowledge of ciphers, but all I had was the basic stuff I’d picked up through games and working on a couple of war documentaries.

“Has your Yuki understood the words’ hidden meaning?” Ikfael asked.

I shook my head. “No, it’s proving elusive. Likely we’re missing a key of some kind. Or maybe even multiple keys.”

“This is how one creates secrets,” Ikfael signed. “By breaking the knowledge apart, so that no one knows the whole. They willfully withhold the information from the World Spirit, refusing to share it with others.

“I hadn’t even known that was possible,” I said.

“Some secrets, the world is better off not knowing,” Ikfael said.



When Yuki couldn’t figure out the code after fifteen minutes, Ikfael stored away the materials we’d collected, and we left the chapel.

Fifteen minutes might not sound long, but the uekisheile was a genius. They were either going get it right away, or the problem was gnarly enough they’d need much more time than we could afford at the moment.

The other open doorway led to an entirely separate living complex with its own kitchen, four large bedroom suites, a set of smaller rooms for servants, and multiple latrines. All of the rooms were furnished, and the sole occupant was the ghostly attendant from before. A quick exorcism later, and the place became truly deserted.

Ikfael refused to part with the stone and water she kept in her pocket—that was war material—but anything else that wasn’t of sentimental value got unloaded to make room for the enchanted furnishings.

It was funny to see all the food piling up, though I noticed she kept my doughnuts, as well as the nutritious sap from the spider ants. Our Ikfael had a sweet tooth, she did. Everything else was discarded.

Coins, art, jewelry, and magic items were all easy yeses to bring with us. A pot that heated on its own? Sign me up for that. And Ikfael and I agreed there was no way we’d sell it off. We also grabbed the rest of the cookware and cutlery, thinking that these smaller items would take up less space, be more useful, and/or be easier to sell.

We also emptied all the closets, including what looked like several sets of ceremonial regalia. The feathers, the furs, the beading, the gold and silver threads—it was all taak to our eyes.

All the bedding came with us, as well as two of the beds themselves. We also jammed as many chairs into her pocket as would fit. Unfortunately, there wasn’t enough room for the beautifully carved dining table, even after she ditched the benches from earlier. The chandeliers also no longer fit, although we did pry the candle stones loose.

As near as I could tell, Ikfael’s pocket was about the size of a mid-size mover’s truck. It was such an amazing talent; I was so jealous, and grateful too. This level of looting wouldn’t have been possible without it. Partway through the process, I’d giggled at the sight of an entire bed disappearing into her chest.

Ideally, we’d come back for the stuff left behind, but we operated under the assumption this was our one and only shot, just in case.



Standing before the curtained doorway, I paused to sign, “You know, we could turn back now. Even splitting the loot with the rest of the expedition, we’d be ridiculously wealthy for a long, long time.”

“And we’d forfeit the exchange with my zasha,” Ikfael signed.

I nodded. “There’d be that, but it is the safer choice.”

“I’ve told you before, safety isn’t what I seek,” she answered. “Not anymore.”

The Deer God tightened around my gut—there was something ahead that also held his interest. He’d been waiting patiently to get there. Heleitia’s mark also urged me onward; her goal was within reach.

I did my best to ignore the weight of history pressing down on me. The delay from dithering with the loot was over; it was time to get to work, even though my hunters’ senses screamed of the danger nearby. My instincts told me to retreat and come back with the full lodge supporting me.

Except Ikfael and I were the only ones who could resist the soul corrosion. We were the ones chosen by Heleitia to be here.

I parted the curtain to see the landing of a stairwell leading up. As we went through, Ikfael grabbed the lines of silver beads to store them in her pocket. The stonewater serpent’s divinations may have been pushing us forward, but we took the path on our own terms.


36

The Pyramid of Despair III

As we climbed upward, I noticed the musky scent of something alive, as well as the stink of undeath growing stronger. The sense of presence also thickened with every step. That feeling from when I’d first entered the pyramid? It felt like literal soup here.

Candle stones lit the way, and the walls were painted with the images of a lush jungle among mountains. The colors looked to be as vibrant as the day they were applied.

A jaguar wove her way through the painted foliage. Occasionally, she peeked out from between the branches to spy on our progress. There was such an intensity to her gaze, I hesitated for a time just to make sure there was nothing magical about it.

Several long beats passed with my hand on the wall, yet I sensed no mana or qi within the painting or the stone under it. The artist had simply been that talented.

Gently, I eased my foot onto the next step, causing the stone to give way slightly—not far, an eighth of an inch, if even that much. Every other step had been solid, though, so I cautiously withdrew my weight. The step rose back into place.

The whole time we’d been in the pyramid, we’d not encountered a single trap, and now here one was. I can’t deny, a part of me was excited.

Searching the area didn’t reveal any clues to what the trap did, nor any way to disarm it. The solution was to simply skip over the step and continue from there. A bit easy, but that was probably for the best, really.

The next turn in the staircase opened onto a small lounge. Two couches sat opposite each other with a small round table between them. The light was tinged green, reflecting off the murals on the walls.

A stand had been placed in the corner. There were the bones of a dead bird at its base.

	Error
Not a valid talent vessel.



Yes, definitely dead, and about the size of a parrot. I gave the skull a nudge with my foot, but it didn’t move. “Sorry about that,” I signed, then continued with a prayer for the dead, just in case.

Ikfael tapped me on the shoulder. “I feel like we’re being watched.”

My first thought was to check the murals, but there was no jaguar in the trees around us. Then, I looked toward the stairs—and with a jolt, saw the ghost of a woman standing on the steps above the lounge, her hand on the staircase’s central column.

She looked to be middle-aged, with a squarish face, alert emerald eyes, and gray streaks running through unbraided black hair. A skirt of beaded jade hung around her hips, and around her shoulders was a short fur cape. A gold torque wrapped around her neck like a collar.

There was a clarity to her body that was sharper than any other ghost I’d seen, which was why I used my Status camera.

	Amleila (Sprit of the Land, High Silvered)
Talents: Master of the Soul, Born Hunter, Claws Like Knives, Wanderer, Death is No Boundary, The Dead Walk, Beloved of Heleitia and Asiik, Soul of a City, A Freedom Constrained



My mouth went dry as I noted how this ghost actually was a valid talent vessel and “high silvered” to boot. Was that the boundary for Level 20? A stage even higher? No one I’d asked had known the answer to my questions about the upper level ranges.

It shouldn’t be possible for a ghost to have talents, unless she wasn’t a ghost…

“Do you see her?” I signed to Ikfael.

“No, what is it?” she replied.

I shook my head. “The spirit of Amleila is here.”

Thankfully, the spirit didn’t seem threatening. All she’d done was watch our short conversation, following our signs with her eyes. Tenna’s Gift didn’t appear to be working on her, which only further confirmed that this was not a ghost before us. Maybe she’s on a spirit journey of some kind?

“I smell my beloved upon the three of you,” Amleila signed. “Has the day of my release finally come?”

Three? That Master of the Soul talent is frightening if it let her sense Yuki within me, I thought. Or is it the Deer God? One or the other.

When I repeated her words for Ikfael’s benefit, the otter’s spine straightened before she leapt down to the ground. “Where?” she signed.

I gestured to where Amleila watched us with an expression so stoic, it seemed her face was made of stone. “This little one is my savior? I’ve seen her in my dreams, but did not realize my beloved had become so subtle in the long years we’ve been apart.”

The words were once again repeated for Ikfael’s benefit, and the otter nodded. Gesturing to the air, she signed, “Our zasha bids us to say that the world outside is not what it was; the clay is softer than ever before.”

“So small you are, and not even dark or silvered,” Amleila signed. For a moment, a green band became visible. It wrapped around her body and tightened. “My Asiik once went to investigate a flash of the divine—perhaps the potential for danger—but all he found was our Heleitia hiding in the dirt like a worm. That was your home, wasn’t it, little one?”

“That was… it was the Army of Sorrow who visited?” Ikfael signs trembled as she continued, “Yes, we call our home the Glen, and our zasha says that we small pieces are the best she could find for this time of opportunity. She begs for your forgiveness that more could not be done.”

“I see. An effort so pitiful, it is not worthy of a response.” The green band appeared again, digging into the spirit’s flesh. “Heleitia hides and so is beneath my notice. My four guards—dark warriors all—will keep me safe from Despair’s intruders.” The band now squeezed hard enough to distend her torso. If this had been her physical body, her ribs would’ve shattered. “They… they protect the talon that binds me.” For the first time, her lips trembled. “As well as the death crystal under my control. Surely, you do not have the power to disrupt any of these—”

She disappeared with a soft pop against my spiritual senses. I’d been translating for Ikfael and describing what I saw, including how she winced at the end.

Ikfael sagged, then turned to face me. “That was Asiik eight years ago! The winged kalesk who once left behind a foul turd in the Glen was the Army of Sorrow!”

Yeah, I’d made that connection but hadn’t let it get in the way of the translating. My heart beat like a drum in the aftermath, though—the realization of how much danger I’d truly been in back then catching up to me.

“I never knew,” Ikfael signed. “Only that the kalesk’s level was far above mine and that I must hide.”

“Our zasha didn’t warn you?” I asked.

“She didn’t,” Ikfael replied, “but there was no expectation for me to drive off every invader. Only the small ones who attempted her door.”

“We were lucky,” I said.

Ikfael signed. “More than lucky. Between our zasha and the gods, we were guided.”

“All right, I’ll grant you that,” I said, and then did my best to calm the adrenaline flowing through me. “We should focus on the present and not the past. We still have a fight ahead of us—a nasty one, from the sounds of it.”

“Four dark guards,” Ikfael signed, looking worried.

And rightly so. We could handle a single dark creature, and two was possible depending on the enemies’ talents, but four was a near-impossible number without the support of the Glen’s other defenders.

“It’s worse than that,” I said. “There’s also Amleila to deal with and the ‘death crystal’ she controls, whatever that is. Although it sounds like she won’t act against us until the guards are dead.”

“Did you see her talents?” Ikfael asked.

“Yes, and they were astonishing,” I replied and gave her the names.

Ikfael gulped. “We can’t fight that.”

“I don’t think we’re meant to.”

“No, of course not.” Ikfael waved away the idea. “We must break that which binds her—the talon, she called it.”

“And once we do, what happens?” I asked.

“She either joins us in fighting the guards, or she dies.”

“That’s what Hele—” I paused to reconsider using the name so close to Amleila. “Is that what our zasha told you would happen?”

“The only guidance she provided for after entering the pyramid was that we should follow her mark and—and—” Ikfael’s paws stuttered to a stop.

“And?” I prompted.

“To follow our natures, but there was something else that I’m only now realizing. She’d made a seemingly random complaint about a certain interloper spirit and how his nature couldn’t be trusted around objects of power.”

“Well, that’s likely true,” I said, thinking of the Deer God.

“The way she’d said it, though.” Ikfael looked me in the eyes, and I saw the wheels turning.

“He was included in her advice to us, wasn’t he? Because our zasha knew he’d tag along. No, she’d made sure he would by starting trouble, which caused him to stick close to me.”

I’d always wondered why Heleitia had tolerated the Deer God’s presence, wondered why she’d never taken action to limit his attempts to develop himself inside her territory. Well, it seemed that she had a use for him too and had manipulated him into it. Likely, there were objects of power he could… eat?

That’s Heleitia’s entire modus operandi, isn’t it? The right person in the right place at the right time—arrange those things and just let them be themselves. And where things need a nudge, create an opportunity for an exchange to make it so.

Was she selfish? Benevolent? Both? We’d all benefited while being recruited to her purpose, even the Deer God. And it sure as hell sounded like he’d gain a lot more once this was all done. He’d grown after eating the power in Knight Ithia’s throne; I had a feeling the amount trapping Amleila must be significantly greater.

Nearly all the pieces in the game Heleitia played seemed to now be revealed. And that thought triggered an indignant Deer God to leap from my belly. He snorted and pawed the ground, refusing to be considered anyone’s pawn.

Get in line, buddy. It hasn’t exactly been cake and roses for me either.

Yuki nudged me, and I had to concede that the experience hadn’t been all bad.

Ikfael tapped her chin, thinking. “When the fight begins, I’ll use the granite in my pocket to create barriers, including a stronghold for me.”

“A pool too if you please. Ready access to water will be helpful.”

Ikfael walked to where the stairwell continued upward, but she shook her head after touching it. “The stone resists me still. I’ll have to stick with the supplies I brought with me.”

“Then that’s what we’ll do,” I replied. “And Plan Two is us running away, back toward the expedition.”

Yuki said, ‘Mumu and the others are moving to prepare an ambush at the boundary to the soul corrosion.’

I repeated that for Ikfael’s sake and added, “If necessary, we can do a fighting retreat until then.”

“Agreed, that’s what we’ll do.”

I paused, but couldn’t think of anything to say other than, “Good hunting.”

Ikfael nodded before signing, “Good hunting.”

“Together, we’ll make it.”

“Together, we will.”

At her request, I lifted Ikfael up onto my shoulder and we resumed our climb. The Deer God traveled with us, his gaze directed upward as the stairway circled and circled. The four of us walked up another couple of stories before I saw a light flashing and stuttering against the walls of the landing above us. Then, it was gone.

I had my spear ready, and Ikfael’s new knife floated alongside her stone javelins. Yuki’s qi spun, poised to cast whatever spells we might need. The Deer God looked angry—at the edge of the madness I’d seen from him earlier that evening.

Based on everything we’d observed, the guards should be undead, and if they were undead, they should’ve sensed the life in us by now.

“Why aren’t we being charged?” Ikfael signed.

I shook my head, not knowing the answer, and took a couple more steps. At some point, I was sure to cross the boundary of their perception and they’d come running. If that happened, I’d fall back to the lounge to fight there.

I edged up a step, then another.

Did the guards set an ambush of their own? Some undead recalled the skills and talents of their previous lives. They weren’t all mindless freaks, which was a damn shame because intelligence was the most dangerous weapon of all. I’d always prefer a dumb strong opponent to a cunning weak one.

I wiped my palms dry and moved my hands back into position on my spear. My eyes wanted to lock onto the open doorway above us, but I forced my awareness to spread. Then, I made sure my breathing was even and my mind was simultaneously energized and quiet to prepare for the chaotic dance ahead.

Ten steps from the landing, I cast Dog’s Agility. The spell pushed me to rush ahead, but my pace didn’t change. If anything, I slowed to ease my way up and felt one of the steps give a hair. The next two were “soft” too, so I leapt to avoid the trap, landing as quietly as I could.

I was a touch shy of the doorway now, and still there were no undead charging me. I debated making a noise and using the trap against them, but Ikfael must’ve noticed me thinking about it, because she shook her head.

“They would’ve planned for it,” she signed.

‘Then that’s the new Plan Two, in case it’s helpful,’ Yuki said.

Ikfael signed, “Mumu’s ambush is now Plan Three.”

I nodded, since the three of us were all apparently on the same page.

The next dilemma was to decide whether to charge in or sneak a peek first. The lodge taught that you should learn the terrain before you attempt to hunt in it, but… We’d lose the advantage of surprise, right? For whatever reason, the guards are distracted and not responding to the life energy within us. But that distraction can’t be strong enough to keep them from noticing me if I peek around the door—everything I know says so. I wiped my palms dry again.

Beside me, the Deer God’s eyes narrowed. His presence thinned, becoming all but invisible to my spirit eyes. We were still connected, but he’d moved farther away along the spectrum between physical and spiritual. He intended to be sneaky while we drew all the attention, a good addition to the plan.

Want to scout ahead for us? I asked him.

All I got back through our connection, though, was a gruff annoyance, a determination to fulfill his duty, and… and an underlying fear. Something nearby had him spooked, so he’d only follow once the fighting started. Which really didn’t bode well for Ikfael, Yuki, and me, but we’d known the job was dangerous when we’d taken it.

I glanced aside to the otter on my shoulder, and she signed, “Sometimes our knives must flash in the dark, the light of the blade showing the way.”

‘If we take out one of the guards by surprise,’ Yuki added, ‘the odds of winning would still be terrible, but they’d be better than before.’

A small smile slipped out. I haven’t been this scared in a while. But then, this is just another day in Diaksha; what’s a little mortal terror between friends?

A slow breath. A moment to hold the spear and become one with the land too. The stillness of Despair filled me, its bitter musk and scent of undeath, its emptiness and oppression. There would be no more delays. I turned the corner and charged.
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Fighting the Dark and Silver I

The scene before me resembled the most surreal of art installations. In the room’s center was a raised pedestal of stone engraved with images of lush tropical trees, upon which was Amleila, in the form of a jaguar the size of small car. Her fur was mottled gold and grey, and her legs had all been cut off. In their place were bronze tubes connected to a series of bronze canisters suspended by more tubing.

The tubes radiated out from the floor and re-converged in a hunk of basketball-sized crystal near the ceiling, creating a cage around her. A single length of talon about nine feet long and slightly curved pinned her to the pedestal. It looked more like a quill to me, but Amleila had called it a talon, so that was what it was.

All around was the fury of the storm. The walls were entirely transparent, providing a view of its full glory. The rain lashed against the walls, but through the wash of water I saw lightning flicker in the distance. Then, for a moment, the wind wiped the view clear, and there was Asiik diving, his claws reaching out as if for me directly.

His targets, though, were people above and around us on the pyramid—enough for an expedition or three, and the room lit as they launched their magics at him. A man whizzed past, firing stone javelins. He wore a cape made entirely of glowing summer falcon feathers.

The view mesmerized the four undead warriors standing at the corners of the pedestal, their gazes locked on the bright lives treading atop the pyramid. These warriors wore only a loincloth and short snakeskin cape, and each carried a bronze machete in one hand and a wooden shield in the other.

All this I caught in a snapshot while crossing the room’s threshold, and then Dog’s Agility carried me the rest of the way in. The two closest warriors started to turn.

As Yuki cast Bear’s Strength and Spiral Pierce, I let my eyes focus on our enemies in turn, starting closest to me…

	The Butcher of Men (Undead, Dark)
Talents: Warrior’s Frenzy, Born to Last, Trained, Survivor, Banked Rage



	The Stone Who Pierces (Undead, Dark)
Talents: Magic Stone Woman, Armor-Clad, Trained, Spikes for All, Banked Rage



	The Falling Blade (Undead, Dark)
Talents: Natural-Born Killer, Butter Cutter, Trained, Whirling Blade, Banked Rage



	The Master of Song (Undead, Dark)
Talents: Song-Touched, No Note Too Sharp, Trained, Shatterer, Banked Rage



A blink of my eyes and I was already slipping past the Butcher of Men. Ikfael had read my intent and held back from attacking with her obsidian knife.

The Butcher’s machete whirred as it passed over my head.

The Master of Song turned to face me, and her torso expanded as she began a deep breath. But before it could be completed, Ikfael shot the obsidian knife forward to slash the meat between her ribs. A quarter beat later, I finished the runes for an Unerring Strike and drove my spear into the wound Ikfael had created. The shaft bucked in my hands; it banged as the Spiral Pierce connected.

Air hissed from between her flesh, a lung punctured. The undead warrior continued to move, though—I hadn’t been strong enough to push the Unerring Strike through.

The Master’s shield swung around to knock me away, so I cast a Spark to buy a beat of time. Around us, the room lit as the clouds above released their own skyfire, bolts of lightning crashing down across the city of Old Baxteiyel, yet none of it was audible. The room at the top of the pyramid was silent except for the sounds of the smaller battle within it.

The undead flesh resisted when I attempted to carve open the wound. A second Spark, this time from Yuki and aimed at the Butcher, bought me a second beat to pull back my spear, re-angle, and jab again with another Spiral Pierce.

Ikfael shot her javelins at the Falling Blade to disrupt an incoming attack. All three were deflected by that warrior’s shield, which let the obsidian knife come in unnoticed from the right to bang with a Spiral Pierce through his cheeks, knocking old, yellowed teeth to the floor. It forced him to take a step to keep his balance.

A deep note emerged from the Master, not that different from the start of the THX fanfare. Instead of feeling nostalgia, though, the hair along my arms rose like something big and heavy was about to hit me. Desperate, my whole body worked to lift her up with my spear to slam her into the ground.

That finally managed to disrupt her core—the warrior’s back arched, the deep note cut out, and darklight poured from her mouth like a river. I turned the attack into a roll, then kept going to open the gap between my enemies and me.

Ikfael dumped hundreds of pounds of granite onto the ground, as well as a multitude of small, rounded river stones. I heard her obsidian knife punch through a shield. A glance showed that she’d attacked the Falling Blade again, but me looking directly at him had somehow caused my legs to weaken. I lost my footing and stumbled the next handful of steps.

The obsidian knife slashed his eyes, yet that didn’t help. He apparently didn’t need to see for his influence to continue working on me.

Yuki cast a second Dog’s Agility to get us out of danger. It wasn’t something we did lightly or often—a double cast of the spell strained my joints even with Iron Heart running. This was especially true with the Fallen Blade’s influence interfering with my coordination.

I focused on getting around the room safely. My ankles and knees creaked but thankfully held as I put Amleila between the undead and me. The jaguar’s face was impassive when I went past.

I also saw how, on the pedestal’s other side, the Stone Who Pierces’ body had become covered with rocky plates, giving context to her Magic Stone Woman and Armor-Clad talents. Spikes grew from her fists until they looked like morning stars.

Earlier, Ikfael had included two granite boulders among the debris now cluttering the room. She dove from my shoulder to merge with the nearest one, and once safely inside the stronghold, she began firing stone javelins at my attackers. Her obsidian knife wove between them.

As the fight drew out, the battlefield filled with the influence of our enemies. A weight pushed down on me and steadily increased. Lines of force pressed against my body. My belly filled with fear, like I knew my end was approaching. Individually, none of the sensations were overwhelming, but together the burden was heavy.

I suddenly felt lightheaded, and blood spurted from where a mysterious force had slashed the side of my neck. The other lines of force pressed even harder against me as if they’d been encouraged by this first success.

Yuki clamped down on the wound and reinforced my skin with Collaut’s Hide. They drew my eyes to the Butcher, who sneered. I gestured with my spear at him, and Ikfael responded by punching her obsidian knife through the back of his head. Bang! His brain splattered against the bronze tubes making up Amleila’s cage.

The Butcher staggered, then spun to defend himself against the knife. His influence did disappear, though, filling me with relief.

The obsidian knife aimed for the Butcher’s chest, but he knocked it away with his machete. Ding, ding, ding—silvered obsidian and dawn bronze collided repeatedly, with the bronze losing every engagement.

Until the Butcher let go his shield and machete, that is. He reached out for the obsidian knife barehanded, and his fingers fell to the ground like sausages. Yet he somehow managed to catch the knife in the meat of his hand—forcing it into his forearm and wrapping it with his other arm to trap it.

That effectively put the Butcher out of the fight for now, but at the cost of our most-potent weapon.

Water poured out of Ikfael’s stronghold, quickly surrounded by granite to create a pool about two inches deep. I jumped that way, and a liquid pseudopod reached out to splash my neck. She cast the spell to heal me.

Crunch, crunch. The Armor-Clad pounded Ikfael’s stronghold, causing chunks of granite to break off. One more crunch later, a fracture split it down the middle. Ikfael’s spirit fled through the water toward the other granite block.

Yet the Falling Blade was there in an instant. His machete was unstoppable, carving through the rock like it was gelatin. I felt a spike of alarm as a second and third slash forced Ikfael to flee again; she sent the leftover granite out to encase his weapon. Where he swung his machete, she moved the stone with it and refused to let him slash through.

Lightning flickered again to illuminate the fighting outside. Briefly, Asiik landed, and his claws sent a man’s head rolling. Then the kalesk disappeared once again, merging with the air, only to reform a moment later for another attack. Which was poor timing, because the expeditions were now ready for him.

The man in the glowing cape turned out to be Xefwen, who shot a stone spear into Asiik’s chest. The other silvered among the expeditions, Tethdlen, appeared at the kalesk’s rear. An invisible attack rippled through the kalesk’s body like he’d been hit by a car. A second twisted his neck as if to break it.

The crystal above Amleila’s cage wailed, and everyone froze. My spirit sickened, making me feel like I was immersed in something hideously blasphemous—a threat so terrible, the only reasonable response was despair.

Asiik gestured, and Tethdlen died. His spirit screamed in anguish as... as his soul was snuffed out. All that he was, was removed from the cycle of life and death.

Xefwen must’ve sensed the danger, because he’d grabbed a nearby soldier and tossed her in the attack’s path. She too died in both body and soul. I didn’t get the chance to learn her name or her talents. She was gone as well. There would be no coming back for either Tethdlen or her, not on Diaksha or any other world.

My skin crawled, and I wanted to vomit, but the feeling stuck in my throat like it was going to choke me. A pure fear overwhelmed me. The danger was beyond anything I’d imagined.

And it was compounded by the horror I felt from Yuki, the Deer God, and Ikfael. There was such a fundamental revulsion pouring into me from my connections to all three.

Like ice thawing, the undead stirred into motion, yet my feet wouldn’t move. My traitorous mind couldn’t help thinking that if I died to the undead, then at least my soul would be safe.

I teetered at the precipice of despair.

And yet for years now I’d refused to let fear control me. I’d rebuffed Diaksha’s every attempt to overwhelm me. Everything could be practiced; everything could be trained. That included how to respond when the world itself sought to destroy me.

When frozen—whether it was by fear or indecision—any movement was better than none. If that meant making a mistake, then so be it. At least then you could recognize the mistake for what it was and change course.

So, I chose to act.

Inside my belly, the revulsion turned into wrath. I tightened the grip on my spear and just managed to deflect the Falling Blade’s machete. In the time I’d been stunned, he’d cut through the stone encasing his weapon.

My parry was enough to let me slip past the attack, but he cut my spear’s haft in two. That left me within his reach. All he’d need was a shift of momentum to split me in half.

Yuki!

The uekisheile slammed home the connectors to the Blink emulator. As the Falling Blade cut through where I’d been standing, I reappeared with both sections of my spear embedded deep in his body, his shield trapped against him. My gut was on fire from the internal injuries, but I’d gotten lucky and was still whole.

Nearby, I heard the sound of stone smashing stone, the crack and bang of Spiral Pierce and Ram’s Head spells.

I ignored the pain. Using the remains of the haft as a lever, I swept the Falling Blade’s feet out from under him, but that didn’t stop him from swinging at me. Ikfael threw a chunk of stone to block the attack, yet he cut right through it.

My cloak and armor split, and the whole of my back stung as skin and muscle were shaved away. My left arm let go of the haft in that hand—I couldn’t control it anymore.

Springing back, I rolled through the pool Ikfael had created. Both she and Yuki were occupied, so I cast the Healing Water spell myself. The pain along my back eased, as did the fire in my gut.

Standing back up, I checked my shoulder. It moved okay, so I shook loose the remains of my shirt, jacket, and armor. They’d only get in the way now that it was just the sleeves keeping them on my body.

Outside, the expeditions scattered, the rain seemingly washing away the presence of those still living. Only the bodies of the dead remained. All that was left behind were meat and bones.

Asiik took to the air before disappearing. Now without an organized defense, the expeditions would be nothing more than prey to him.

Lightning struck the top of the pyramid, but the electricity followed the water down to the city below, so I felt none of it inside.

Ikfael tossed me a spear, and I recognized the weapon’s ebony haft. Bearbane was Level 5 and her third-most-prized possession. The anti-bear enchantments wouldn’t help here, but at least the weapon was sturdy. I reinforced it even further, soaking it with my qi and mana.

I felt a need from Ikfael, so I spun to swing a Ram’s-Head-laden Bearbane behind me. My aim was off, but Yuki was ready with an Unerring Strike to make sure I smashed the Armor-Clad’s hip at the angle required to collapse her stance. The stone armor protecting her cracked but held. Still, the warrior fell and was down long enough for a stone javelin to bang through the joint.

I faded back as a morning star targeted my feet.

The rest I missed, because the Falling Blade was attacking again. He’d torn away the obstructions in his body, thrown aside his shield to focus on using the machete with both hands. I circled around the pedestal to keep him at bay.

The doubled Dog’s Agility had truly started to take its toll. My muscles burned, and pain lanced through my joints. The wash of Healing Water earlier had helped, but not enough—the strain would continue to pile up until the fight was over and I had a chance to recover.

‘Ikfael needs the obsidian knife,’ Yuki said.

As I circled, I grabbed onto the bronze tubes once to maintain my balance. The metal was so cold I lost skin pulling away from it.

“Shift in tactics,” I said aloud. “We need a slip and slide by the headless enemy.”

In response, Ikfael sent a spray of water across the floor, drenching the Butcher in the process.

I circled the pedestal again, then made a break for where the Butcher knelt and was grinding his wrist against the ground to break the obsidian knife. The Falling Blade followed with his machete at the ready. His influence told me I would surely die, but my hunter’s heart didn’t waver.

The Butcher sensed me closing, but I pivoted to get around him, then cast Cold Snap on the ground behind me. The Falling Blade kept his footing this time, but the Butcher wasn’t able to get to his feet. Whenever he tried, I kicked him off balance to send him back down.

Twice the Falling Blade looked to jump over the Butcher to get to me, and twice my spear poked him back. Yet even with Spiral Pierce, my attacks barely penetrated his flesh. He also regained his footing each time. His footwork and sense of balance were impeccable, even better than Mumu’s. He seemed wary of being knocked to the ground again.

I also felt the Deer God working—intently, intensely—to eat the power in the talon binding Amleila. Someone ran across the pyramid’s surface, and water sprayed out from the speed of their travel.

The Falling Blade leapt a third time. My spear reacted, an instinctual jab to push him back. And a Spiral-Pierce-infused javelin hit him in the back of the head, forcing it forward. My spear dipped—a risky move, since it risked him severing the haft—but the opportunity was too good to let pass. I cast a Ram’s Head to slam the spearhead into his quadricep, tilting his body even more.

Falling for real now, he twisted in the air to attack me like last time, so I let my Dog’s Agility drop to Bear-Strength kick the Butcher’s arm in the way of his ally’s attack, shearing the limb off.

The obsidian knife was once again free. It whizzed like the most lethal of mosquitos.

I’d moved to avoid being clipped by the Falling Blade’s attack, but the cost was taking a blow to the shin from the Butcher. The bone held, though, which was what mattered.

Ikfael tried to keep the Falling Blade occupied and down, but the warrior came back to standing, his machete flickering as it matched the pace with her attacks.

Re-engaging my Dog’s Agility, I sped to join the fight, but his machete wove in the air an impenetrable net. The undead warrior was too good for me to duel, even with the knife’s support.

“Focus Butcher,” I said, moving to lure the Falling Blade away.

The Butcher tried to follow too, but Ikfael interposed her knife between us. She tore him apart, cutting away his remaining arm and then slashing his legs to leave him helpless on the ground. Once she was done, he flopped like a fish.

All the while, I struck out to keep the Falling Blade focused on me. I danced around Amleila’s cage, drawing him away from Ikfael’s knife. Then, I heard the impacts of stone against stone as she sent the weapon against the Armor-Clad.

The undead warrior had broken the javelin embedded in her hip and was getting to her hands and knees to stand up. The knife whipped around her about found no entry. So Ikfael changed tactics and instead drew all the granite except for the rocks needed for the water pool to encase the Armor-Clad. The material wrapped around her legs until they looked like large bells. Then the same was done to her arms, before all four limbs became connected in one amalgamation of stone.

Ikfael and I were now free to double-team the Fallen Blade. The obsidian knife shot at him to slice through his neck. I thrust for the open wound, but he parried, the training from his old life carrying over into his undeath. He defended himself like he was still alive.

At that realization, I started aiming for his eyes, wrists, and feet instead—anything to draw his machete out of alignment. I was no longer running away, however, and he was much better than me in a straight duel. It took everything I had not to lose the initiative.

Bearbane was Level 5, and the haft—though nicked by the Falling Blade’s parries—remained intact. The only reason for that was because most of the attacks I’d made previously were feints. They’d had to be to preserve the weapon.

Yet it wasn’t enough. I’d have to attack for real to create better openings for Ikfael.

The shift in tactics forced the Falling Blade to commit to his defense, and a sliver of wood shaved away from where our weapons connected; my deflection hadn’t been clean. Then when I went for his eyes, the pattern repeated.

Feet and eyes, feet and eyes—the Falling Blade’s machete traveled from low to high and back again, over and over. All the while, the spear’s haft became increasingly chipped and nicked.

The obsidian knife didn’t waver, though, and as the spear was damaged, so was the Falling Blade’s body, now cut in myriad places.

Unfortunately, Ikfael was out of qi, so there were no more Cat’s Claws or Spiral Pierces from her. I’d have to be the one to push through his dark flesh. The problem was I still couldn’t get through his defense.

If anything, he started to press me, moving to slip past my spearhead and putting me within his reach. Normally, I’d bash with the haft and retreat, but that’d be a good way to get Bearbane cut in two. Instead, I retreated each time, counting on the obsidian knife to stall him long enough.

‘Another stalemate,’ Yuki said, and I felt them energizing the Blink emulator for a second run at this enemy.

This one’s going to really hurt, I thought. Then, when the time came to retreat again, I let myself unfold into the extended Blink pose.

Which caused the Falling Blade to halt his pursuit. There surely weren’t thoughts in that undead brain of his, but I could’ve sworn the expression on his face said, “What the hell are you doing?”

He returned to a ready stance, and his machete rose to receive this strange attack of mine. Then the world shifted, and my gut burned. My right hand also felt wrong.

We’d pinned his sword arm to his body, but my right hand had intersected with the Falling Blade’s forearm, losing the battle between dawn and dark. The bones and muscles were a crumpled mess. God damn it! I thought while I grabbed the spear’s haft with my uninjured hand to pull it out partway.

The Falling Blade now had a seven-foot-long spear embedded in him. Using it as a lever, I twisted and turned with Bear’s Strength to force him over to the water pool. Grimacing, I used the stone boundary to trip him into it, and then held on for dear life to keep him grounded.

A pseudopod of water reached up and slid under my buckskin to get to my belly. Ikfael healed my internal bleeding but left my hand would have to wait until the bones could be set first.

In the meantime, the Falling Blade kicked with his legs. I did my best to stay out of the way, but some of the blows were unavoidable. “Hurry!” I yelled.

The obsidian knife caught the Falling Blade in the neck.

It meant me taking another hit, this time to the shoulder, but I bent down to slam a Ram’s Head into the knife’s haft to drive it deeper. Then, once inside, the knife wiggled its way down into his chest cavity.

I finally let go of Bearbane and limped to put the pedestal between the Falling Blade and me. All I had to do now was wait him out, which was exactly what happened. He got halfway to rising before the darklight hissed out through the numerous wounds on his body, and he tumbled face first into the water.

Inside her cage, Amleila gazed impassively at me. Her eyes, I noticed, were like green jade. Her spirit struggled inside them, hissing and spitting with a ferocity entirely missing from her physical body. Slightly, she tilted her head, which drew my attention to the gold chain around her neck.

Cradling my injured hand, I simply stood there sucking in air. There was still the Armor-Clad to deal with, but I could spare a moment’s quick rest. Taking stock, I sensed my qi well was about half empty and my mana down to a quarter. Yuki was in about the same position. We’d done a good job spreading the burden evenly.

As for Bearbane, when I went to pull it free from the Falling Blade’s body, the haft snapped in two. The spearhead was salvageable, but the weapon wouldn’t be the same unless we enchanted a new haft to match the head.

Checking on the Deer God, I couldn’t locate him, but I felt like he was continuing to make slow-but-steady progress eating the power within the talon. He also seemed to be getting stronger and stronger as a result.

Looking around, all I saw was the storm drenching the city. The lightning bloomed like flowers among the ruins. It was like the end times, the winds at the center a giant swirling whirlpool above Old Baxteiyel.

Ikfael emerged out of the water. “That was hard,” she signed.

“Yes,” was all I could get out between breaths.

She looked up at the crystal with trepidation. “It—” she started, but didn’t seem to have the words to describe had happened to Tethdlen and the unnamed warrior.

“Yes,” I said again, in full agreement. There were no words to describe the horror. The power to destroy a soul truly was heaven defying.

Would smashing the crystal be enough? I hoped so. But first—

She pointed to the Armor-Clad. “The neck is all one piece. There is no joint. We’ll have to use the shoulder. Or a third Blink.”

“We don’t have another Bearbane,” I pointed out.

The otter frowned at my injured hand. “Come here, quickly.” So I did, and her scrying spell materialized. “The hands are always troublesome. There are too many bones.”

That may have been so, but Yuki made quick work of pushing and pulling them into place, their Dog’s Agility buzzing. The two of them worked faster than ever to heal the damage done by my half-baked Blinks. When they were done, I could move my fingers again; the pain was gone too.

Ikfael pulled a regular, nothing-special-about-it spear from her pocket, followed by a second like the first. She handed them over and signed, “Do you think you can teleport them next to each other inside the warrior’s body? If so, that would create an opening wide enough for the obsidian knife.”

“If I hold them together when casting the spell, yes.”

“Then that’s Plan One,” she signed.

“And what’s Two?” I asked.

She reached over to add her magic dagger to my belt. “Plan Two is the shoulder.”

“Three is the trap at the stairs, and Four is we retreat.”

“Four is a last resort.”

“Agreed,” I said, looking over at Amleila, then up at the death crystal. “Before we start, though...” I hefted one of the new spears and made as if to throw it at the death crystal above us. What I really did, though, was watch for a reaction from Amleila.

Her body tensed, and her expression began to snarl.

“Nope, bad idea. Can’t touch that, at least not until she’s free.”

Ikfael nodded. “When you’re ready, I’ll drop the stones around the undead warrior’s chest.”

“Then let’s do it.”
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Fighting the Dark and Silver II

Ikfael jumped into the figurine hanging from my neck, and I took a steadying breath before lifting the two spears into position.

“Ready three,” I said.

‘Ready,’ Yuki answered.

Ikfael’s figurine tapped against my chest. Her obsidian knife hovered over my right shoulder.

Three beats later, Ikfael let the rock clinging to the Armor-Clad’s upper body fall, and the undead warrior was revealed to be in the middle of swinging her morning-star fists. The sudden lack of resistance caused her to stumble, which was when Yuki engaged the Blink emulator.

The world warped, and I found myself across the room, having completely missed my target. I’d left my waterskin open just in case, which let Ikfael splash me with a healing spell.

The Armor-Clad turned to charge me. I licked my lips and gritted my teeth so that I wouldn’t accidentally bite my tongue. Yuki blinked us again, the pain worse than before. I really must’ve torn something badly this time. The injury was worth it, though. Both spears were lodged firmly in the undead warrior’s torso, through the smaller ribs on her right side.

I faded back to avoid getting smashed by a morning star. Then, I removed the stopper to my second waterskin with one hand and shot with the other a Spark at the spears’ hafts, the electricity surging through the wood into the Armor-Clad’s body. The undead warrior jolted for a beat, which gave Ikfael time to cut away the hafts sticking out, leaving a gap through which she plunged the obsidian knife.

As Yuki healed my internal injury, the Armor-Clad shuddered. She smashed her own chest, then hit her own head as if she’d gone mad. None of it looked good or sensible, so I backed farther away and put the pedestal between us.

Meanwhile, the Armor-Clad continued to attack herself, yet there still wasn’t a plume of darklight to indicate her death. Instead, the stone covering her chest and face shattered. The pieces turned to stand on their edges, then dug into her body, seeming to focus on the area around her heart. Gods damn it, I thought. She’s shielding her core, isn’t she?

Her body heaved with the effort, but eventually she stood upright. The Armor-Clad stomped toward me, smashing her morning-star fists together. The exposed flesh of her chest rippled as Ikfael’s knife continued hunting for a way through to her core.

I switched to Dog’s Agility, and fortunately the Armor-Clad wasn’t as fast as the Falling Blade, so I only needed the one spell to stay out of her reach. With the qi remaining in both Yuki’s and my wells, I could keep this up for almost another half an hour.

We wouldn’t wait that long, of course. If Ikfael couldn’t pierce the shielding around the undead warrior’s core, we’d disable her like we did the Butcher of Men. The knife was already inside her body, after all.

And in fact, about a minute later, I heard a hiss of frustration from Ikfael’s figurine. The obsidian knife changed direction to burrow its way through the warrior’s chest to the left shoulder, slicing the tendons and muscles connecting the arm until the limb fell to the ground with a thump.

The Armor Clad gazed down at it for a moment before continuing to stomp after me. The skin across her chest bulged as the knife traveled to the other shoulder. The flesh parted when the blade traveled around the spine, the weapon submerging again on the other side. Then, all it took was another handful of beats to sever the other arm at the shoulder.

The Armor Clad paused once more. A growl sounded from deep within her, and spikes formed across her knees and her feet. She jumped! Yet the undead warrior was too heavy to cover the required distance, so I ducked back to keep retreating. Ikfael was putting in the work; I’d buy her whatever time she needed to keep it up.

Round and round the pedestal we went. If we’d been kids, it would’ve looked like a game—maybe something out of a horror movie. The Armor-Clad seemed to chase after me with increasing desperation, as if she knew her time was limited. The knife was digging its way through her to reach the joints in her hips. Not much longer now and she’d end up grounded like the Butcher.

Yet, just as I had that thought, I saw the stone shards accumulate at the undead warrior’s shoulders and hips. They poked out of her like she was a Road Warrior extra wearing a tutu.

Especially at the shoulders, the flesh expanded until a stone shard shot at me. It pinged off a stone tube, but I ducked anyway, then started to count beats. A second shard came immediately right after the first, but the third took a full five seconds in between. The firing cadence was irregular.

Ping! Ding! The attacks chipped the pedestal above me. Sparks flew as the shards clipped the bronze tubes. A glance showed that the metal had creased where it’d been hit. Ding, ding, ping! The rate of fire increased as the Armor-Clad seemed to grow accustomed to making these ranged attacks. The shards sent sparks and stone chips raining down upon my head.

Somehow, we’d transitioned to the stupidest fight ever with me crouched and running around the pedestal, listening intently to the undead warrior’s clomping in case she changed directions. It would’ve been ridiculous if it wasn’t so damn dangerous; I hadn’t exactly forgotten the gut-wrenching threat of soul death hanging above us.

I’d just turned another corner when I spotted several of the damaged bronze tubes ahead distorting, the weakened metal stretching as the pressure within expanded them. A dangerous thought came to me, Time that right, and it’ll explode next to the Armor-Clad.

I hesitated, which let the undead warrior come into view. Shards jutted out of her chest and belly, and a platter bisected her torso, no doubt to protect her hips from Ikfael’s obsidian knife. I dodged and rolled, lingering at the pedestal’s corner longer than I would’ve liked. But it was necessary for the timing.

The Armor-Clad’s aim wasn’t great, but she still managed to shoot me in the right shoulder. Bones broke upon the impact, and the hit sent me tumbling. I tried to turn it into a roll, but the angles were all wrong. I ended up splayed on the ground on my back instead.

Bang, a gunshot. Ping-ping-ping, the sound metal ricocheting off stone. I also definitely heard the sound of liquid under high pressure spraying.

And then… I don’t know. I’m not sure what happened.

The uncertainty was the result of three seconds of my memory disappearing. One of the canisters had blown. I mean, that part was obvious in the aftermath. Fragments of bronze dotted the room, and a silvery, viscous liquid drained out of the remains of the tubes. Splatters of it slid down the walls and puddled on the floor.

My idea had worked, though: the Armor-Clad’s torso had been torn apart by the explosion, a cloud of darklight rising from the meat left behind.

Unfortunately, I hadn’t gone unscathed either. All the canisters had blown, and the entire room was dotted with bronze and covered with the silver slime. My back felt scalded. At the last moment, I must’ve turned and curled up to protect Ikfael’s figurine with my body. Her spirit stared up at me, seemingly as dazed as I was.

A bit of the slime sizzled on my skin. During the blackout, I somehow twisted my injured shoulder, because I nearly couldn’t breathe from the pain shooting through me. It was worse than anything I’d ever felt before.

Yuki…

‘Anesthetic incoming.’

My back too…. I must be covered…

‘Working on it.’

Relief flooded through me as both spells took effect. Still, my mind was blurrier than it should’ve been. Am I concussed?

Yuki’s examined my injuries. ‘Your meridians are stimulated, abnormally so. Let us do all the qi casting until we know more.’

My memory’s funny, I thought.

‘The time is missing for us too.’

A notification blinked on my phone—at least that was clear—but I needed to make sure we were safe before checking for any skill increases.

I saw the obsidian knife prying its way out of what was left of the Armor Clad. The fight with the undead warriors was certainly over. All that was left now was dealing with Amleila and the death crystal.

Then I had a terrible realization. My eyes locked onto the jaguar whose fur was splattered with bronze. The tubes at her joints had burst, which exposed that they’d extended deeper into her body like a secondary circulatory system. All her muscles were clenched tight, like she was engaged in a titanic struggle.

Clumsily, I got up and rushed toward the Butcher. If he was dead, then we were screwed. An Amleila without defenders was an Amleila forced to take action against us. Unless the canisters blowing would help her resist her enslavement? But we couldn’t be sure of that. Except, my soul was still intact, so maybe that was the case?

We couldn’t take the chance, and Ikfael must’ve thought so too, because she brought the obsidian knife with us. With my left hand, I tapped a code on her figurine, “Parallel attack.”

The figurine tapped back, “Yes.”

There was a chance her obsidian knife might not work on high-silvered flesh, but hopefully the sly attack would at least go unnoticed. The air trembled with the jaguar’s distressed subvocalizations. Plus, as large as she was, it also meant the tubes running through her body were similarly sized—the perfect entry point for the knife.

I smelled the scent of Ikfael’s Anesthetic spell. She must’ve wanted the insurance, so that Amleila wouldn’t notice the knife entering. That tactic never got old.

In the meantime, on the other side of the pedestal, I saw the Butcher’s foot had been cleanly severed by a length of bronze tubing, but he was still kicking. His shin smeared the floor in an effort to push away from me. I blinked—why would an undead move away from a source of life?

My eyes tracked to where he headed, and four feet away from him was a chunk of silverlight the size of a grapefruit sitting in one of the silvery puddles. He inched his way toward it.

No, nope, uhuh! Not gonna happen.

I moved past the Butcher to pick up the silverlight with my left hand. Suddenly, all around the room, more silverlight came into being, emerging out of the shimmering slime. The walls, ceiling, and floor glowed.

The chunk I was holding half merged into my hand, but then it stopped as if there wasn’t any room left in me. The silverlight stuck like a barnacle, rendering both my hands essentially useless.

At the same time, I felt a sharp pain across my back—even through the Anesthetic spell—and the rest of the silverlight at the top of the pyramid vanished. The notification that had been blinking snapped to the forefront of my mind. The last remaining soul mark had finally been decoded.

	God Touched
A god intervenes and repercussions follow. To be God Touched is to be an agent of change, whether you intend to be or not. A balance must be maintained, however. Even gods cannot escape the strictures set down at creation’s dawn.
This soul mark acts as a compromise between two worlds: accommodating Earth’s systems within Diaksha’s. It is a filter-adapter-translator to allow aspects of knowledge, skill development, talents, and magic to work where they might not.
At the core of God Touched is a fragment of the World Spirit’s authority in order to ensure the integrity of the soul mark’s functions.



Oh, so that’s what it does. But the rest of my thoughts scattered as the tooltip disappeared and a stack of urgently blinking notifications manifested in its place. The first opened without me willing it to.

	Warning: Soul Dissolution Imminent
325,144 silverlight gathered, yet the talent vessel does not have sufficient capacity. The structure is overwhelmed and in danger of dissolving. Intercession requested to allow for a remedy.
It is recommended to either increase the vessel’s capacity or redirect the majority of the silverlight to an alternate beneficiary immediately. Warning: soul dissolution is imminent.



I started to choke as the contents of the warning registered, which caused Yuki to send an urgent query asking what was wrong. We quickly merged for them to read my memory, and a beat later we both fell out of the union in shared alarm.

‘We can take half,’ they said. ‘That should help, right?’

In response, the next notification opened.

	Intercession Granted
The God Touched soul mark intercedes to pause silverlight assimilation and ensure balance between systems. The estimated time to reach a conclusion is one-forty-eighth of a day. A translation is provided: half an hour.



My body trembled from the cold and the fear. I only had half an hour before… Is that how the death crystal works? By overloading the soul with silverlight? No, no, that can’t be it. The silverlight was still inside the canisters at the time.

As if it couldn’t be stopped, the next notification opened:

	Option Identified: Divert to the Symbiote

A symbiote to the talent vessel has been found. Sharing the silverlight would result in the soul dissolution of both entities, but diverting the majority to the symbiote will result in their destruction instead.



No! I thought. There’s no way I’d do that to Yuki.

In response, the next notification popped up:

	Option Identified: Fuse with the Symbiote
The capacity of the talent vessel can be increased by permanently fusing the symbiote found within it. The process would take place at an expedited pace to accommodate the current crisis. The amount of silverlight would still be dangerous, but the risk of soul dissolution would be greatly decreased. Instead, the result would likely be the scarring of the combined entity, negatively affecting future talent acquisition and the breadth and depth of their connection to the World Spirit.



Okay, so if Yuki and I permanently merged, our combined soul would be big enough to contain the silverlight. That… that would push us up to almost Level 20, but then our progress would be hindered, and we wouldn’t be our individual selves anymore. There’d also still be some risk of soul dissolution.

Yuki rode close to my consciousness. A light merge told them all they needed to know. We’d come a long way, the two us and grown accustomed to the way things were. Neither wanted to give up what we had, but if that was the only way to live then—

	Option Identified: The Beloved
How long will you wait to recognize your beloved? How long will she deny the bonds she has formed, balancing them with exchanges instead of the sacrifices required from the true recipient of her affections. The beloved share of themselves, including of their talent vessels. This option removes the obstacles and would allow the process already begun to once again resume at an expedited pace to accommodate the current crisis.
The silverlight would be shared between both beloved. Excess silverlight would remain, as would the threat of scarification of both beings’ vessels. The risk of soul dissolution would be greatly reduced.



Within her figurine, Ikfael startled like she’d been poked—no doubt the World Spirit letting her know of that last option. A complicated expression was on her face when she turned to gaze up at me. My face must’ve looked similar.

She’d told me she wanted me to stay with her, and I’d told her I wouldn’t go anywhere without her. We’d expressed those intentions and meant them. But I didn’t know enough about what it meant to be beloved.

I’d asked about it before, and the answers had always been sparse—intentionally so. Most things around how the spirits did things were secret. I thought it was to keep people from gaming the system. The proof of the dangers of that lay on the pedestal next to me.

I realized my lips were dry. My hand itched where the silverlight had clomped onto it. “I would like—” I started, but then pain overwhelmed me as the Anesthetic on my shoulder suddenly wore off. Yuki quickly refreshed the spell, and then I went to sit with my back against the pedestal. I was starting to feel dizzy.

The Butcher changed direction to head toward me, but Ikfael hopped out of her figurine to corral him with a circle of granite. Then she pulled out her water tablet to examine my shoulder.

A subtle nod told me the obsidian knife was working. Her face showed her worry, however, when she looked at me.

Right, a parallel attack. Keep the balls juggling, Ollie. “Listen,” I said aloud. “This is a terrible time, but we should talk.”

The next notification opened despite my intentions.

	Option Identified: Integrate the Nonvalid Talent Vessel
There exists a nonvalid talent vessel in close proximity. Outside the World Spirit yet making use of your soul marks to connect to the land and grow in strength, this “Deer God” defies the natural order and ignores the cycle of silver and dark. Divert the majority of the silverlight to this being to begin the process of integrating them. They shall become a valid talent vessel with all the benefits and responsibilities therein included.
This “Deer God’s” soul structure is sturdy enough to absorb the majority of the silverlight available. As a result, there will be no harmful effects to any of the participants. 



I sensed the Deer God snorting. He must’ve picked up on the contents of the notification, yet his response was dismissive. He’d had plenty of opportunities to absorb light over the years and had bypassed them all, choosing to develop himself outside the System. But if he could save my life and keep my soul from being scarred, wouldn’t he be willing?

I sensed the Deer God continuing to eat at the talon pinning Amleila in place. The motion of his jaw stopped, though, as he grudgingly admitted that he would save my life if necessary, but there would be a cost. If he joined the World Spirit, then darklight would flow into him from the land and through our connection into me too. Except, I couldn’t absorb darklight—my soul marks prohibited it—which meant that I would essentially turn into a filtration system for him and his territory.

At the end my first Long Dark, I’d… dumped Yuki’s darklight out of my body, and that was bad enough. The prospect of trying to excrete a whole territory’s worth? I’d rather go back to the options to share with Yuki and Ikfael.

Which, as I was coming to expect, triggered the next notification.

	Option Identified: Selective Inclusion
You’re a clever one, aren’t you? You can multiply and divide with the best of them, and if splitting two ways can save your life, then splitting between three should be even safer. And you’d avoid that pesky scarring too. There’s a cost to being greedy, though. The gods have their own agenda. The price of three is four. In other words, if you want the symbiote and the beloved to share in the silverlight, then you will have to integrate the Deer God too.
What’s a little gastrointestinal distress between friends? It’s only once a year, so suck it up, Ollie.



Ollie? The World Spirit had called me Ollie; it used to be that only System-Eight did that. Just what is going on here?

The next notification didn’t address my question. Instead, it read:

	Option Identified: Accept Dissolution
Choose to do nothing, and the choice will be made for you. Your talent vessel will attempt to absorb 325,144 silverlight and become overwhelmed. This is a surety. There is a small chance your soul will survive. If so, you would qualify for rebirth. If not, then the energies making up your soul will be returned to the source of all creation.



Like I’d ever—

A new notification appeared, seemingly from nowhere. This one, however, waited for me to click on it. Cautiously, as if it might sting, I did.

	A Helpful Hint
To avoid scarification of the soul, do not reach two milestones in one go. The Path to Perfection is long for a reason. Take every step meaningfully and thoughtfully. Rushing only causes one to stumble. Walker, be mindful of the Path. Choose and choose wisely.



I held my breath, waiting for yet another notification to appear, but that seemed to be the last of them. A timer did pop up at the top right of the phone’s screen, though, counting down from… had I really spent that long reading through the notifications? I only had eighteen minutes left to decide what to do.

Tension wound through Ikfael’s body, but she tapped a paw on her chest to indicate the knife was in position. She turned her tablet so I could see the screen, and instead of my shoulder, it displayed a cross section of the jaguar’s body. Those bronze tubes ran all the way through her like I’d thought, including to her heart. The knife hovered, ready for a strike.

The problem was that an attack to the heart might not immediately kill Amleila. If she lasted even a handful of seconds afterward… our souls would likely die. A chilling thought.

It was wild that I was looking at two different ways by which I might no longer exist—not in this world or any other. Fortunately, one them didn’t require any thought in how to proceed. My choice among the options available to me through the God Touched soul mark was obvious. As soon as I’d seen it available, I’d known what to do. Why debate with myself?

Yuki, just to confirm, you don’t want to fuse, right?

‘No, we enjoy being ourselves and talking with the others too much.’

But you’ll take a share of the silverlight?

‘Of course! We also want to grow stronger.’

My belly tightened as I directed my next thought to the Deer God: What about you? Are you willing?

He paused his labors to consider me. Usually, I was able to pick up on what he was thinking, but not this time. It took him reaching out for me to feel his care for the land. The Deer God was an aspect of nature itself, and joining the World Spirit would constrain him to a single place and time.

His thoughts branched like his antlers. They spread out to pursue paths I couldn’t follow; my mind was simply too small. Then, much more gently than I would’ve expected, he nudged me back into my own head, and a moment later I received his acknowledgement—he would take a portion of the silverlight. I’d have to pay for it at the end of every Long Dark, but the pain would be bearable.

Having answered my question, the Deer God went back to work as if the decision he’d made was entirely inconsequential.

I checked my phone and realized that I’d been communing with the Deer God longer than I’d thought. Only twelve minutes and twenty-three seconds remained on the timer.

Up on the pedestal, Amleila quieted. The pain seemed to have lessened toward something tolerable. Also, my shoulder felt fine—drenched, but fine. Yuki and Ikfael had worked together to heal me while my mind was occupied elsewhere. Her water tablet was no longer in her paws, which were clenched with worry.

Ikfael released them to sign, “I sensed the World Spirit moving within me. Your soul, it’s in danger from an overabundance of silverlight. You’ve been studying the problem and the… solution, right?”

“Yes,” I confirmed, “there are a few remedies.”

“One of them is by us becoming beloved to each other,” Ikfael signed.

“Yes and no.” I held up a hand to keep her from interjecting. “Yes, that is an option, but with Yuki and the Deer God’s help, I don’t think it’s necessary. I’m sure we can split the silverlight between the three of us—”

	A Helpful Hint #2
While not as emotionally satisfying, splitting the silverlight between the symbiote and the invalid talent vessel will eliminate the risk of soul dissolution and result in negligible scarification.



“Okay, yes, I—” I stopped talking for moment to get my head in order. That actually had been a helpful hint and well timed too. “As I was saying, between the three of us, my soul should be safe.”

“And you’d be safer still if the burden was spread to four,” Ikfael signed.

“Probably,” I replied.

Ikfael looked away. “Yet you don’t want to. Perhaps that is for the best. The cost—”

“I do,” I interrupted, “but not because my life is in danger. I don’t want that to be the reason either you or I choose to do this.”

Her jaw clenched. “To become beloved, we would each sacrifice something precious to us.”

“Is there anything more precious than my Ikfael?” I asked.

She turned to glare at me. “You and your sweet words. Will they matter when your Lightning Affinity is taken away? Or your Heart of the Storm? How about your Spirit Hunter or Talent Scout?”

My jaw dropped. “Is that—is that really possible?”

“It is! To balance what is gained.” Ikfael’s face turned downward, dejected. “I want it, but how can I do that to you? How can we bear to do that to each other?”

	A Helpful Hint #3
What is more precious than love?



This really had been a most overwhelming series of events. Was the World Spirit really publishing an advice column now? Or… System-Eight, is that you?

But no notification popped up in reply. There was only Ikfael standing next to me.

“I’m mortal,” I said. “Even after I become silvered, I’ll still die.”

Ikfael nodded.

“And I want to travel with you,” I said. “We’ll have all sorts of adventures together. Our zasha will have to deal with your absence.”

She nodded again.

“Hells, are you listening?” I asked. “I’m trying to tell you: I don’t know how this is going to work, but I’m sure that together we can make things work. I’ve seen how Leilu and Moonlight are—neither regret becoming beloved to each other. Why do you think I would?”

“Because I’ve seen how you chase after the things you want. Imagine if the cost is your magic. What then?” Her body shook from how violently she was now signing. “How unhappy would you be? How much bitterness would build between us?”

“That…” I started, but the words petered out.

“To become beloved is to build a bridge between souls,” Ikfael signed. “The energy has to come from somewhere. The core elements of a person’s personality are preserved, but depending on the depth and breadth of their spirit, the process can cut deep.”

‘Can we share that burden?’ Yuki spoke up. ‘We’re willing.’

It doesn’t sound like it, friend. Our souls are our own, after all. If we fused maybe, but the cost then would be just as high.

Yuki acknowledged that with a turn of their qi. ‘What will you do? We estimate there are only about seven minutes left to decide.’

It was seven minutes and ten seconds according to my phone—not nearly enough time to be making a decision as important as this. Nor was it really the place to do it, with Amleila only a few steps away and that death crystal in the room with us.

Or maybe this was the appropriate place? Clearly Ikfael, Yuki, the Deer God, and I had been led to this moment. The ultimate decision was up to us, but there was at least one thumb on the scale. Probably more.

The question was: did I trust their intentions for me? Should I put my faith in Heleitia, for example? Or was it Diriktot I should be thinking of? The gods give gifts with ten hands, and it wasn’t lost on me how several of the potential outcomes resulted in me filtering darklight for the world. Perhaps that was the first step in a larger plan? A pilot project, as it were.

Think smaller, I told myself. Focus on what you want, what you think, and what you feel.

Eight years ago, Ikfael had saved me from an assassin’s bolt to the heart. We’d not had an exchange at the time to deal with things like that, so she had ended up paying a terrible price for it. And she’d refused to tell me exactly how she’d done it either.

Over time, I’d suspected that she’d literally given of herself to keep me alive—an outpouring of energy that didn’t sound too dissimilar to the bridge she’d described earlier. Ever since then, I’d felt a connection to Ikfael. It was how I had been able to join her in the Gloominess of Forgotten Memories.

My suspicion was that the bridge between us was already partially formed. She’d pulled back from the process at some point because she didn’t want to hurt me. Likely she was also scared. We’d only known each other for a handful of months at that point in our relationship.

From the very first time I’d heard of the beloved, I’d wondered if that was something meant for Ikfael and me. It was only natural to think about it. Our life together would have to be platonic, but it wouldn’t preclude other relationships. For example, Moonlight had sired pups with Scout. The silver wolf lived fully as both beloved to Leilu and as part of an alpha pair leading his pack.

More importantly, I couldn’t imagine my life without Ikfael. As utilitarian as I could be, my priorities always-always-always centered on the personal, the meaningful, and the connected. I existed in community; I was best in community.

The thought of what I might lose in the process made me cringe. Of course it did! I’d worked damn hard for every gain in my Status, but I took comfort from the fairness of exchanges. The benefits should balance the costs, right?

The sight of Ikfael’s dejected face weighed heavily on me. She was right; I did chase after the things I wanted. And that sometimes meant choosing between them.

Magic was magic, and it would be miserable to lose the ability to use it. At the same time, I doubted that would happen. Maybe I couldn’t be sure of the intentions of higher beings, but I had faith in the depth of my own soul at least—in the richness of my lives in both this and my previous world.

And if losing my ability to do magic was the risk I’d have to take, then so be it. A hunter’s knife flashed in the dark. The blade, my decision, would show me the way.
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Fighting the Dark and Silver III

The wind scoured the ruins outside. If anything, the storm intensified as if it meant to tear the buildings from their foundations. Lightning forked, yet none of it touched us. In the room at the top of the pyramid, we were insulated.

I looked over at the Butcher of Men, but he was still unable to escape his stone corral. Above and behind me, Amleila’s situation also hadn’t changed. She’d not responded to the drama unfolding beneath her.

The timer on my phone read “2:18,” the seconds ticking down.

Ikfael’s jaw clenched tight, her concern evident in the way she looked at me. Spirit stuff flowed between us nonstop like a conveyor belt, and I understood her conviction. She was afraid too, but she did want us to become beloved to each other. She did think it was the right decision. She did feel for me: love, affection, and appreciation.

There’d also been annoyance, frustration, and anger too, but that was how things were when you lived with someone. No relationship was perfect, not even the one between Helen and I. We’d had our share of arguments. Love didn’t prevent them; it just made sure you had a place to return to once they were over.

“1:57”

“1:56”

“1:55”

I wiped my palms. The decision I’d made was not in response to my predicament, and I could easily postpone becoming beloved to Ikfael until after we returned to the Glen—until any point in the future, really. Except, by choosing now, we could all become silvered together.

I heard the Deer God snort in derision.

Gently, Yuki prodded, ‘Ollie/Eight?’

It was funny—throw me at a monster, and despite my fears I’d come up with a plan to defeat it. Training had taken me that far, but I hadn’t had enough practice with this. I’d gotten rusty.

“1:23”

“1:22”

Gods damn it, I thought. This isn’t a movie. I’m not going to wait until the last second to do something I want to do. So I took a steadying breath and said, “Ikfael, would you do me the honor of sharing your life with me?”

Her head quirked in confusion, which was reasonable since the language I’d used was English. I cleared my throat and tried again: “Ikfael, will you become my beloved?”

She signed, “Are you sure? The cost…”

“Whatever it is, it will be worth it. You are worth it.”

For a moment, she wavered, but it was nerves. Still, she was a brave one, my Ikfael. “Yes.”



The timer stopped at fifty-three seconds. A beat later, everything stopped, then the world turned sideways, I fell out of my body to appear above the Glen’s pool and splashed into the water below.

I recognized the spirit journey for what it was. There was a luminous glow to the land, a stillness too. Ikiira sat alongside the pool’s border, waiting for me. That… that was different. The one time I’d previously spirit journeyed with Ikfael, she’d been an otter throughout.

I pulled myself out of the water and took a seat beside her. Without the body’s myriad organs and chemicals to cloud things, my thoughts were calmer. It was comfortable, pleasant, and enjoyable to simply sit beside Ikiira and watch the pool.

The light changed, although I couldn’t tell you if it had any particular direction to it. There was no night, per se, and no dawn or dusk either. Simply, the light moved and the shadows moved with it. Time passed, and in a moment of clarity I found that Ikiira had leaned against me, her head on my shoulder.

She was warm. Her breathing was soft. She reached out to intertwine her fingers with mine.

Night did fall then. The stars came out to show off their cool radiance. The moon too, reflecting in the pool’s surface. Ikiira was beautiful, I thought, like the moon and stars were beautiful. Like the water flowing through the Glen. Like the stones that made up the earth’s bones. Like the green things that lived atop them.

We were both hunters, foodies, artists, storytellers, and so many other things. We’d fought alongside each other and played too; the Glen often rang with peals of our laughter. There was the wholeness of life between us, and whether she was called Ikfael or Ikiira, this person beside me belonged to me and I belonged to her.

In the timelessness of that understanding, the sense of my beloved became clearer. Her shape was carved into me and her presence filled it. The same happened to her, and when the last details clicked into place, she turned to face me. Her fingers caressed my cheek.

“My beloved,” we each said to the other.



I came back to my body changed. A heat radiated from my spine, like someone had hooked up a car battery to the silver threads running through it. The pain was sharp but tolerable. It also didn’t bode well; those threads were an artifact of my Path of the Storm Caller.

With my eyes closed, I knew exactly where Ikfael sat in relation to me. I felt her thoughts quickening in the aftermath of our shared experience. There was a hesitation too, as we both realized that there were aspects of ourselves now missing.

Her feelings brushed mine like her fingers had my cheek—offering comfort, seeking solace. Whatever the result, we were together.

When I looked, I saw the timer remained stuck at fifty-three seconds. A stack of notifications waited, and I opened the first.

	Soul Bridge
You have formed a soul bridge to another being. The following was necessary for its construction: You have lost the talents for Lightning Affinity and Heart of the Storm. In addition, the Path of the Storm Caller is no longer available.
You are currently pathless and dawn. A new structure must be put into place immediately to maintain integrity of your talent vessel, so you have been assigned the temporary Path of the Pathless.



A pit opened in my stomach, and Ikfael shared my horror. Yet immediately in response, she filled me with hope for the future. For the loss to be so great, the gains must match them.

Ikfael had it easier; I felt the loss of her Ritualist and Skillful Defender talents, but at least her path was still intact.

Filled with sadness, I almost couldn’t read the next notification that popped up, but I had to. Surely Ikfael was right, and the gains would make up for the gut-wrenching losses.

	Beloved of Ikfael

To become the beloved of a spirit of the land is a great honor and a great responsibility. Walker, you must now help the one called Ikfael refine the world. Your Path to Perfection both broadens and narrows as a result.
The following benefits are now active:
	A bridge has formed, allowing for increased intimacy of thought and emotions 

	For your beloved to aid you, no exchanges are required 

	All soul marks are shared 

	The overlap of vessels may also allow for some talents to be shared 

	Spells originating from one may also originate from the other 

	Any light gathered can be applied to either of the beloved 

	150 years has been added to your life expectancy 


Please note that while the benefits related to soul marks and life expectancy are fundamental, the others require permission from the source.
You are now an instrument for the perfection of the world, as well as the guarantor of your beloved’s exchanges. As such, you must participate in the reckoning spirits of the land face at the end of every Long Dark.



I stared dumbly at the notification as my brain broke thinking about shared soul marks and talents. I’d not seen that in Leilu’s and Moonlight’s relationship, but maybe that was a quirk of their specific entries. They weren’t spellcasters in the traditional sense either, so I’d had no idea beloved could cast spells through each other.

Wait, with Ikfael and me so close, does that mean she’d now be willing to take Yuki…

I felt her acquiescence. There were no more secrets between us, so she had nothing to hide. She would finally let Yuki meet her directly, taking an extension of them into her. That would make the uekisheile so happy.

The benefits were enough to temper the pain. Make no mistake, I felt the losses keenly, but there was hope here too. The addition to my lifespan alone was no joke. I could expect to live for three hundred fifty years once I became silvered.

The next notification flashed before I could do anything else.

	325,144 silverlight gathered. 81,286 absorbed.



And the cold burned. Ice flowed through me, chilling me to the center of my bones.



I lay on a bed of pelts torn from the bodies of my enemies. My den was at the top of a pyramid now ruined because the people who’d built it had long, long since passed. All around me was a jungle teeming with life, yet none of it drew my attention. What could? Time was death simply waiting to happen. Everything else was an ageless chore—a yoke and a burden.

The fleeting moments of passion were nothing more than transitory distractions. Even stone crumbled eventually. The vines crawling over its surface withered, only to be replaced again and again by new life: aimless and doing nothing more than pointlessly exist before dying.

The Path to Perfection was a lie, because no matter how much stronger I grew, everything else became less and less interesting—until the day a winged kalesk from far to the north made a pilgrimage to me for an exchange.

Beloved to another, Asiik captured my attention like nothing else had. My world filled with color in his presence. It became lively in the light of his sharp mind.

Our exchange was fair—the cost was his time, a span long enough to win his heart. And through him, to also meet, woo, and win Heleitia.

Who else was so blessed as to have two beloved? And yet I was greedy. If two enriched my endless life so, what might three do?

The others said the boy Baxta was too sly to be trusted, but I saw the glory in his soul. The story he told was compelling. After all, what was the use of power? Of strength and cunning? What good were they, if not directed toward a grand purpose. If not used to build something timeless.

Baxta knew how to want. It gave his life meaning and direction. Might it not do the same for me?

The exchanges were intricate and subtle. The boy extracted their full value, and I received my fair share from them too.

People fell and so did their cities; all the while we grew stronger, but not for the cause of perfection. The empire we built was proof of our hunger, a monument to outlast the sun and moon.

Heleitia, the poor child, fled back to her home in the north. She understood our cause—of course a beloved must—but she disagreed. And a delight it was, the youthful drama making my life even more interesting. Even the lack of her when she blocked me from her mind and heart, all it did was stoke my desire.

She should not have run, though—not if she cared for her people. Because I had to follow, and where I went Baxta’s armies went too. The destruction was magnificent. It was no longer aimless. The deaths of the giant serpents in Heleitia’s homeland served a greater cause.

My dear Asiik, his time came to also disagree. He’d remained connected to Heleitia and felt her overwhelming sorrow. But I could not lose them both. To my endless shame and horror, I told Baxta of how Asiik sought to withdraw from us.

Sly Baxta. Cunning Baxta. Ruthless Baxta. He knew what the loss of Asiik would mean for his armies, so he gave me a gift: a gold necklace worthy of an empress. I preened as he put it on me; I keened as my will bent to his.



My thoughts then muddied when the light of thousands of beings suddenly rushed forth. I drowned in the waters, tossed among the currents, helpless and unable to right myself, until I was finally bucked clear.

Multiple notifications blinked, and my body shivered. My breath frosted as I sucked in and let go gulps of air, hyperventilating. I also felt both Yuki, Ikfael, and even the Deer God reeling.

Gathering my wits, I saw that the timer no longer displayed on my phone. The immediate crisis of my soul dissipating had passed. As for the Butcher, he thrashed in his pen like he’d been dropped into boiling oil. Something had sent him out of control.

I swayed as I stood to check on Amleila, and she… I’d never seen anything like it. Her body had emptied like she’d been juiced. Her fur was intact, but underneath it were the brass tubes, old bones, and desiccated flesh. The golden necklace now hung loosely from what was left of her neck.

We appeared to be in no immediate danger, so I let myself lean against the pedestal, recovering. Next to me, Ikfael did the same, then she started slapping her face to bring herself back to this place and time. The experience of being Amleila had felt so… so visceral.

A breeze blew across my chest. Alarmed, I looked for a breach in the walls, but there was none. The wind circled above Amleila’s body. Her ghost? But no, what my spirit eyes revealed was the Deer God coming into view.

His form became clearer and clearer—solidifying until, with an audible clatter, his hooves touched down onto the pedestal.

He was the size of an ordinary buck, but his coat shone with a million shades of earthy browns and forest greens, and his rack had at least fifteen points. He huffed to clear his nostrils, then did it again until something dark and slimy hit the floor.

The Deer God caught me staring and rolled his eyes. Then, he bounded down to the floor.

He was here, now an irrevocable part of Diaksha, which meant he possessed a valid talent vessel. My Status camera clicked.

	The Deer God (Earth Spirit, Silvered)
Talents: Spirit Born, Power Born, One with the Herd, Nature’s Judge, Impassive Guide, Artful Collaborator



I rubbed my forehead at seeing the depth of his talents. Although, I should’ve expected it. He’d been a real power back on Earth. What he’d translated into was not a spirit of the land, but something else, though.

The Deer God turned his attention inward to examine the changes within himself.

Yuki emerged from their own contemplations to say, ‘We’re okay. The energy from turning silvered is pushing us to advance too. We’re holding back until we’re sure everyone is safe.’

I also felt the energy—an upswelling of wild, exhilarating joy spinning through them, me, and Ikfael. I glanced at her, and she clearly had it under control, because there was a perplexed expression on her face.

“Are you okay? Is something wrong?” I asked.

“I don’t understand this artifact,” she signed. “Is it supposed to describe my abilities within the context of the World Spirit?”

“Artifact? What artifact?”

“At the top is my name, and then in order is my path, my age, the amount of silverlight I’ve accumulated throughout my life, and so on. The numbers all seem accurate, but why enumerate them like this? It’s as if the World Spirit now considers me a babe with no internal sense for my own abilities.”

“Is there… a blinking square at the top right?” I asked.

Ikfael nodded. “With some lines drawn on it? Yes.”

“Try focusing on the symbol,” I suggested.

“It expanded. Oh… oh. This is interesting. The artifact describes the process of forming a soul bridge. And this box, the rights and responsibilities of the beloved. The information is surprisingly articulate and helpful.” Ikfael looked up in shock. “Wait, this is how you are so sure of the names of talents, isn’t it? Your spirit eyes are not involved. The talent… let me find… here it is. The one called Talent Agency is what does it, combined with the soul mark God Touched; I can read what they do by focusing deeper.”

Ikfael glared. “You are not a Little Pot of Questions. You are a Large Pot of Mysteries. Look at all these things you’ve kept hidden! At least your numbers match the maps of your spirit. There are no surprises there.” Her eyes narrowed. “Tell me, who exactly is Helen Miriam Sandoval, and why do you have their blessing?”

I suddenly felt like a kid caught with his hand in the cookie jar, but more importantly… “You can see my information?” I asked, dumbfounded.

“There is an arrow,” Ikfael replied. “Also, you did not answer my question.”

Things were happening too quickly, and thinking was hard when joy was practically spilling out my ears. Ikfael had access to phone like mine likely as a product of the soul marks I shared with her. And she could see my Status too?


40

Evolution I

Ignoring any other changes for now, I found that when I swiped between my visible and hidden Statuses, I could go one screen farther.

	Ikfael

	Path of the Land Spirit (Otter Avatar)
	7

	Age
	223

	Silverlight
	97,791

	Darklight
	488

	Total Light
	98,279



And below the identifying information were her soul marks:

	Soul Marks
	Mana Door 

	Way of the Hunter 

	Fateful Exchange 

	Spirit Transformation 

	Mana Spring 

	God Touched 

	Dawn 

	Beloved 

	Spontaneous Formation (shared) 

	Memories of Another World (shared) 





Several appeared to be duplicates, but there were also some unique to her and me. Swiping back, I saw two new additions to my Status: Fateful Exchange (shared) and Mana Spring (shared).

When I saw Mana Spring listed, my eyes instantly shot down to check my Secondary Attributes. Body Power and Qi had stayed the same, but the amount of mana available to me had tripled!

	Mana
	151



It felt like… it felt like an ocean now dwelled within me. I got a little woozy then; it was just too damn impactful.

I tried to read the soul mark’s tooltip, but I saw a familiar loading screen instead. It’d take time for the contents to decode, and the same was true for Fateful Exchange.

So how much mana did Ikfael have? Checking, I saw:

	Body Power
	49

	Qi
	37

	Mana
	139



Those are really healthy for Level 7. There must be another bonus somewhere. I looked through her Status again and realized… Wait, I don’t have Spirit Transformation.

I double checked, and that particular soul mark hadn’t been shared. Which makes sense, since I’m not a spirit of the land.

My eyes couldn’t help glancing a little farther down on my Status. Two new talents were there: Hoarder's Pocket (shared) and Devoted Artist (shared).

Heavens, I nearly jumped for joy. By a hair’s breadth, I almost lost control and triggered the level up to silvered. No one could blame me for my excitement, though—I’d gotten access to the Hoarder’s Pocket.

I reached up to my chest, and I suddenly knew the pocket’s contents. Everything that Ikfael had shoved in there was available to me, and I could add to it too. At the moment, the space was packed full of furniture—beautiful, splendidly valuable furniture.

The only thing better would’ve been getting both Hoarder’s Pocket and One with Stone and Water, but that was just me being greedy.

Ikfael tapped me on the hip. “I feel you gazing upon our treasures. Don’t believe this will delay me. What is your answer?”

“Hmm? Answer about what?”

Ikfael’s eyes narrowed. “Who is Helen Miriam Sandoval?”

“Oh, yes. I’m sorry, I got distracted.” I thought about how to respond and decided to simply let my feelings flow. That was a better approach than me fumbling with words. Besides, I didn’t think it was possible for anyone to eavesdrop on us while we were within the pyramid’s protections, but just in case.

My heart filled with love, sorrow, and a little guilt too, even now. But like all the other emotions having to do with my old life, they’d become familiar friends. Hardly any twinged these days—not really.

“There were children,” Ikfael signed.

My feelings grew more complicated. It was hard to stop worrying about my kids, even though they were adults. Hells, Alex probably had kids of her own by now. Odds were, I was a grandfather, which was weird to think about.

In return, Ikfael offered me her contentment and her loneliness—the long years she’d spent living in the Glen while learning how to be by herself. There were no lingering attachments left. The people she’d lost had died a long time ago.

My arrival in her world had been a revelation. It might not have been a pleasant one at first, but I had grown on her. Well, she’d certainly grown on me too, and that pulled an innocent smile out of her. I couldn’t help noticing my own in return.

The feeling of delight merged with the wild joy winding its way through us. The desire to become silvered pressed us to move ahead. The Path to Perfection called.

Yuki seemed to feel it the most. Maybe because they were the oldest among us?

‘Ollie/Eight, we don’t know how much longer we can hold out. We really want to GROW.’

“A little longer. Let’s make sure we’re truly safe before we commit to the process. I want to—”

With a tilt of his head, the Deer God caught my attention, then gored the Butcher of Men, stabbing the undead warrior with his antlers and piercing the core in the process. He snorted to keep the darklight dispersing away from him.

Then he turned his attention toward the death crystal above us. The stone under his hind hooves cracked as he launched himself at it. Caught between his antlers, the crystal tore free from its mount, and a moment later he smashed it to the ground in an aerial dive that should’ve been impossible for a deer. Bronze tubes rang as they fell to the ground around him.

Amazingly, the crystal appeared undamaged.

Undeterred, the Deer God righted himself to repeatedly bash the crystal against the pedestal, and when it became evident that it was the pedestal losing the exchanges, he switched gears once again. He let the crystal fall in order to pry the talon free.

He didn’t care that he trampled Amleila’s corpse in the process. The talon had to have been high silvered for it to bind her; an object that magical would certainly be able to damage the crystal.

I jumped up to help him.

You okay, Yuki?

‘Yes, we’ll make ourselves wait until the Deer God is finished.’

The process of me becoming dawn had taken about half a day to complete, with much of the time spent out of commission. The change to silvered would likely be just as intense, if not more. There was no way we’d let it happen without being assured of our safety.

Even getting caught up in Ikfael’s and my Statuses had been a bad idea until the work was done.

Fortunately, the talon pierced the crystal with barely any effort whatsoever. The Deer God had us run it through ten times from a variety of angles until he was satisfied. Then he proceeded to piss on the crystal.

Note to self, never get on his bad side.

The talon had worked wonders, like the obsidian knife but amped up a thousandfold. I found myself wondering if we could use it to make spears, knives, and arrowheads?

Maybe there was a way to petrify the talon so that Ikfael’s talent would work on it? Or wrap it with stone bands? The lethality of her attacks would skyrocket. My thoughts ran ahead. There was simply too much to examine and think about and consider.

Slow down, Ollie. A step at a time.

“Are you all right?” Ikfael asked, concerned.

“Yuki wants to level,” I replied.

She sighed. “And the answer to my question?”

“Oh, sorry, yes. I’m okay. You can’t tell?”

“I can feel your excitement,” she signed. “It is like having a bee’s wings in my head, though. Is that normal?”

I flashed her a wry smile. “Sometimes.”

She nodded, then turned to eye the talon, clearly having her own designs on it. When she went to make room in the Hoarder’s Pocket, however, the Deer God stepped in her way. The two of them stared at each other for a good couple of minutes before she signed, “Okay, we can agree to that.”

The Deer God grunted, and then bent down to continue eating the talon—not the actual physical material but the power inside. He’d apparently held onto that ability in his transition to earth spirit.

I worriedly asked Ikfael, “We can still use it after he’s done, right?”

“He said it will retain its physical integrity. He’s merely consuming the… he called it the ‘more-interesting part.’ ”

“Do you think we can—”

“—wrap it in stone? I’m not sure; the talon might fall through. It’s common wisdom a silvered spearhead needs a dawn haft. Otherwise, the World Spirit wouldn’t recognize its authority to hold the spearhead in place.”

“So we’d need silvered materials to contain the talon’s authority,” I said.

Ikfael nodded, yet her thoughts were elsewhere: on the talon, on her path forward, and on me. There were uncertainties aplenty about what would happen next, and she was checking with herself to make sure she didn’t have any regrets.

She didn’t, and that realization was what finally calmed me down, because I didn’t either.

‘Does this mean we can level now?’ Yuki asked.

The last potential danger, the death crystal, was demolished. It now lay wet and reeking beside the Deer God, who knelt on the floor and happily munched on the talon’s power.

Mumu and the rest? I asked.

‘They know we’ve triumphed and reaped the rewards. They’ve retreated back to the Temple of Wanting to study the writings there.’ Yuki chuckled. ‘Teila nearly gave away the secret of our communications when she heard the news by she crying out in joy. Haol, at least, was quieter. He merely tripped over his feet.’ The hum of their qi was louder than usual, I noticed.

I checked twice to make sure Amleila’s ghost hadn’t lingered, but she must’ve fled as soon as she’d had the opportunity to do so. So yeah, we were done here. I snagged the gold necklace still laying on pedestal, smugly put it in the Hoarder’s Pocket, and gestured for Ikfael to follow me.

If we were going to become silvered, we might as well do it in comfort. There were beds down below we could use.



As we walked downstairs, the candle stones flickered out one by one. Them going dark wasn’t an issue—we had our own to light the way—but it was indicative of how the pyramid’s systems seemed to be shutting down.

The big question, of course, was if Asiik was still alive. If he was, then he’d know we’d freed Amleila from her bindings, which also meant he was free now too. Once upon a time, he’d loved exploring—winging across the sky to look for interesting things on the ground. He’d made it a tradition to bring the tastiest of those treats to his beloveds.

That was the old him, though: the one from Amleila’s memories before she’d been enslaved. The current Asiik had surely changed since then. Well, not that it mattered to me—our expedition had snuck into Old Baxteiyel, and we’d sneak right back out when we were ready. There’d be less drama that way.

For now, the three of us headed to the living quarters downstairs and found the largest room. The bed in it had gotten left behind because it was bigger than all the others—the thing could sleep four easily. We’d looted the bedding, though, and I took pleasure in removing the sheets and blankets from the Hoarder’s Pocket to create a little nest for Ikfael and me to sit in.

“Yuki first?” she asked.

‘Please, please, please, please’ the uekisheile said.

I nodded. “They’re anxious to get going.”

“Then let them wait no longer. I will hold from meeting Yuki until after they’ve become silvered.”

‘Thank you,’ Yuki said, and the wholeness of their being radiated love, affection, and a wild, wild joy. ‘We’re starting now.’

If anything, the exhilaration refined to a point, remaining steady for a moment of impossible stasis before the center could hold no longer. Wave after wave of energy crashed through Yuki, and the qi that made up their body hummed until my teeth vibrated. It tickled my tongue.

The feeling lasted for almost ten minutes before Yuki came back to themselves. ‘I have a choice of paths,’ they said, their mind’s voice hoarse. ‘The World Spirit is urging me to choose one right-now-hurry, but we need to consult-ask-seek.’

“What are the options?” I asked aloud.

‘There are no names or tooltips,’ they replied, ‘but the path forks into four directions. We can focus on invasion, spellcasting, sapience, or symbiosis. Ah… there’s one more. It appears to be a child of sapience and symbiosis—a hybrid? We almost missed it because it was so close to the others.’

I translated for Ikfael, and she asked, “What does our Yuki’s heart tell them?”

‘We like being with people; it’s fun connecting with them and connecting them with each other. Nothing can stop us when we’re coordinated like that. As the great Colonel Hannibal Smith once said, “We love it when a plan comes together.” ’

“Which path supports that best?” I asked.

Their attention withdrew to consider the options. They weighed the benefits of faster processing speeds, versus the proliferation of the extensions of their consciousness, versus a nodal system for encouraging further multi-threading. ‘Either sapience or the sapience-symbiosis hybrid. We don’t know which to choose.’

I laughed. “I’ve been in that dilemma before. The answer is that there’s no wrong answer.” A grin spread across my face. “Seriously, if you’re having such a hard time choosing, then both are good options. Just pick whichever one you think would suit you best.”

‘Then we’re selecting the hybrid,’ they said, their voice doubling with excitement. ‘The highs aren’t as high, but the underlying framework is a blend of enhanced authority and influence. It’ll be so cool!’

My vision suddenly went white and my consciousness was overwhelmed. Chilled water flowed through my meridians, washing me with its cool embrace. All I could think was that it was a good thing we were in a comfortable spot, because I’d gone face first into the blankets. A moment later, Ikfael turned me over and stretched me out into a more comfortable position.

When I’d turned dawn, my body heated up and the fever had lasted for hours. Was the coolness a function of the uekisheile, of turning silvered, or of both?

I felt Yuki’s consciousness concentrate once again. They held that way, compressing and compressing, until a critical point passed, and then they expanded in a soundless bang. Their conscious flung itself out, spreading through the room atop a wave of their influence. Never had they felt more real to me. They were stronger than ever, and then they got even stronger as they climbed the levels from silvered ten to… to… I gauged their strength… Level 14.

The room swirled with their excitement.

“I feel our Yuki’s influence,” Ikfael signed. “They have crossed the barrier to silvered.”

“They most certainly have,” I said.

‘No spoilers, and no trying to figure out what we’ve gained!’ Yuki’s voice was crisp, like their signal had been boosted. ‘We want to be the last to share.’

I moved a blanket to cover myself more thoroughly. “You’re really not going to tell us? I thought we’d coordinate.”

‘There’s no need,’ Yuki said. ‘Whatever you choose, we will support you.’

“They are as stubborn as you are,” Ikfael signed, and then poked me in the chest afterward. “Your turn.”

I shivered in anticipation, and the grin on my face might’ve looked a little goofy as I opened the first of the notifications: the ones from absorbing Amleila’s light.

	The skill Spirit Magic has increased from 8 to 9.
The skill Time Magic has increased from 0 to 2.

The skill Spirit Arts increased from 12 to 13.
The skill Taoism has increased from 12 to 13.



I had to stop to check the Time Magic skill, but the tooltip remained unchanged, and the memories were just of Amleila weathering the ages. I even doublechecked, but that really was all.

Then there was the big notification. I held my breath and willed it to open.

	The World Spirit rejoices. Another has become silvered. The process begun at dawn continues, and the constraints of the body and mind are further lifted.
Walker, know that every step transforms the path and the world. For reaching this milestone, you receive:
	A bonus attribute point and guaranteed talent. 

	Bonuses to your capacities for body power, qi, and mana. 

	An increase of maximum human attributes from 25 to 30. 


Your path evolves! Please select from one of the following options before continuing: 
	Earth Priest 

	Water Saint 

	Spirit Hunter 





The elation let loose for real, and the euphoria was almost painful. The air grew cold, and I dimly noted how Ikfael threw another blanket on top of me. The very marrow in my bones hurt. My thoughts grew sluggish, but I felt disconnected from them at the same time, as if observing myself from the outside.

My options were only three. The tooltips came to mind as I considered them in turn.

	Earth Priest: Your reverence nourishes the land. This is a unique path born of your extraordinary origins, the connections you made previous to your current incarnation, and the relationships to the divine since then. You would represent the authority of the land when required, and the focus is on spellcasting in the nature- and core-elemental domains. The closer you are to the land and its spirits, the more powerful you become.



A unique path doesn’t mean it’s better—just that it’s particular to me. I do appreciate the focus on the land, though, and more magic is always good. Plus, I’d get stronger from something I’m already doing.

	Saint of Water: Water is life, and water is change. It is the great engine by which even mountains are brought low. This unusual path offers unparalleled access to hydromancy, as well as significant boosts to the power of water-based abilities and the control of them. You would also gain affinity to water and significant authority over any within the range of your influence. Finally, as water flows, so does this path: it adapts to the contours of the life chosen for it and offers a flexibility of options rarely seen at this stage of the Path to Perfection. There are two other water saints in the world, and they are as alike as red and blue.



I’ve never seen “unparalleled" show up in a tooltip before. That’s kind of heady, isn’t it? To be the very absolute best at something. Does it make sense to be that much of specialist, though? Then again, it’s not like anything will ever stop me from learning all the magics. I’d simply have to do it without bonuses. It’s interesting that the System mentioned the other water saints. Was it to drive home the point about the path being exclusive, flexible, or both?

	Spirit Hunter: Most beings never notice the hidden world outside their five senses. You, on the other hand, have found a way to straddle the line between physical and spiritual. No boundaries stop you when hunting for threats to the land and its denizens. Wherever they may originate from, this path offers the tools necessary to track them down and eliminate them. Expect a focus on martial skills, as well as nature and spirit magics. A moderate amount of authority is invested in order to mark targets for culling.



This would be the more-of-the-same choice. The focus on the spiritual is what separates it from other spellcasting hunter paths. The vibe is a bit assassiny, though. It reminds me of the Veil Walker option at Level 5.

I took a breath in a useless attempt to calm the riotous energy, and when that didn’t work, I settled for rereading each of the tooltips. I didn’t glean any new insights, nor did I get any helpful hints or clues from System-Eight. The language was all straightforward.

A moment later, Ikfael listened while in her thinking pose as I read the options aloud.

Do you need our advice? Yuki asked, a hint of mischief in their voice.

“You’re going to tell me there are no bad options, aren’t you?”

They snickered. ‘Maybe.’

My eyebrows lifted. “Just that?”

‘Good advice repeated is still good advice,’ they said.

Ikfael sat back with a sigh. “It’s said that the World Spirit doesn’t offer unwelcome choices, and all of these seem powerful. You are being rewarded for your hard work and sacrifices.”

“You think so?”

“I do,” she replied.

“And what would you recommend?

Her face scrunched up. “The most uncertain of the three is Earth Priest, stemming as it does from the intersection of worlds. I also wonder at the path’s limits. Will you have to seek out new and greater spirits to grow in power? Also, the world speakers would want you. Desperately so.”

“There’s no way I’ll ever join them. Their pyramids are snake pits.”

Ikfael nodded. “That they are. The last option—the Path of the Spirit Hunter—you know it is the straightest of the paths, correct?”

“It’s me doing my thing, minus the… minus the storm calling.”

She put a paw on my knee. “Yes.”

The feeling of exhilaration amped up, as if I wasn’t allowed to feel despondent about the loss of my previous path. “It occurs to me,” I said through gritted teeth, “that Spirit Hunter doesn’t offer anything I don’t already have. I can just keep doing what I’m doing without its help.”

Ikfael nodded. “A truth, perhaps.”

“A truth for certain,” I said. “I can expect to live another three hundred fifty years. That’s a long time to train, not even accounting for Yuki’s Dream Worker talent. What I want to get better at, I will.”

Ikfael’s eyes opened wide in realization. “Yes! Do you think that I might also participate in these nightly trainings?”

“What?”

“Our soul bridge—do you think it might enable me to dream alongside Yuki and you?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe? Once you have a portion of them inside you?”

‘We can try!’ Yuki said. ‘And if trying isn’t enough, we will do. Whatever it takes! Short of crossing any boundaries we shouldn’t, of course, because that would be bad. Anything else, though, we will make happen!’

Ikfael laughed after I’d translated for Yuki. “We will meet soon enough, but first our Eight must decide his path, and I must decide mine.”

“I think…” The words petered off, as I really thought things through. “I think I’m going to rule out Spirit Hunter. If I really am going to live for centuries, I want more flexibility than what it offers.”

“The same is true for Earth Priest, yes?” Ikfael asked.

I nodded. “This is going to sound selfish, but I need my own authority. Representing another’s isn’t enough—not when I’ve seen how influence is used. I’m tired of being pushed around.”

“So, the most specialized of the paths is the one you will choose,” Ikfael signed.

“Ironically, yes. Because of the nature of water.”

My thoughts spooled out to consider the long, long life ahead of me. I would need something to keep me interested, and a focused path with flexibility offered an interesting challenge, as did learning the intricacies of water. There were some obvious ways the element could be used, but the skill ceiling was likely high.

I forced myself to disregard the pressure to decide-decide-decide and retraced my thinking, just in case I missed anything. Ikfael simply waited for me, even though she was under the same pressure.

My connection to water came from her. The Mana Door soul mark she’d inscribed within me had been the start of things. I looked back over that tooltip.

	Mana Door
Silverlight is the only reality, and every being is magical. This soul mark provides access to the freeform mana emitted by silverlight, and allows for the intentional creation of hitherto-unknown magics. Because of the eisendon used, there is minimal efficiency lost, a natural affinity to water, and a small bonus to water-based spells.



With this path, I’d lean into that strength. And there’s something in me that’s really focused on the significant authority from Water Saint. Yeah, no matter what, it won’t be a bad decision.

“I’m choosing,” I said aloud. All it took was a touch of will for it to be so.

I suddenly couldn’t breathe, like there was no oxygen to be had. My lungs simply fluttered uselessly in my chest. Then, my muscles locked up—this part at least was similar to when I’d become dawn—but they soon melted as if they’d been injected with a relaxant.

The nerves throughout my body began to heat. The feeling was comfortable at first, but as the minutes passed, the temperature increased until my insides felt like they were being branded by countless microscopic wires.

As the pain radiated through me, Meliune’s Blessing finally descended. My consciousness was put in a box so that I could watch what happened without concern. Briefly, I was reminded of the process used to print circuit boards. Also, every once in a while, I recognized the motion of my body flinching.

Time passed, and I didn’t seem to mind. Both Yuki and the Deer God had been quick to complete the process of becoming silvered, but I was apparently a slowpoke. Unless time dilation was involved? Or distortion of my perception of time?

The next thing I knew, Ikfael was running a paw through my hair. I could feel my body again. Groggily, I sat up and instantly regretted it. Everything ached, every inch of me. The pins and needles set in, all at once.

“Ow, ow, ow, ow!”

The room’s lights had gone out, and Ikfael now had only a single candle stone lit. There was also a mug of water set on the floor for me and some jerky beside it to eat until I regained my strength.

She signed, “Welcome back, my beloved.”

“Thank you,” I replied, my voice hoarse. A glance at the clock showed that almost three hours had passed. Slowly, I stretched to work out the kinks. The pins and needles were slow to fade, but fade they did. What they left behind was a languid tranquility that was deeply comfortable. I felt at ease. I felt strong.

	Congratulations. You have collected enough silverlight to grow in power.
You’re now Level 10 and silvered. You receive two free attribute points. Checking for new talents. *Ding* Your hard work has successfully triggered a nascent talent.
Attribute and skill gains have been finalized. Thank you for striving toward perfection.
	Agility has increased from 15 to 16. 

	Constitution will grow from 13 to (14). 

	Body Power Arts has decreased from 5 to 2 

	Hydromancy has increased from 10 to 14. 

	Nature Magic has increased from 9 to 10. 

	Qi Body has increased from 13 to 14. 

	Qi Body Arts has increased from 13 to 14. 

	Spirit Magic has increased from 9 to 10. 

	Hydrodynamics skill gained. The initial rank is 4. 

	Ocean Survival is now Ocean and Waterways Survival. The rank has increased from 5 to 10. 


The base benefits for a Level 10 Saint of Water are active.
	Attribute foci: 
	Wisdom, primary 

	Spirit, secondary 

	Your choice of tertiary attribute 



	Skill foci: 
	Hydromancy 

	Two additional magical disciplines of your choice 

	Hydrodynamics 

	Ocean and Waterways Survival 

	Three martial disciplines of your choice 

	Two additional disciplines of any category except magical or martial 




Your capacity for silverlight has grown. Secondary attributes increase by another 40%. The total bonus is now 220%.
	Body power has increased from 36 to 42. 

	Qi has increased from 116 to 132. 

	Mana has increased from 151 to 173. 





Gods, that was enough mana to cast spells for days. And true to its word, the System had delivered on its promise of flexibility; the path offered me so many choices, but first I had to check the new talent.

	Baptism of Water
From the beginning of this incarnation, water has been the source of your salvation. Rivulets of this most precious of the elements flow through your soul. Your choices of eisendon and path already mark you for water affinity, and this talent completes the triad. You gain additional significant authority over matters relating to water, as well as healthy bonuses to all water-affinity-based abilities. Yes, this means that your soul mark, path, and talent are mutually reinforcing.
The spirits of water adore you, and water nourishes you. Submersion in natural bodies of water provides a minor healing effect, as well as extending life expectancy by a miniscule amount. In addition, submersion accelerates the recovery of magical energies.
Water responds to your will. This talent includes the effects of being Water-Touched.



Holy… oh my god… what?

The stoppers to my waterskins both popped open as the remaining contents flowed out to pool in front of my face. There was only about a cup’s worth, but the water bending to my will was beautiful. Yuki gyrated in celebration.

Across from me, the joy on Ikfael’s face mirrored my own. “You’ve become Water-Touched?” she signed, then pressed her will onto the water.

I could feel her delicate touch upon the surface, which she used to turn the globule into a true sphere and make it spin. I had a lot to learn, it seemed, but that was okay; my teacher was the best.

She laughed as she danced the sphere around us, then she let her control drop so that it was up to me to keep it moving. Back and forth we played, simply enjoying the impromptu game for a little while—not too long, though, because I wasn’t done with my leveling and Ikfael was waiting for her turn.

Letting the water sphere drift, I returned to my Status.

The only other change to my talents was Scholar of Land and Sky evolving to now include the Sea. It promised small bonuses to the study of the natural world, as well as related abilities.

As for the skill decrease to Body Power Arts, that was to be expected. According to Yuki, the filaments running through my spine were still present but now dead. And no new ones had been added. Apparently, becoming Water-Touched didn’t need them.

Next, there were the choices to be made. A few were easy: I picked Spear Arts, Archery, and Knife Arts for my martial disciplines. For my tertiary attribute selection, I talked it over with Yuki and Ikfael and decided on Constitution. Not only was the stat valuable on its own, but it contributed to the depth of a person’s qi well. It was also a difficult attribute to train in comparison to Strength and Agility, which ended up being the deciding factor.

The decisions about focus skills were tougher.

Nature Magic was a solid choice I used every day, but what about Time Magic? Could I learn how to cast those spells one step at a time through their respective skill-sensei? Unfortunately, the answer is likely no.

Yuki confirmed my assessment by reminding me of the struggle early on to find the necessary spells to make my magic skills effective. My best bet would be to pick something I could genuinely build on—which was how I landed on Spirit Magic.

As for the remaining two skill slots, Stealth was a given for a hunter, but the last choice wound up being the most hotly debated between the three of us. The shortlist included Forest Survival, Spirit Arts, and Taoism, with the final pick being Spirit Arts. The reasons were two-fold. One, the skill came directly from the experiences from my previous life, which meant that it heavily benefited from the God Touched soul mark. And two, I felt like I’d be dishonoring the memory of mis abuelos if I didn’t pick it.

Once my choices were made and locked in, I opened the rest of the notifications. I normally didn’t feel much during the “regular” level ups, but my blood pressure spiked as I gained four levels in a row.

Afterward, there was a sense of my body settling into its new normal and also a sensitivity that I couldn’t quite articulate yet. It was like I could tell the bed would give way if I chose to press against it. My presence was more important to the world, my will prioritized. At the moment, that influence moved aimlessly, but I knew I could train it to a purpose, like Silasenei, Ithia, and even Xefwen had.

Here is what I got in the process of climbing to Level 14:

	I hit 15 Constitution, 17 Wisdom, and 21 Spirit. 
	I gained another four free attribute points, giving me a total of seven. 
	The boost to my secondary attributes increased by another eighty percent for a total of three hundred percent. 
	My Enduring talent evolved to Supernatural Resilience. 
	I gained one rank in all my focus skills except for Hydromancy and Hydrodynamics, both ranking up twice instead. 


Then I assigned the free attribute points until I reached 25 Spirit and 20 Wisdom, hoping for the milestones to trigger more potent talents. Instead, Qi Sensitive evolved to Qi Savant, and Spirit Hunter evolved to Spirit Walker.

The tooltips of all three made specific mention of how by embracing the spirit world I’d made the talents more potent. That translated to increases in the bonuses they provided, as well as a new ability to leave my body to go spirit journeying. A ritual would still be required, but without the need for rare spell components.

There were no brand-new talents, though, which was a ridiculous thing to be saddened about given all the other gains, but human nature was human nature. We always wanted more, didn’t we? To ease the sting, I took another look at my capacity for magic.

	Body Power
	56

	Qi
	200

	Mana
	270



I giggled. I giggled like a boy finding the BB gun of his dreams under the Christmas tree. I’d lost the lightning in my veins, but this… this made it worthwhile. I felt the urge to leap and dance and started to grab Ikfael, but then I noticed how my connection to her felt so much stronger than before. I noticed the pain she’d been hiding—the swirling pressure to become silvered hadn’t abated at all.

My manic grin faded, and I calmed myself. Stroking the fur along the top of her head, I said, “It’s your turn, beloved. Wait no longer, and let the World Spirit rejoice in you and the path you walk.”
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Evolution II

Ikfael’s paws trembled with anticipation and also a touch of fear.

There was a common saying in Diaksh: “Three is the direction of five.” The less-common second half went: “Yet ten is an uncertain future.” Meaning, the gap between nine and ten was a wide one and if a person did to reach Level 10, then the amount of danger they faced escalated dramatically.

The Deer God residing in the Glen had given us a taste of what that would be like—monstrous creatures throwing themselves at us as they sought out his power. Now, we’d become magnets of our own.

Except, as I cradled Ikfael, her eyes closed in concentration, I noted her confidence in both us and our ability to defend ourselves. Together, we were a potent combination. Her fear originated from something else—a more personal decision.

Ikfael gasped as the silverlight changed her. One moment she was in my arms, and then she disappeared in a swirl of air. As surprised as I was, I knew she was okay. If anything, our connection strengthened as the level-up process began.

She’d told me before that spirits of the land didn’t get to choose their paths like other beings, since they were only a handful they could follow. However, they did get other choices. Exactly what those were she’d been coy about, though.

I could’ve checked her Status to see what she was doing, but Yuki rose up in protest. ‘No spoilers!’

“But you both already know my choices.”

‘Because Ollie/Eight needed help.’

“And Ikfael doesn’t?”

Yuki’s qi blipped in the equivalent of a raised eyebrow.

“Yeah, okay, I noticed that she knows what she wants.” The fear she’d felt wasn’t going to stop her.

For about twenty minutes, I reviewed my own Status and did some math, calculating that being Ikfael’s beloved had, in fact, tripled my mana capacity. It had then been boosted again by reaching Level 14.

In the end, my beloved only took about half an hour. The air swirled once again, and this time my eyes spotted a spirit spiraling to form a shape larger than before. I was starting to imagine Ikfael as a super-sized otter—but to my surprise a young woman appeared in my lap. Long dark hair framed a playful face and spilled toward a bare neck and shoulders. Cornflower-blue eyes gazed into mine. The irises were rimmed in gray the color of slate.

My heart stopped. I gulped, my Adam’s apple bobbing like a shy teenager’s head in the face of beauty.

Ikiira wrapped her arms around me. She buried her face in my shoulder, and her hair tickled my nose. A strong, warm voice whispered, “I am here.”

My brain kicked into gear. My surprise had had me just sitting there like a lump, so I put my arms around Ikiira, Ikfael, Ikfiirael? I put my arms around my beloved and hugged her tightly. “Welcome back.”



In a daze, I listened as Ikfael—she’d made it clear Ikiira was no more—narrated how spirits of the land weren’t able to change their choice of avatar until they reached silvered.

“The way to think of it,” she said, pulling the blankets around herself, “is that dawn is the stripping away of bark from a tree and silver is the carving of something useful from it. Or a smith putting metal into a forge to heat it up, and then hammering it until a tool is made.”

A small smile slipped out as she gazed at her fingers. Her toes stuck out from under the blankets, and she wiggled them. “Even so, such a dramatic change is difficult unless one’s path happens to coincide with it. In my case, my spirit remembered my old body, and our zasha, who helped me transform in the first place, was willing to help again.”

“For an exchange,” I clarified.

“Always,” she said, “and this time it was even more potent and far reaching.”

“Is this what that meeting between the spirits of the land was about? You made the exchange in preparation for this day?”

She nodded, her hair spilling forward, then frowned and reached back to braid it. My Ikfael had a lovely body, which was much too distracting with just a blanket spilling off her shoulders.

I grabbed the blanket to move it back into position and swung around so that I could take care of her hair for her. “Let me do that.”

“A hunter’s braid,” she said, then tested the next part in her head before speaking. “The one for a married spouse. Also, you should now call me Ikfei.”

The hair felt silky and rich. My fingers paused when I registered the words, then they continued in the style she’d requested. It… wasn’t like she was wrong, and an affectionate nickname for her was long past due.

I wondered when my heart would start beating again.

Yuki nudged me. ‘Silly Ollie/Eight, it hasn’t really stopped.’

I feel like I’m in a dream, I thought.

‘The best kind,’ Yuki said.

Did you know this was coming? I asked them.

‘The pattern of actions indicated Ikfael reaching for something precious, something she’d risk everything for.’

Ikfei turned to glance at me. “With Amleila dead, our zasha no longer needs to hide in the Glen. We are—” She swallowed. “She will release me from my first exchange and my obligation to guard her door. We are free to travel, if you’d like.”

A second time my fingers paused, and I tilted my head forward to touch hers. She leaned back into me and said, “I noticed, you know, the words you used when you promised not to leave me. You’d said that you wouldn’t go anywhere without me. A fair exchange means I have to do my part.”

“It’s not an exchange. We don’t need one when beloved to each other.”

“Then it my heart’s desire that moves me so. I will not lose you—not to striving and not to time.”

“I’m still mortal,” I said.

I felt her eyes narrow. There was steel in her voice as she said, “For now.”



On our explorations earlier that day, we’d found dawn-enchanted clothes that had survived the ruin of Baxteiyel, so Ikfei went through the Hoarder’s Pocket, looking for things that fit her. She settled on a vest beaded with small, pearlescent shells. Rows of green ribbons at the sides bound it tight to her body. The pants she selected were leather and a rich umber color. And for her feet, she wore sandals, which she trimmed to length with her obsidian knife.

She was breathtaking.

Yuki spun in happy circles and separated an extension of themselves, the fuchsia-colored lichen growing out from the palm of my hand. ‘It’s time! It’s time!’

There was a curious-wry-expectant look on Ikfei’s face as she took the bundle from me. She peered at Yuki closely before they disappeared into her.

For a moment, I was the one who felt disoriented as the two connections echoed. Waves of delight and wonder reverberated back and forth. A sly whimsy slipped in too, along with the sense of secrets being shared. Fun secrets and plans for pranks and a giddiness at this long-long-long anticipated true meeting between Yuki and Ikfei.

The feeling for me was like when I’d first opened my spirit eyes, with too much sensory information hitting me all at once. The difference now, though, was my 20 Wisdom and 25 Spirit. After a couple of minutes to acclimate to the interplay, my balance returned, and I simply enjoyed the overflowingness of it all until Yuki was ready to share their spoilers.

Ikfei laughed as she humored the overexcited uekisheile.

Then it was Yuki’s turn to laugh. ‘We can’t wait anymore to tell you: we are an uekisheile no longer and now travel the Path of the Hidden Mind instead.’ Their qi danced a jig within me. ‘With our growth to Level 14, we now have 25 Intelligence, and our qi well is deep enough for approximately two-hundred fifteen points’ worth of qi.’

A tendril of lichen appeared from the back of my hand. ‘Look, look, look,’ they urged.

	Yuki the Hidden Mind (Lichen, Silvered)
Talents: Qi Savant, Magical Technician, Otherworldly Sapience, One with Qi, Multi-Threaded, Dream Worker, Networked

Nascent Talents: Ageless



“That’s amazing. You had three talents evolve and also gained Networked. What does it do?” I asked.

‘We’re glad you’re curious,’ Yuki said, and the image they conveyed was of a professor tugging on their blazer’s hem. ‘Our ability to grow extensions will increase, as will our ability to distribute our consciousness among them. And, and! Our authority and influence extend wherever they go. They are not limited to our main body.’

Your other path options weren’t as good? I thought.

The tendril sticking out of my hand waved the idea away. ‘Pish posh, this one will be much more fun.’

“You heard all that?” I asked Ikfei.

She nodded her head in wonder. “All those times you laughed for no reason, now I understand.”

‘We’re family,’ Yuki said.

“The best kind,” I added. “We build each other up.”

“A… a truth,” Ikfei said.

Yuki hummed in happiness. ‘Once we’re somewhere safe, we’ll refine your qi. The taste is delicious, but the density is thinner than we expected.’

Ikfei’s laughter surprised her. It shook her shoulders. “Will I receive my own boon, then?”

‘Of course!’ Yuki said.

“I look forward to it.” Her smile tilted to the side as she looked at me. “I see you, my anxious beloved. You do not like to be kept waiting when there are surprises to be revealed.”

“I’m being good,” I objected, “and haven’t looked at your Status.”

“Ah, that is the word you use to describe how the World Spirit enumerates our abilities.” Ikfei tested the English. “It feels strange in the mouth, but also right too. Perhaps it will become part of our Diaksh.”

“You’re stalling,” I said, pretending to be stern.

Her smile spread. “I was, but no more.” She gestured as if putting herself on display. “As you can see, I am still a spirit of the land, but my avatar is now human. My level is thirteen. The majority of my free attribute points I put into my Agility and Spirit. I also put one each in Charm and Luck to reach the rank-fifteen milestones.”

I licked my lips. “And? Did you get new talents from them?”

“Not those, but…” Ikfei’s eyes brightened. “The World Spirit did treat me kindly. I gained two talents on becoming silvered, as well as a third for reaching 20 Spirit.”

“Would you mind if I look directly?”

“What’s mine is yours,” she said.

Looking at her most-affected sections, I saw:

	Attributes 

	Strength
	12

	Constitution
	15

	Agility
	20

	Intelligence
	13

	Wisdom

	17

	Spirit
	20

	Charm
	15

	Luck
	15

	
	Body Power
	77

	Qi
	67

	Mana
	246



	Talents
	One with Water and Stone 

	Hoarder's Pocket 

	Devoted Artist 

	Foodie 

	Talent Scout (shared) 

	Qi Savant (shared) 

	Outlander 

	Elemental Shaper 

	Strength of Spirit 





The first thing I did after that was check out her new talents.

Outlander had come from her spending most of her life away from civilization. The talent gave her bonuses to survival skills and also provided a “different perspective” on human cultures that occasionally generated insights about their behaviors.

Meanwhile, Elemental Shaper directly referenced the training she’d undergone to master One with Water and Stone, as well as the work she’d done as a Devoted Artist. The result was a “significant” bonus to manipulating both elements.

And finally, Strength of Spirit provided an umbrella-wide bonus to all of Ikfei’s actions. For a limited time, though, she could convert the bonuses into pure physical power—literally trading Spirit for Strength.

“Those are amazing talents,” I said.

‘Very cool,’ Yuki said, looking over my shoulder.

“The two of you really do have your own language, don’t you?” Ikfei quirked her head, the gesture so familiar. “The meaning of ‘cool’ is what? Great and stylish?”

Yuki nodded. ‘Yes! But don’t worry. We’ll translate for you.’

I nodded along, but was still glancing through Ikfei’s Status. My blessing was there, as well as the ones from the people who’d most benefited from her exchanges: Mumu and Heicata. Briefly, I wondered how Voorsowen’s former lodge master was doing.

There was a nice spread of attributes. No twenty-fives yet, but that would only be a matter of time. And her qi capacity would double once Yuki finished refining it.

Ikfei possessed fewer skills than I did, but most were at much higher ranks than mine. For example, there was a skill called Water Bending at rank 24, and her Hydromancy and Stealth skills were at 23 and 22 respectively.

Perhaps most interesting were the slew of skills under the Spiritualism category:

	Spiritualism
	Darklight Resistance 14 

	Equity of Exchange 14 

	Meditation 22 

	Sense Balance 16 

	Silverlight Refinement 14 

	Taoism 16 

	Timeless Endurance 15 





The memories underpinning these skills weren’t available to me, but the tooltips hinted strongly at the role spirits of the land played in helping to refine the world’s light. A role I would now be helping with, in more than one way.

The next Long Dark was not going to be pretty if I was going to be… expelling the darklight from both Ikfei and the Deer God’s territory. Ugh.

“What are you thinking?” Ikfei said, frowning. “Is my Status unpleasant?”

“No, of course not. It’s as amazing as I would expect from you. It’s… well—” I switched from speaking aloud to sending my thoughts to her through Yuki. There are some things you should know that must be kept utterly secret.

Ikfei’s expression turned solemn as she listened.

And so, I told her everything from beginning to end. She’d already visited my old world as part of a tour with Diriktot, but I finally got to tell her about the hidden details of my life: of my childhood and mis abuelitos, of the Deer God, of Helen and Alex and Daniel, of my work in documentary films, of the striving to be a better man, of my death. I then also filled her in on the details of the Deer God’s theft of the power in Ithia’s throne, as well as the effect of my soul marks on darklight.

Ikfei didn’t mind losing the ability to absorb darklight. Given how she’d had to sacrifice herself as Ikiira to make amends for its abuse, that was a good thing. Me filtering the stuff, though—that blew her mind.

At first she looked at me like I’d gone mad, but then Yuki confirmed the truth. None of the… products of the process had been as bad as that first year when I’d initially cleared Yuki of their darklight, but I expected the experience to be much more painful going forward. Which was why, I explained, I’d looked so grim.

Ikfei’s mind locked up as she grappled with the idea there was a way to cleanly and efficiently “refine” silverlight. I realized I’d be the envy of every spirit of the land that ever existed. With me on their side, it would be effortless to maintain the balance of exchanges.

I didn’t know exactly how the process worked, but from the bits leaking from Ikfei’s thoughts, there were two ways the spirits helped refine the world’s light.

In the first, the spirits didn’t participate in exchanges. They avoided entanglements with mortals and instead focused on a passive process that slowly drew out the world’s imperfections. The second and faster method was to offer exchanges. Those helped to directly draw out the imperfections of the beings participating.

Whichever approach the spirit of the land took, a reckoning came at the end of every Long Dark wherein they were forced to justify their actions and prove they’d refined their fair share of light. And if they couldn’t, then the punishments were severe.

Yet Ikfei shouldn’t have to worry about that—not ever again. My ass will pay the price for her wasn’t a line I’d ever expected to think, but there it was.

She shook her head, still unbelieving but also recognizing that it was true. She took me into her arms to hold me tight once more. Her heart trembled from a potent mixture of relief, awe, and wonder.

‘The gods give gifts with ten hands,’ she thought, ‘and you are a gift to the world.’

We talked for a long time afterward—just going back and forth telling stories and asking questions. Ikfei and I had known each other for eight years, yet this felt like meeting for the first time. We could now be our most open, truest selves with each other, holding nothing back.

With every word and every passing beat, I recognized the magic forming between us—the most primal and elemental of human magics. Until, during a pause in the conversation, she raised a wry eyebrow at me.

“You are my beloved, yes?”

“Yes,” I replied with a smile.

“And yet, you have not kissed me.”

I licked my lips and couldn’t help looking at hers, couldn’t help leaning in. She met me halfway, and my mind went blank. Her kiss was tentative, but her lips were as soft as they looked. The scent of her filled my nose. I reached up to cup her cheek, and she reciprocated a moment later.

I didn’t want to stop, but I pulled back to look into her eyes. She’d initiated, but a gentleman checked to make sure. What I saw was her willingness.

“That’s… that’s nice,” she said.

“You’ve never kissed before?”

“I have,” she said, then in much smaller voice, “two hundred years ago. The memory is as worn and thin as old cloth.”

“I hope for us to make many newer memories,” I said, playfully.

She reached up to stroke my ear, the sensation sending a shiver through me. “Yes, me too.” Her gaze became heated, and then shifted to unexpectedly downcast. “My beloved, you should know.”

“Yes? What is it?”

“A spirit of the land cannot conceive children.”

“Oh. Ohh. Oh.”

An acknowledgement I’d heard her.

A realization of the implied invitation.

A disappointment as the implication hit home.

That last was ironic, because I’d come to the conclusion years ago that I’d be fine without having more kids. The ones adopted by my family were enough. If there were any others, the odds I would lose some to disease, disaster, or the Long Dark increased. And I even had a whole orphanage of them I was supporting. I was doing my share. Plus, I’d already raised Alex and Daniel—seen them grown and sent them out into adulthood.

I had no plans to shepherd anyone else through their teen years, except maybe myself through my own. Wasn’t that funny?

And yet...

Perhaps there isn’t a more human phrase than “and yet.” We are such hapless creatures—always wanting a little more: that something we might’ve missed, or the people we might’ve been.

So, I felt a pang when I learned Ikfei and I would never have children. Then I let it go, because she was enough as she was, I was enough as I was, and together we were amazing.

In the interest of frank communication, I shared all that directly by opening myself, relying on Yuki to help with the heavy lifting so that Ikfei was absolutely clear on where I stood. Any cracks in the relationship now would only widen over time unless they were dealt with.

Her own feelings were just as complicated, and well… she wasn’t a thoughtless person, my Ikfei. She may not have had the same opportunities as me, but she’d had her own experiences. I knew we’d draw on both to see our way through.

Later, we kissed some more, and after that… well, it was awkward and gentle and sweet.
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A Mouse in the Pyramid

I woke almost eleven hours later. The room was silent except for Ikfei’s soft breathing against my chest. Strands of her unbraided hair had escaped to pool across my shoulder.

In the background, Yuki acknowledged my waking before going back to chat with Mumu. The expedition was making progress in their investigation of the Temple of Wanting’s magical devices. Inside me was also the certainty that the Deer God had finished consuming the power of the talon.

I gazed at Ikfei’s sleeping face, and my heart swelled. Her eyes flickered open and her collarbone heated, the flush creeping up her neck and onto her face. My smile might’ve turned dopey, but I’d always been like that.

“You okay?” I asked.

“Mmm,” she said, nodding.

Her hair tickled me, but I didn’t react, not wanting to spoil the moment. I watched her expressive face shift along with her thoughts.

“You are certain there will be no regrets?” she finally asked.

“Regrets are a poison I will not abide,” I replied. “Not in myself and not between you and me.”

A sigh moved through her then, and she stretched in a motion that was both languid and powerful. She had an athlete’s body, my Ikfei, sculpted from toned, lean muscles. Seeing my reaction, she may have stretched for longer than she needed to. A spark of mischief lit within her eyes.



A couple of hours later, I pulled us out of bed to get us moving again. Once we were both dressed and armed, we reorganized the Hoarder’s Pocket to make room for the talon. Then, we spent more time shifting things around so that we could take the massive bed with us. We both agreed on that.

When we were done, Ikfei and I headed upstairs. I thought we might go hand-in-hand, but she forwent the romantic gesture in order to twirl a stone spear she’d made. She grinned widely at the joy of having human hands.

We found the Deer God resting and watching the storm above Old Baxteiyel. One of the walls had stopped working, but through the others we saw how the hurricane continued to beat upon the city, the spirit cradled within not having been born yet. My clock told me it was midafternoon, but it might as well still be night for how dark it was outside. The streets were absolutely flooded.

The talon lay in the corner, forgotten, so I simply walked over to slide it into the pocket. Nearby, the floor was covered in a layer of fine, sparkling dust. The Deer God nodded, which from the way he held his head proudly afterward, told me he’d been the one responsible crushing the death crystal. It seemed my Nonverbal Communication skill was working just fine.

Should I take the dust too? I wondered. That I even had to consider the idea probably meant the answer was yes, so I swept it up using a piece of dawn fabric from the pocket.

Afterward, I went to study the magic display screens, but I couldn’t figure out neither hide nor hair of how they worked.

Ikfei, meanwhile, searched the room to make sure we hadn’t missed anything. She even rapped a fist along the pedestal, looking for secrets hidden in the stone. Then she stared at the remains of Amleila’s corpse for a long time before storing it in the pocket too—well away from where we’d put our bed.

The Deer God stood to join us as we got ready to go. There wasn’t a lick of surprise in him at seeing Ikfei in her human body. He was an enigmatic creature for sure, and I wondered how having a corporeal body would change him.

Just then, a group of Old Baxteiyel’s explorers ran across the top of the pyramid, all of them drenched by the storm. They didn’t seem to be engaged in any fighting, though, so Asiik likely wasn’t an issue anymore. As we watched, they gestured excitedly to an area below our view.

I walked to the room’s edge to see if I could make out the cause. The rain came down like a wall, but I spotted a group of people clustered at the pyramid’s midway point, where the entrance was located.

“We should get going,” I said. “It’s likely the pyramid’s been breached.”

Which was when the Deer God disappeared. He possessed the talent One with the Herd, and that herd just so happened to consist of Ikfei, Yuki, and me. His spirit spread out between the three of us, which left me feeling like someone was looking over my shoulder.

Usually, a “one with” talent let a person control that relevant thing, but I didn’t notice any changes, and my Status remained clear of influence.

“What’s this supposed to do?” I asked him. “Beyond the obvious, I mean—it’s certainly a good way to hide.”

In response, I felt a nudge, then a series of them as the Deer God highlighted how he could warn me of danger. More interestingly, each time I faced the direction of the nudge, the motion was faster and stronger than expected, almost like I’d been boosted. The effect was like a diluted combination of Dog’s Agility and Bear’s Strength.

“Oh, that’s useful,” I said.

The Deer God’s hot breath snorted across the back of my neck. I turned to catch sight of him, but of course he wasn’t there. Still, I somehow got the message—it was only a portion of what he could do. Likely, all aspects of the herd are buffed, including talents, spellcasting, and maybe even… influence?

Again, the effect wasn't powerful, but spread across multiple individuals, it would add up. Both Yuki and Ikfei confirmed it affected them too.

Ikfei was loath to let go of her new body so quickly, but the Deer God had had the right idea—hunters were at their best when hidden—so she gave me a kiss before merging into the otter figurine hanging around my neck.

In seconds, I appeared to be alone in the now-empty room at the pyramid’s top. But if someone starts any trouble, they’re going to be in for a nasty surprise.



I bounded downstairs with Dog’s Agility, pushing off the walls as I ran. Round and round I went, past the stairwell lounge, past the once-luxurious living quarters, through the doorway leading further down, and into the next set of stairs. There, I paused to notice how the soul-corrosion effect that had once permeated the pyramid was now gone. A check of my Conditions confirmed it, so I started off again, picking up the pace.

The exit opened onto the worship hall with its blue-painted walls. The back of Baxta’s jade jaguar throne lay before me, and beyond it stood the statue of the man himself. I knew what he looked like now, the smug expression on his face turning my stomach.

Once more I paused, this time because I smelled rain in the air and the poignant scent of lightning. Both my qi and mana wells were brimming with energy, so I cast Owl’s Ears and White-Tail’s Senses without worry. A Scentless Hunter slipped over me, and I became one with the land.

I’d never noticed it before, but my God Touched soul mark stretched to help bridge the technique from my old world into this one. My influence spread the effect across my spirit to encompass me, as well as those connected to me.

An insight popped into my head: influence is the world responding to the will of those wielding their authority. I set the thought aside, to be examined later. For now, I was the old stones and the slowly freshening air. That was all.

I dashed toward the hall’s other door while Yuki took care of my Camouflage spell for me. My goal was to avoid any other explorers if possible. Things would be simpler that way.

The corridor was a wide one and could easily accommodate ten people standing side by side. It led to a lobby area with open arched doorways on each of the walls. The scent of rain grew stronger, and I felt a pull to keep moving forward toward where I sensed an immense amount of water flowing. The pyramid’s main exit was in that direction, and so was the stairwell I’d used to come up to this level.

Yuki’s attention flared. ‘Qi signatures, about a dozen of them coming this way.’

At the same time, I heard drops of water plop as they fell from hoods and sleeves and hems. Metal scraped against stone. Someone coughed, the sound wet and phlegmy. Whoever they were, they were close.

I ducked through one of the other doorways. This one led to a room that looked like it might have been a snack bar. A stone counter engraved with images of sea turtles occupied the far end, and to either side were a storeroom and a pantry, both empty.

Behind me, the lobby lit with the soft glow of summer-falcon feathers.

I threw myself over the counter’s edge, then popped up to take a peek. Not twenty yards away, Xefwen stood with his hand up, gesturing for the others following him to stop. His feathered cape illuminated their faces, and I recognized them as a blend of the expeditions from Sugrusu Hakei. I flicked through them, reminding myself of their talents. They all looked exhausted, like it was day three of the Long Dark.

Why them, though, and not the people from Albei?

“Hold a moment,” Xefwen said. “The lines have changed.”

A stone cube hovered over the hierophant’s shoulder; to his left was a Scout Born hunter, and to the right was a One with the Sword soldier. They wore their feathers pinned to their cloaks. Both men were dawn, but I found that with a push of my will my silvered eyes pierced through the density of their spirits.

They were as tired as they looked—wet, worn, and hungry for warm food. Yet their spirits shimmered in anticipation. After a millennium, they’d been the first to breach Old Baxteiyel’s pyramid. Their expeditions had suffered devastating losses, but they’d be hailed as heroes on their return home—not to mention the reward due them from Albei’s hierophant. Correction… Suguru Hakei’s new hierophant.

Several in the group sent envious glances Xefwen’s way. He’d accepted a generous offer carried by their expeditions’ leaders.

‘You’re in too deep,’ Yuki whispered.

And I pulled back, having lost myself for a handful of beats. Blinking, I saw that the hierophant had turned toward my direction.

The Scout Born signed, “I sense the pyramid watching us.”

The others gripped their weapons, their faces wary.

Yuki grabbed what I’d seen and shared it with Ikfei and with the rest of the team. Mumu had once more led them into the tunnel connected to the Temple of Wanting. Just in case things went bad, they planned to set up an ambush in the dasekua room. The stairway connecting to it would make a fine chokepoint. We shouldn’t need it, though, right? These people aren’t our enemies.

Mumu sent in response, ‘You destroyed the treasure and took Amleila’s light. We will not risk our Eight to a vengeful hierophant.’

Xefwen walked a handful of steps closer. His golden eyes shone in the dim light. “The treasure isn’t where it was. A failsafe perhaps, triggered by Asiik’s departure or the failure in the defenses. Something to move the treasure deeper into the pyramid?” He growled in frustration. “I’m so close. Why are fate and fortune so blurry?” He walked toward the snack bar and nodded to himself. “There’s—”

“We’re definitely being watched,” the Scout Born said.

Xefwen spun to slap him across the face. “I’m trying to concentrate.”

“But—” the scout started.

“We scared off Asiik the Army of Sorrow,” Xefwen said. “Whatever undead remain in this pyramid, we also will vanquish. Now be silent.”

Thunder echoed in the distance, so I assumed they’d left the main doors open. The scent of fresh air intensified. A touch of mildew too, coming from the expedition members’ clothing and bags.

“There’s someone hiding,” Xefwen said quietly. Then he called, “Come out!”

When I didn’t respond, he took off a necklace which he hung from a chunk of stone spit out by the cube. The now-hovering alarm stone flew forward to search for anyone hidden, invisible, or camouflaged.

I ducked out of sight and let myself sink deeper into the land. My Camouflage spell would certainly fail under the alarm stone’s effect, but one with the land affected cognition, not vision. I’d learned directly from the hunters’ grandmaster how the ability created a loophole that could be exploited.

So I became the endless calm of stone and the squelching of wet boots. Someone sighed. Another cleared her throat. “There’s no one here,” she said.

“Check behind the counter,” Xefwen ordered. “And those doors too.”

A scout came parallel with my hiding spot, but her dawn eyes glossed over my silvered presence. She opened the pantry door to glance within, then walked past to look into the storeroom. She ducked inside, followed by the alarm stone. A moment later, she came back shaking her head. “Nothing.”

“I am not wrong,” Xefwen said. “I am never wrong.”

“Honored Hierophant,” a voice said, “our people are cold and tired. Let us take this opportunity to rest before we more fully explore the pyramid. Surely there will be dangers ahead.”

Xefwen’s voice dripped with condescension. “And this weakness is why you will fail the path.” He chuckled. “I’ve seen it, you know. All of you will never be more than you currently are.”

I felt the frowns and scowls that formed in response to his words. The scout next to me leaned against the counter; her right knee had been troubling her. It ached on damp, cold days. She also had a habit of clicking her teeth.

	Skara the Clever (Human, Dawn)
Talents: A Clever Spear, A Supple Strength, Well Trained, Wily When it Counts



Skara’s spear rested in the crook of her elbow. Her weariness was plain to see. Threads of anticipation also ran through her spirit: the desire to find Old Baxteiyel’s treasures and its secrets. That… that anticipation was being carefully moderated, though, so as to not alarm the others in her expedition. The scout hid a familiar dizziness within her, the same as I’d sensed in Maltra’s people.

A spy—she was a spy.

“Let me go ahead to check the upper floors,” she volunteered.

“I don’t care what you do,” Xefwen replied. “You don’t matter and never will.”

Skara’s spirit flared and her body tensed, yet she didn’t reveal any of it on her face. “Then I’ll take my leave.”

“Klouk, go with her,” a voice said. “Be careful, you two, and retreat if any danger appears.”

Skara eagerly left, not noticing the Prey of the Hunter I’d cast. I sensed her rushing through the passage leading toward the worship hall. Their expeditions must’ve known the pyramid’s layout beforehand, at least partially.

The hierophant snorted in disdain as his footsteps brought him closer to my position. “A task done properly must be done by me personally. What a bother.”

He looked into the pantry, then turned toward my direction and froze. His forehead wrinkled in confusion; his eyes glowed an even-brighter gold. I noted how his talents hadn’t changed since the last time I’d seen him.

	Xefwen the Hierophant of Albei (Human, Silvered)
Talents: Earth-Touched, Master Diviner, A Singular Purpose, Perfect Opportunist



“Why…” His voice trailed off as his back stiffened. His expression turned stern. “You! You’re the boy with that Ikfael. What are you doing hiding here?” His eyes widened, and comprehension dawned. “The spirit of the land is gone, isn’t she? Her future cut short. You brought her along in secret, then when you found a way inside the pyramid, you got her killed.” He laughed—he outright laughed. “I told you, that day by her shrine. I told you you’d end up nowhere. This is the future I predicted.”

I stood up to face the hierophant, and my thoughts raced. Spreading my awareness, I noticed the others’ gazes settling on me.

“Someone beat us inside,” the Scout Born said.

“Does it matter?” another asked. “The little mouse is from Albei. What can he do with his small teeth?”

“He can’t be alone,” the Scout Born replied. “Where is his expedition?”

“They’re down below, from the looks of things,” Xefwen said. “The flow of their fates will intersect with ours shortly.” He frowned. “An underground passage, it seems, but where is the entrance?” He turned to me to for an answer.

Not that I was going to tell him, but my team was moving with Dog’s Agility and Yuki estimated they’d arrive in about sixty seconds.

At my silence, Xefwen gestured, and a stone sphere about ten feet across rolled into the lobby area. Another gesture tore a slice away to turn it into a wall blocking the entrance.

“There we are. Now we can chat privately about what killed your Ikfael, eh? What did you find, Little Mouse? Any treasures?”

My inner sense told me the two of us were the same level, and yet he didn’t seem to register it. Nor did he notice my three allies hiding in and around me. In fact, he thought Ikfei was dead, which she most certainly was not. Her outrage prickled.

The hierophant eyed me. “You found something, eh? That’s the only reason to remain silent. And… you thought to cheat me. Because you don’t wear my feather, you’re not bound by the race’s rules, is that it?” His voice hardened. “If so, then you are also not due my protection.”

‘Preempt?’ Yuki asked.

The way things were looking, we were headed for a fight, but… Not yet, I thought. I have an idea.

“Honored Hierophant,” I said. “It’s true, I—I was hiding. There were such horrors, I’m lucky to be alive.”

“Yes, yes,” Xefwen signed. Then aloud, he said, “So, what did you find?”

“Above us, at the top of the pyramid, is a room that was guarded by dark undead warriors. If not for Honored Ikfael, I surely would have perished. The battle was fierce and cut short when the magical device protecting the treasure exploded. The experience was… soul shaking.”

“Go on, go on! This isn’t some campfire for you to weave a story to impress your friends. Get to it.”

“The explosion destroyed the remaining undead, and all that was left was—” I reached under my jacket and, hidden from view, pulled Amleila’s necklace from the Hoarder’s Pocket. “This was protected behind bars of dawn-level bronze. The pedestal it was on was enormous, like it belonged to a queen.”

The gold chain had looked delicate around the jaguar’s neck, but in my hand, the length and heft were noticeable. Xefwen eyed the necklace, yet he didn’t reach out to take it.

“That’s it?” he asked, his brow furrowing. “There was nothing else?”

“Search me, search the room, you’ll find nothing else of value. All my pack contains are the things I brought for my survival.”

“You hid nothing away?” the hierophant asked, continuing his interrogation. “Perhaps until the rest of your expedition arrived to help you carry it out?”

“I found furnishings upstairs,” I said. “A few enchanted beds and benches that I thought they might help transport. They are too bulky for me to carry out on my own.”

His influence pressed against me, but I’d thinned my presence so much it mostly slipped past; the small amount that affected me was easily ignored. Even so, I’d told no lies, just in case he possessed a truth-determining artifact of some kind.

Xefwen glared at the necklace as if his eyes might pierce through its secrets. “Why didn’t you wear it immediately after you found it?” he demanded.

“My team of hunters is on contract,” I said, thinking quickly. “We’re to split shares with our client.”

In my peripheral vision, some of the others nodded at that. It was the way of things for anyone not at the top.

“There are no more undead within the pyramid?” the Scout Born asked, daring to interrupt.

I kept my eyes on Xefwen as I answered, “Only the remains of the warriors I described earlier. You’ll find them upstairs.”

The Scout Born looked dubious. “You alone handled them all?”

I shook my head. “I was with a spirit of the land, whose presence I’d kept secret.”

“So the Honored Hierophant mentioned.” The Scout Born gestured, and the expeditions’ formations spread out. A handful of folks left to keep watch for the scouts who’d gone upstairs.

‘The team is here, on the other side of the wall,’ Yuki reported.

In the meantime, Xefwen was making quiet noises as he attempted to divine the future, which was the riskiest part of my plan since I had no clue what he’d find. The pyramid’s anti-divination magics had likely failed after Amleila’s death.

“Too dangerous without knowing more,” he said finally, then gestured to the Scout Born. “You, put the necklace on.”

The Scout Born stepped back. “Honored Hierophant, it’s not my place.”

“I give you permission,” Xefwen said. “Now do what I say.”

The Scout Born was one of the expedition’s leaders, and yet he still did as he was told. He examined the necklace, hefting the coils of gold chain before wrapping it around his neck. For a moment, nothing happened, and then all emotion fell away from his face. Cold eyes scanned the room, and thoughts beyond his control surged within him, calculating how to deal with so many invaders inside the pyramid.

I knew from Amleila’s experience that he would now believe Old Baxteiyel was his charge. The Scout Born was the city’s ultimate defender, and he must eliminate all who would despoil it. The trespassers had to be eliminated.

The necklace should’ve forced him to attempt these things from the top of the pyramid, but the Scout Born was apparently more proactive than that. Swift as a knife, he lunged to stab the hierophant in the neck. The intent was there, starting to translate into motion, when a sliver of stone pierced through the Scout Born’s skull.

“There we go,” Xefwen said. “Finally, a future clear enough to divine.” He sent another couple of stone daggers through the Scout Born’s skull to make sure he was dead, and then a third to pierce the core, keeping him from rising as an undead.

None of the others dared to react beyond readying themselves for a fight. They warily eyed the hierophant.

“There won’t be any trouble over this, will there? You all saw how he drew his knife. It’s a shame he couldn’t control his outbursts better. That might’ve trained him to better withstand the influence of a cursed treasure.” The hierophant sighed as if he carried the weight of the world on his shoulders. “A treasure that, alas, is useless to me. What was promised has not yet been found, eh? First Asiik fled, and now this? One might begin to think there’s a conspiracy to keep me from what I’m due.”

The hierophant looked pointedly at the other expedition’s leader, the soldier possessing the One with the Sword talent. His stone sphere rolled into the room in a blatant threat to everyone present.

The One with the Sword stepped forward. “Honored, we can do nothing about Asiik until he returns, but we will find the heaven-defying treasure. All of Old Baxteiyel shall belong to you.”

Xefwen didn’t even look at him, but then he hadn’t needed to look at the Scout Born either to punch a hole through the man’s skull. Instead, he directed his golden gaze at me, his hand tapping against his side. “My divinations are never wrong, and yet you are so very much out of place, Little Mouse, a ripple in the firmament unaccounted for. What has your presence done to luck and fate, I wonder? As small as you are, perhaps I should uncomplicate things.” Almost lazily, he said to the Sword. “Kill him.”
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The Storm of Stone

Thirteen opponents, a giant ball of stone that was essentially a rolling weapons platform, and three hidden allies all in a room about the size of a small cafeteria. Motion rippled as weapons rose and magical energies blended.

Yuki engaged the Blink emulator to teleport us out to the lobby—where a stone javelin waited to meet us. My Dog’s Agility wasn’t as snappy as it used to be, because of the loss of lightning affinity, yet it was fast enough to let me to twist out of the way. The point drew blood but didn’t do any real damage.

Slivers of stone attacked every place I went afterward, though. No matter the direction or speed, the hierophant seemed to know where I would be. Yuki teleported us twice more, to no avail. If not for the Unbroken Shield I’d cast, I would’ve already been riddled by his attacks.

The ground was wet under my opponents from the water dripping from their clothes, so Yuki threw a Cold Snap at it to slow them down. The hidden mind bought me time to heal the likely massive internal injuries resulting from three consecutive teleports, except I felt no pain from them. The authority of my body refused to be disrupted by anything so trivial. Also, the emulator had landed us where Yuki intended us to go, their influence affecting the outcome.

I lost a beat registering that. The room echoed bang-bang-bang as arrows shot at me, and they smashed-smashed-smashed against the wall as Yuki teleported us one more time.

The Deer God prodded me to wake up and in response I pivoted to avoid a flying sword attempting to cut off my hand. A slip to the side avoided a second sword aiming for my ankle. A third came from behind, but Yuki risked teleporting us back into the middle of the crowd.

I was ready. Immediately, two spears came at me from the front and back, but I was faster than both, slipping forward to move inside the reach of an older scout. There was no reason to hold back. All my strikes were unerring. The qi alternated between Spiral Pierce and Cat’s Claw.

The scout’s primary talent was her Wood Sense. Her last thought was of not wanting to die somewhere so cold. The Deer God flashed a warning, and I spun to let a spear slip past. Then, I stepped into a second scout’s reach. My knife cut across his forearms before slashing his throat.

Stone bullets cracked against my Unbroken Shield, but Yuki softened the blows with an Air Shield, the two defenses working together. The flying swords—there were four; the one I’d not seen earlier hovered in front of the Hierophant to protect him—wove between the scouts and soldiers to attack me. My other opponents moved to hem me in, but Yuki popped us out and away.

I reappeared beside a soldier known for his love of hard liquor, pulling at the ice under his feet to unbalance him. My knife went through his eye to pierce his brain. I felt the intensity of a person’s focus behind me. Another soldier rushed forward with—and suddenly my thoughts jumbled as she shot a magical light from her hand.

Yuki took full control of the emulator to teleport us twice, picking the destinations at random to see if that would avoid the hierophant’s predictions, yet each time there were daggers of stone waiting for us. He went for my eyes, my throat, my joints, and my spine. He instead caught me in the meaty parts of my body—the bicep, the quadricep, and the abdomen. The stone dug to borrow deeper, but Yuki doubled the Iron Body, which held the slivers at bay.

Ikfei nearly acted to disrupt Xefwen’s control, but both Yuki’s and my thoughts flared in opposition. She was our hidden knife, quite literally. We’d left the silvered, obsidian weapon in a shadow tucked against the wall behind the counter, and no one had noticed it.

My thoughts de-jumbled, and I recast my Unbroken Shield. A beat later, I threw an unerring dagger at the hierophant, but his stone cube shot it out of the air like it was nothing. He didn’t smirk or anything like that, though. Instead, he observed me with furrowed brows.

Yuki flashed us behind him, and my knife stabbed, but—ding-ding-ding—all it met were small shields of stone that blocked every attack. We teleported away before my shield broke from his immediate reprisal. So much stone had come at me, it was like getting hit by a shotgun.

I recast the spell, just in case, and the shield shrugged off the next handful of attacks, giving me a beat to regain my bearings.

I pulled the water from a soldier’s clothes to splash it into his eyes, though he reacted well, attempting to put distance between us. I followed with a feint that transitioned into an attack on his nearby ally, dropping into a roll that stabbed her in the foot, and then rising to catch her across the neck as she bent over in pain.

I grabbed her by the shoulders before she fell, and her body took a flurry of hits from the massed soldiers in front of me. These people were more skilled in fighting than I was, but magic ensured my weapons were sharper, my body faster and stronger, and my aim unerring.

Yuki said, ‘All the scouts are dead.’

I’m quickest? I asked.

They confirmed it. Our Dog’s Agility spells had improved upon becoming silvered. There wasn’t anyone faster than me—especially now that all the scouts had been removed from the playing field.

My breathing was heavy, but I wasn’t tired. My eyes missed nothing as my opponents shifted their approaches. Only fifteen yards away, the hierophant frowned, then stepped out from behind the counter, as if to properly face me.

The fool, all these people would die because of him. What a waste.

The soldiers knew better than to bunch up. They spread out, and—in possibly the strangest moment since the fight began—I felt the Deer God’s appreciation for their good tactics. It wouldn’t help them, but least they were doing their best. That was the sentiment.

He nudged my attention. A handful of the soldiers, while they’d put some distance between themselves, they’d also unintentionally lined up. It would’ve been a perfect set up for a Lightning Strike. Instead, Yuki teleported us over, so that the Deer God could charge out of the herd, his hooves pounding the stone floor and his antlers tilted like a cow catcher to pierce the soldiers and toss them aside.

Four people dead, just like that. The pack who’d thought themselves predators suddenly realized they were the prey. The expeditions reacted by dispersing even more. They shot their spells and trained their weapons on the Deer God, but he’d already disappeared back into the herd.

“Another spirit?” Xefwen muttered. “Where did he come from?”

The soldiers held their weapons at the ready. The flying swords formed a semicircle before me.

“Would you like to surrender now?” I offered.

The hierophant frowned, his eyes turning the reddish gold of the setting sun. “I see him now, a faint tremor in your wake. No wonder you felt so confident, but eventually you will tire. Eventually, the magical energies you spend so freely will be exhauste—urk!”

The obsidian knife, quiet all this time, had risen from the ground behind the hierophant to stab him in the back. A shield had moved to block the attack, but the spell-infused weapon had pierced through the stone.

Xefwen arched in pain, and I was suddenly front of him. Alas, the shields didn’t budge against my knife. He also contested Ikfei’s control of the obsidian, which left the weapon hanging useless in the air.

Then the cube shot at me, forcing a retreat before my spell shield broke. Taking advantage of the reprieve, the hierophant surrounded himself with stone from the sphere. The armor shimmered with mana too.

A beat later, the rest of the sphere burst, and a thousand stone splinters filled the room. The control was masterful—no matter where I went, an attack waited for me, all without touching a single one of his allies. I would’ve been shredded if not for Ikfei contesting the hierophant’s control.

“How?” the hierophant yelled.

But screw that guy, I didn’t have to tell him anything. Still, he’d been element-touched for a long time, and my Ikfei had almost entirely ignored the stone portion of her One with Stone and Water talent until only eight years ago. It was already a miracle she could blunt the points so that I was being beaten instead of pierced.

The soldiers didn’t dare move for fear of being torn apart.

Yuki and I shot a doubled-Spark at the hierophant, but his shield absorbed the spell and sent it into the ground before it touched him. If I’d been a Storm Caller still, I might’ve pushed past, but well… I wasn’t, so I couldn’t.

What I was, was a Saint of Water. What I could do with my path at the moment… was not much. I’d barely taken my first steps along it. But I had been training to use every weapon at my disposal, and this wasn’t a game where I’d hoard ten thousand potions until the very end. Tools were meant to be used.

Yuki knew my intent, so they blinked us above the hierophant, the long talon emerging from the pocket like a lance. Somehow, he’d still seen the attack coming and dodged aside so that I only caught him in the shoulder. The talon embedded in the floor, pinning Xefwen in the process.

A host of his slivers smashed into me. Yuki teleported us away, since they were now as sharp as pins—we’d left Ikfei behind along with the talon. She’d flowed down its length, hidden in the water she’d released from the pocket.

Finally injured, the hierophant redoubled the layers of stone surrounding him. Yet he’d left a grid of tiny holes to let air in. Water seeped through these pinpricks and dripped onto his hair, mingling with the remnants of the rain already there. Down Ikfei flowed into his soaked shirt. It must’ve felt like sweat to the hierophant—normal, expected.

His breathing had grown labored due to the wound I’d left in him. He cursed under his breath.

Xefwen’s control grew sloppy. His people cried out as the stone slivers buzzed through the room, turning it into a blender. My shield broke, was recast, and then broke again. Yuki and I alternated—back and forth, back and forth—burning close to forty mana each in the process.

Meanwhile, I’d walked—step by steady step—toward where Xefwen stood. Through the pools of blood, over the splintered bones, and past the pulpy flesh of his allies whose light called to me as I went. The only survivor was the One with the Sword; he’d laid his blades prone on the ground to protect them from the hierophant’s onslaught.

When I finally reached Xefwen, I carefully took the obsidian knife that had been left hanging in the air. Then I put it in the Hoarder’s Pocket, whereupon Ikfael withdrew it from her position within his armor.

He screamed when the knife stabbed him between the ribs. Just as quickly, he clamped down to refuse Ikfei’s control of it, but the damage was done. Between the wound in his shoulder and the one in his chest, Yuki now had multiple points of ingress. Their qi moved out of Ikfei and into the hierophant.

The hidden mind split their attention—a simultaneous attack on Xefwen’s shoulder to sever the already injured meridians and his heart dantian to disable the man’s ability to use qi. Silvered against silvered, it came down to a contest of skill, and there wasn’t anyone on Diaksha more skilled in qi than our Yuki.

The blender spun even faster as Xefwen panicked, so I ducked down between him and the counter for extra protection. Even so, with Yuki occupied, it was only me casting Unbroken Shield, and I could no longer keep up with the damage inflicted. Enough slivers stuck out of me that I looked like a porcupine.

Still, Yuki knew how to work, and the shining light surrounding the stone flickered out. The spell must’ve been an advanced one, using at least both mana and qi. And without that one key component—hah, I can’t be in that poor a shape if I haven’t lost my ability to pun—the magical stone turned to regular stone, which was still deadly, but my shield withstood it better. I gathered no new slivers.

Xefwen’s breathing turned into gasps and his eyes panicked as he realized his predicament. It was child’s play for Yuki to see through his thoughts: this Eight was using abilities that should’ve been impossible for him. Not even the presence of the deer-avatar spirit of the land should’ve made it possible.

The pyramid must’ve been the cause. The anti-divination magics, although they’d faltered, had to have affected his ability to read the outcomes stemming from this moment. Escape, Xefwen must escape in order to regroup and reestablish his dominance.

The opportunity of Old Baxteiyel was lost for now, but only temporarily. Nothing, nothing would deter Xefwen from what he set his sights upon.

From inside his body, Yuki enjoyed the front-row seat to the hierophant’s delusions. They delighted in Xefwen’s surprise as a Cat’s Claw knife was drawn across his neck, severing the arteries feeding his brain. Magics flared out as he attempted to reinforce his body. Stone clamped onto the wound to keep him from bleeding out, but his control was contested, and the rocky bandage fell to the side, clattering against the armor.

Behind him, a pool of water clung to his cloak; a pseudopod stretched out with a magic dagger of simple steel held at the end. Ikfei stabbed him again and again until the silvered diviner could hold no longer. The stone around him finally lost its life.

Yuki ate well of the qi in the hierophant’s body. They’d memorized the patterns in his meridians too, but so much of the man’s magics had clearly been tied to his path and his talents. The spell to energize the stone, though, had offered some tantalizing insights. I felt them humming in thought as they traveled back into Ikfei, who in turn flowed as water back into her figurine. She was just as aware as I that there were survivors yet.

I stood with a wince, already casting an Anesthetic to help with the pain. Suddenly, the stone slivers shuddered and withdrew from my body. Blood leaked as if from a sieve, but water washed over me to heal the wounds. I counted three different casts to deal with all the punctures, microfractures, and bruising too.

Groaning, I stretched and looked at the devastation left by the hierophant’s storm of stone. A handful of bitter ghosts remained, but all it took was a prayer and a fraction of my will to send them onward.

Interestingly, the water on the ground rose like mist in the process, seemingly cleansing the area of the lingering spirits. I felt my eyebrows climb, as well as Ikfei’s and Yuki’s interest in the phenomena. Apparently there was more to being a Saint of Water than what appeared on my Status.

I walked to where a group of four swords lay on the floor and nudged one with my foot. “Do you surrender now?”

He who was One with the Sword emerged from one of the blades and then proceeded to immediately kneel. “Honored, I do. Please do not let the… the former hierophant’s foolishness keep you from mercy.”

His spirit was a mess. The people he’d lost today were friends and allies. Their expedition had been intended to win them glory that others in Sugrusu Hakei’s past had lost. He felt a bitter, bitter regret for agreeing to come to this hellish place.

Was there a desire for revenge against me? Of course there was. He’d also seen what I, seemingly alone except for the one-time aid of the Deer God, had done. This man was respected and feared for his incredible talent to control swords, and yet he saw me so far out of his league I was an impossible-to-climb mountain.

How do you take revenge against a mountain? You don’t. You do your best to live your life outside of its shadow, and that was exactly what this man intended.

“Let me take what’s left of my people and go,” he said, bending his forehead to the bloody ground.

In the corridor leading to the worship hall, two wide-eyed scouts crouched. There were also likely people left guarding the pyramid’s entrance.

“You may go,” I said.

At the same time, Ikfei opened a path through the wall the hierophant had created. My team stood with their weapons at the ready on the other side. Yuki had let them know that we’d been victorious, but their fierce eyes sent a message: Although I might seem alone, I was not.

Their spirits boiled with fury at not having been able to help while I was under attack. As the Sugrusans walked past them, my team memorized the faces of my opponents, especially of the one named Skara, the Maltran spy among them. Snow couldn’t control the growl directed her way.

Mumu approached to put her hand on my shoulder; her scowl deepened as she saw past me to the gruesome remains of the fight’s aftermath. Her grip tightened… yet I barely felt it.

The adrenaline wasn’t yet out of my system, and I’d instinctively kept Iron Heart active. My hands ought to be trembling, but somehow my authority overruled the body’s demands. Silvered… becoming silvered was such a trip.

“Are you well?” she asked.

Yes, no? How was I supposed to answer the question in the wake of such bloodshed? I’d killed people before, but not in such numbers. I’d had to defend myself—I wasn’t a fool to think otherwise—but I couldn’t also avoid thinking about the families these people had left behind.

A waste, I’d thought before, and I thought it again, A god-damned waste.

Still, I nodded to Mumu to let her know I’d manage.

“The hierophant of Albei is dead and a dozen dawn with him. Our Eight…” Mumu turned away from the massacre to examine me more closely. “Has ruined yet another set of armor, and your spear’s missing too.” She hesitated before continuing, “You don’t otherwise seem different.”

Ah, I was still buried in the land, deep in the stones to avoid the blood atop them. When I let it go, my team flinched as one, like they’d suddenly spotted a giant wave about to crash down on them.

“Gods damn, that’s heavy,” Haol blurted, then he stared in awe and horror and glee. “It’s like you’re looking right through me—what a deeply unsettling feeling.”

The expressions on the others’ faces weren’t that different, and even Snow yowled in distress.

So, to their immense relief, I ducked back into the land, at least partially. However, they all remained shellshocked in the aftermath, unsure of what to say or do.

I was now the same level as Ithia and Silasenei. I could technically contest with either of them for their leadership positions in the city. Hells, I could even become the new hierophant if I wanted to. Except the idea of any of those things made me viscerally ill.

And my team knew it. They just had to get accustomed to… well, my new authority and the fact that I could wipe out a dozen dawn warriors in the space of a couple of minutes.

It was Snow and Teila, bless them both, who approached me first. Snow butted her head into one hand, while Teila took the other in her own. Her eyes teared up as she said, “My father-in-law is the best.”

I saw the realization spreading across the rest of the team, and tears tracked down their faces too. By becoming silvered, I wouldn’t be able to spend much time in Voorhei anymore. Even me staying in the Glen would likely be too close for the village’s safety.

Teila closed to hug me. She held me like I was as fragile as glass and whispered, “What happens now? Bee and Ali will…”

“I don’t know,” I said, my voice rough. “This was always going to happen, but the timing…”

Teila looked into my face. “And Ikfael? You can’t leave her.”

You didn’t tell them? I asked Yuki.

‘The news is for the two of you to share,’ they answered.

“Don’t worry,” I said aloud. “Ikfael and I are in a good place. We’ll be fine, though we’re going to keep her presence a secret a while longer yet.”

Ikfei sent her agreement. The people from both Sugrusu Hakei and Maltra now believed she was dead, and there was no reason to enlighten them otherwise.

Mumu nodded. Pride and sadness wove around her spirit in equal measure, yet her voice was steady when she said, “There are decisions to be made for both short and long term. But first—I see light among the fallen. Haol and Teila will collect it, then we will need to consult our client about how to proceed. Whether to stay here or…” She left the rest hanging.

Tegen sent, ‘The Maltrans have a way to shed the effects of Prey of the Hunter. Do we follow the spy?’

‘If we don’t, we may lose her trail,’ Mumu replied.

‘She won’t go far,’ Haol sent, ‘not while the storm hangs over us. We have time to consider the situation.’

What do we know of the storm? I asked.

Tegen answered, ‘The Temple of Wanting is dry thanks to the sealed doors, but the city’s streets are completely impassable.’

Then we do have time, I thought. At least until the storm wanes and the flooding diminishes. I started to poke my phone to check the weather report, but the forecast was no longer there. The feature had disappeared at the same time as my old path.

The others had looked at me expectantly, so I shook my head.

“That’s all right,” Haol said. “We’ll know when we know.”

Teila made way for him to embrace me, and he clapped me on the back. “Well done, our Eight. Well done!”

Then it was Mumu’s turn, and she held on for a time. “We see you. You’ve grown so much, and we see you.”
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The Changed and the Timeless

We all retreated almost immediately to the secret room in the Temple of Wanting. There, Weni and Anya practically flew at me after I climbed up the ladder.

“Thank the gods,” Weni said, hand on her heart. “We worried when Mumu told us of the hierophant’s treachery.”

“You’re silvered now,” Anya said. “Who would believe it?”

“But where’s Ikfael?” Weni asked. “Mumu told us she’s silvered too.”

“And you have to tell us what happened,” Anya added. “Is it safe to go inside the pyramid? What magics did you find? How was the dasekua structured? Were there traps? Please tell me it’s safe to enter. Please.”

Weni pulled her sister away. “Calm yourself.”

Anya’s spirit steadied as she took a breath. Weni, on the other hand, was plainly worried. Yes, about Ikfei’s wellbeing but also the political repercussions of the hierophant’s death. The resulting power vacuum at the top of Albei’s pyramid was likely to trigger bloody strife within its walls.

Although, a word from Ikfei might settle the matter before things got out of hand. I sent this observation to my beloved, which she acknowledged.

An otter sculpture materialized out of her figurine. The exterior was a mixture of powdered and solid stone delicately shaped to show off the fur and features. The eyes were made of slate engraved with irises, so that people could know where she was looking. The interior was water, which Ikfei used to control the sculpture’s movements.

I smiled at seeing the quality of my beloved’s handiwork having improved once again. This Stone Ikfael would represent her, much like Knight Otter had and would continue to, essentially creating layers of personas to hide her true avatar.

For those who knew her not at all, they’d see the humanoid Knight Otter; for friends and family, there would be the Stone Otter; and as her beloved, I would enjoy her true form. Ironically, she would also use her true avatar when we eventually went wandering. That way, we’d be simply a couple without observers knowing any better.

The disguises wouldn’t be perfect, not with the various divination magics available, but we’d at least have the semblance of privacy most of the time.

The others looked to me for an explanation, so I told them, “Our Honored Ikfael’s powers have grown, and this is how she wishes to express them.”



The expedition sat and listened as I told a modified story of what had happened. I chose not to include any mention of the death crystal, the Deer God, or becoming Ikfei’s beloved, nor did I talk about the choices offered to me by the World Spirit.

The change in my path confused the sisters, but such things were deeply personal, and they didn’t pry. Plus, they were distracted by the cursed necklace I brought out for them to examine, as well as the news of a spy within the Sugrusan ranks. Anya fixated on the former, while Weni was preoccupied with the latter.

The older sister, the Responsible One, had understood the dilemma immediately. “We need to make sure we don’t lose track of the spy, and we have to notify Knight Ithia too. You have a calling stone, yes? You’ll make a report to Albei?”

Mumu pulled out her necklace. Three calling stones dangled next to a small otter figurine. “One of these is paired to our lodge in Albei, but—”

Haol sighed. “We don’t know whom to trust, do we.”

“No,” Tegen said, scowling. “Not with how the Maltrans have been able to fool us.”

“As soon as we find a way to safely share the information,” Mumu said, “we will do so.”

“Then you have to follow the spy,” Weni said. “Anything else risks losing her trail.”

“We can’t leave you without protection,” Mumu said.

Haol snorted. “Your aunt would kill us.”

“She would, but she’d also understand the predicament we’re in.” Weni gestured to a box sitting to the side. “There’s enough light in there to bring Anya and me to dawn. At Level 5, the two of us should be able to get back to Bashruuta by ourselves, and from there we’ll hire mercenaries to escort us the rest of the way home.”

The necklace lay on a folded towel between us. Tegen poked at it with the sheath of his knife like it was alive. “I’m not sure it will be. There may be monsters who attempt to use the chaos after the storm to their benefit. A pair of fighters might not be enough.”

“It will if they’re silvered,” I said.

That got the rest of them to look at Stone Otter and me, sitting side by side. The sculpture leaned against me, not at all cuddly—the complete opposite of Snow, whose head rested in my lap.

“What?” I asked. “You know it’s true. If it’s Ikfael and me who follow after the spy, we’ll be fine.”

“Knowing a truth and being happy about it are two different things,” Mumu said.

“There’s supposed to be a party,” Teila spoke plaintively. “Not just in Voorhei—all of Albei would celebrate you becoming silvered.”

“And then we’d host another to bid you farewell,” Mumu said, sighing afterward.

“Unless you bind yourself to the land soldiers,” Tegen offered. “If you’re dedicated to the city’s defense, they’ll risk you staying. Or the world speakers, I suppose.”

That pulled a chuckle out of Haol, and the others laughed at the idea too.

After a moment’s silence, Teila spoke up. “You’re bound to leave, aren’t you?”

“I’ll be back,” I said. “I’ll always be back.”

“But not for long,” Teila said, “or else the monsters will come.”

“That’s right,” I replied.

Mumu placed a hand on Teila’s shoulder. “For this is a world of striving.”

Sadness clung to Teila’s heart, and I saw it hardening too. She was only seventeen, but that meant seventeen Long Darks survived. The young hunter was no stranger to violence and death. None of these people were. It was why their spirits burned so fiercely, each and every one.

In the background, I heard Yuki whispering, and a moment later the tension around Teila’s eyes eased. Her face softened. Whatever they’d said, it’d mattered to her.

I didn’t look forward to having this conversation with Bihei and the kids. That was going to be even harder, for everyone involved. For now, though, all I could do was focus on the expedition’s immediate needs.

I signed to get the group’s attention and said, “We’ll stay in Old Baxteiyel until the storm passes, then we’ll split up. The other expeditions won’t stick around now that the hierophant’s prize is no more, and with them leaving, the city will become more dangerous. The flooding will have swept away the weaker undead, but the stronger ones might still be around. You’ll need to escape while you can.”

“No,” Anya whined. “This is the opportunity of a millennium.”

“Is there a chance Asiik will be back?” Haol asked.

I shook my head. “No, not at all.”

“Even after the storm moves on,” Tegen said, “it will be days before the water recedes. We can continue to investigate until then.”

“So can the other expeditions,” Mumu said.

Tegen pointed at me. “Will they challenge our Eight?”

“Not if they have a brain in their heads,” Haol muttered.

“Which is not guaranteed, is it?” Mumu asked.

That won a round of sighs from around the circle.

“There are paths leading to the other temples in the Arc of Knowledge,” I said, “plus the pyramid’s dasekua is within easy reach. Those things alone are more than worthy of exploration. Let’s focus there.”

Mumu followed with, “And our Eight will track the Maltran spy, as well as monitor the situation within the pyramid. He’ll determine when we must depart, at which point we won’t look back. We’ve already won enough from Old Baxteiyel.”

Tegen cleared his throat. “All that’s left is to discuss the distribution of spoils.”

I already had an answer for that and said, “Honored Ikfael claims Amleila’s light and the talon that bound her to the pyramid.”

“And the rest?” Tegen asked.

The Stone Otter brought out the loot like she was creating a showroom floor—all the furniture was put on display except the big bed and the self-warming pot. She and I would pay for those out of our shares. Even so, the quality of the pieces was dazzling.

Ostensibly, I was owed a five-fold share—surreptitiously split between Yuki and me. Ikfael’s exchange also meant she was supposed to get five shares, so between us we’d have enough to also pay for the obsidian knife and still have some antaak left over.

As for Amleila’s corpse, the jaguar mask, and the coded books, they all stayed hidden in the Hoarder’s Pocket. The knowledge they contained was much too dangerous to let loose.

Ikfael’s exchange precluded her holding anything back, so she’d “officially” turned them over to me, and I was the one who didn’t mention them to the others. My standing in the expedition let it happen, even though it was essentially theft—the worst kind, since it was from family.

Still, I felt strongly that it was the right thing to do.



Once everyone had their fill of admiring the loot, Mumu invoked field rules, which allowed us to hold an abbreviated ceremony for absorbing the gathered light.

Haol, Tegen, Teila, Weni, and Anya all leveled, with none gaining new talents. Technically, the sisters had enough light to become dawn, but they held off, not wanting to go through the process while away from their family’s support and guidance. I also saw within Anya a desire not to squander the time remaining in Old Baxteiyel.

Mumu had enough light to hit Level 8, but she also forwent leveling up. If she did so, she’d be forced to leave Voorhei, since seven was the legal limit for a village.

After a small, abbreviated celebration, the expedition went back to work almost immediately.

I led them first to the dasekua, which now lay fallen and broken on the ground. Anya squawked and grew more and more excited at every discovery.

Most of the engravings were the same as you’d expect in any other city core—health, protection, fertility, and growth—but there was a section that looked like a hub for collecting and channeling other energies. Lines from the Arc of Knowledge fed into it.

We’d broken the magic for collecting silverlight. Did the other temples have fountains that were part of the same mechanism, or did they do something else? Anya, of course, had to immediately find out. She dragged the expedition along to begin exploring.

Yuki would keep me apprised of their progress.

I didn’t go with them because it made more sense for me to stand guard, climbing the stairs to take a position at the landing at the top. If another fight came this way, it’d likely be too dangerous for anyone but me.

I admired the design of the flower-shaped room while I waited. A pair of scouts from Ganas Hakei tentatively probed the area nearby—I sensed them first because of the water on their clothes—but they withdrew as soon as they spotted me, their spirits shaking in alarm. The land hid my authority, so I assume they must’ve heard about the fight with Xefwen.

An hour slipped past, then two. The people exploring the pyramid dried themselves off, and I lost my sense for their locations. I thought I should still be able to know where they were based on how much water was contained in the human body, but magic was weird. Blood was conceptually different than water, and that apparently mattered.

To distract me from my concerns about my family in Voorhei, Yuki talked to me about the rate at which they could produce extensions. Previously, it’d taken them about a year to grow a new one. Now, while on the Path of the Hidden Mind, they’d gotten two free extensions and could use body power to fuel the process and create even more.

How much? I asked.

‘We’ve been comparing the rates of growth. Our best estimate is approximately a thousand points of body power per extension.’

That sounds like a lot, I thought, but it isn’t really.

‘We don’t have anything else to spend our body power on,’ Yuki replied, their qi nodding. ‘That’s a new extension every thirteen days. Twenty-eight in a year.’

It’s a shame we don’t know that many people we can trust with your secret.

‘What about Aslishtei?’ Yuki asked. ‘Or her nieces? She knows about us, and they strongly suspect our presence, or something like us.’

You like them, do you?

Yuki burbled happily. ‘Yes, they’re fun. And they can keep a secret.’

There are others who are more appropriate—the family, each of them can get one. It’ll be even easier to stay in touch. Then there’s Aluk, and… yeah… the Deer God too.

‘Silly, Ollie/Eight, they’re already on the list for the rollout of the expanded network.’

The farther you spread, I thought, the harder it will be to disguise your presence.

‘We are a hidden mind,’ Yuki replied. ‘It will only become more and more difficult to detect us as we grow in power.’

I shifted positions to go from leaning against one side of the door to the other. A truth of your path, I know that. I just worry.

Yuki laughed. ‘You wouldn’t be Ollie/Eight if you didn’t.’

Ikfei sent a tendril of thought to mingle into our conversation and draw our attention to her.

There you are, I sent. That was some deep, deep contemplation you were in.

‘I’ve been meditating on Amleila’s fate,’ she replied.

Stepping away from the door, I paced around the stone flower. I’ve been thinking about it too.

‘Us as well,’ Yuki said. ‘We don’t ever want what happened to Amleila to happen to you.’

‘Hiding my true form is a step in the right direction,’ Ikfei replied, ‘and—’

You don’t want to tell anyone about us becoming beloved to each other, I thought.

‘You are disappointed,’ she sent.

A sigh blew out of me. Yes, but also no. I want to share the joy with the rest of the family, though not if it means someone might one day kidnap me to bring you under their control.

‘Or kidnap me to control you,’ Ikfei sent.

Maybe. I shrugged and kept pacing. But you can’t hide in that figurine forever.

‘No, I won’t,’ Ikfei sent. ‘Our lives are our own, and our secrets must always serve that principle—not the other way around.’

So you’ll still travel with me in your human avatar? I’d already daydreamed about the two of going around like a pair of tourists.

‘You’re not the only one who would like to see the world beyond the Glen,’ Ikfei shared.

Yuki nodded in the background.

Ikfei continued, ‘You’ll need to call me by another name when we’re together. Anything related to Ikfael will give us away.’

Of course. I should’ve thought of that.

She smiled within her figurine. ‘A lot has happened.’

So are you changing your name? Or…

‘I am Ikfael—that I know—but you can call me Fala.’

The name’s pretty, but why that?

‘Because it is pretty, and I knew a Fala once. She was… a good friend.’

I stopped pacing and felt my eyebrows climb. You’re not naming yourself after a long-lost girlfriend, are you?

She huffed. ‘No, we didn’t… we weren’t… Fala was the only one who stood up for me. She argued for the others to find a different path besides sacrificing me. I wish to honor her memory by taking her name, even if it’s only as a nickname. It will remind me to look beyond the obvious and hold true to what I believe.’

All right, all right, I was just teasing… Fala, I thought, testing the name. It’d take a little getting used to, but of course I would. To everyone else in the world, you will be Ikfael, but to me, you are Fala.

‘Good,’ she sent. ‘We will need a convincing story for how you and this alluring-yet-dangerous person named Fala meet.’

I chuckled. Somehow, I don’t think that will be a problem.

‘Knowing the two of you,’ Yuki interjected, ‘what you’ll really need is someone to hold back the embellishments.’

Are you volunteering to be our editor? I asked.

‘Gods know you’ll need one,’ they shot back.



The first report came in: there’d been no flooding of the Temple of the Sun’s secret room. Unexpectedly, it also seemed like a group of survivors was using the roof as an island. From what Mumu overheard, this group from Albei had tried to join the expeditions at the pyramid but had been rebuffed. They knew of others in the same position, who’d either had to retreat to Fort Olana or escape up the sides of the nearby mountains.

Any attempt to open the doors would flood the temple and the passage below, so there wasn’t anything we could to do to help them. They’d simply have to hang on until the storm fulfilled its purpose.

There was an empty fountain in the secret room, like in the Temple of Wanting, with a similar structure, but the runes were different. Anya’s first read was that they were qi-related. Her hypothesis was that perhaps each of the temples dealt with a different energy type.

As soon as the possibility registered, the Deer God emerged to stamp his hooves in anger. He urged me to get out of the way so that he could destroy these other fountains. The look in his eye told me of his purpose clearly.

But I raised a hand to slow him. “Start at the opposite end of the Arc, yeah? Unless you want the others to know about you?”

He blew his nostrils. A young thing like me teaching an elder? He’d already had that plan in mind, no matter how angry he’d seemed. Being corporeal was unsettling, but it didn’t distract him from wisdom’s path. His point made, he moved past me to clomp down the stairs.

And I shrugged in response. The Deer God would do what he would do. He’d learn soon enough about what it was like inhabiting a new body, with all the associated perks and drawbacks. It might even be fun to watch, especially once rutting season came around.

I pulled out some of the dawn-level cushions from the pocket and arranged them into a cozy nook for myself. Both the Deer God and the expedition were going to be working all night, so I might as well be comfortable while I waited.

Yuki, Fala, and I continued to explore the changes in ourselves.



One of the more-interesting experiments took place in the early morning. Yuki and I merged consciousnesses to find out what impact that might have on the soul marks and talents we shared with Fala. The answer? None. Which was logical, since both Ollie/Eight and Yuki maintained their own separate soul marks and talents.

And Fala’s perception of our joined mind? ‘Eerie,’ she sent. ‘Not bad, just different and steadier and… also scary.’

Really? I asked, dropping back into myself. Because of the doubled authority and influence?

Fala thought carefully about what she’d experienced through the soul bridge. ‘Partly yes, but there was more—the feeling of being in the presence of a predator, one so beyond me that only its favor kept me safe.’ She paused to compare words to experiences. ‘You felt… ageless.’

‘Oh,’ Yuki said, ‘that was probably us leaking through more than usual. Ollie/Eight saw that we had a nascent talent called Ageless.’

Fala went to the trouble of having the figurine gesture, the motion indicating an acceptance of truth. Then she sent, ‘You hide that aspect of yourself well.’

Yuki’s qi shrugged. ‘We are how we are. We simply choose to be the more interesting and fun aspects.’

All of us are hunters, I thought, our Fala included.

“Another truth,” the figurine signed.

We settled into silence for a while, each of us meditating on our natures—the changed parts as well as the timeless ones.

In the background, Mumu reported about Anya’s complaints: they’d encountered another fountain that was no longer working. The magical structures inside had been smashed. The peltwei also whined about not having brought enough notebooks.



At about eight in the morning, someone clapped outside the flower room.

“I am Ukthul Pleitna, a hunter of Ganas Hakei, requesting the intercession of the Storm Caller. There is a situation outside requiring your authority.”
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The Path Ahead

With as much dignity as I could muster, I rose from the cushions and pretended to toss them down the stairs, meanwhile storing them in the Hoarder’s Pocket instead. Those things were money, and were also comfortable. I wasn’t going to risk losing them to a rando looter.

Only once I was done and my team alerted did I invite the scout inside.

Uthkul was a good head taller than I was, with long, dark brown hair tamed into a widow’s braid. She wore brigandine, although the jacket underneath showed through in places. A broken spear was strapped to her back, and the rest of her weapons were in their sheaths. Tension was wound around her like a rope.

Checking her Status, I saw that her first and most-powerful talent was Pathfinder.

She glanced at the stone flower in the room’s center before approaching with her palms turned toward me. Both her hands were empty. “Thank you, Honored. Will you come with me? A waterspout has descended from the sky, and our people don’t know how to appease it.”

“You mean it’s lingering?” I asked.

She nodded. “Just so. The spout turns before the pyramid’s entrance as if waiting to enter, and it has been there since first light.”

A couple of hours, then, I thought, wondering what the hell it could be. “Anyone injured?”

“None yet,” Uthkul replied, “but our people worry. The storm’s origins are plainly supernatural, and to deny the spirits their due is exceedingly dangerous.”

There were about a dozen words in Diaksh to describe levels and kinds of danger, and she’d specifically used the one to indicate the worst of both.

“Well, I suppose I should see what that’s all about,” I said.

Both Yuki and Fala sent question marks my way, and a beat later my team followed suit; there was absolutely no need for me to go outside. Yet, I was curious, and—after some prodding—I admitted to being hungry for the storm.

I’d only experienced the edges of it so far, and inside me was a need to know what it was like. I had to know how it felt to be in its midst.

The expedition was on its way to my position, so they’d not be caught unawares in case this was a ploy of some kind. I didn’t think it was, based on what I saw in Uthkul’s spirit, but she might not have known the role she played if this truly was an elaborate trap.

“Lead the way,” I told her.

Uthkul had a long stride, and she spoke as we walked: “We of the other expeditions will wait in the pyramid’s worship hall, so that you may address the spirits without concern. Those of us from Ganas Hakei pledge that this is so, and we will ensure there will be no interference.”

She looked back at me a moment before continuing, “If I lie, my life is yours. If an exchange is required for the deer spirit, we will contribute toward it for the sake of urging the storm away. This bitter fiasco of a race must conclude; our people only wish to return home.”

And in fact, I sensed my Mark of the Hunter moving as well—through the pyramid to stop in the area where the worship hall was located. When we reached that floor, the smell of blood and meat was nearly overwhelming. We headed in the opposite direction instead, toward the main doors, where the sound of thunder echoed.

I hadn’t paid too much attention to the doors when I’d explored the pyramid earlier. All that had mattered then was that they were tightly shut. Now they stood open, and the wind and rain poured inside.

Outside, the world was dark, the clouds boiling with the forces rampaging through them. Lightning thrashed the city and the mountains. The thunder smashed into me so strongly I felt my eyes and teeth vibrate. And yet… and yet… I approached the scene like an unfeeling zombie. It was a movie with the sound off. Like trying to taste something delicious, but with all my taste buds dead. The feeling was of nerve endings muffled by an anesthetic that would never wear off.

The water on the floor shivered as the wind blew across its surface. That I felt. And I saw the promised water spout stretching from the pyramid’s base to the sky above. A spirit of the air twirled within, her form vaguely human.

My spirit eyes revealed her to me, yet I felt no connection at all.

	Error
Not a valid talent vessel.



Ikfei sent. ‘She’s as far above me as the sky above the Glen.’

For a long while I stood, staring at what wasn’t mine anymore. Yes, I’d known the loss of Storm Caller would have a profound impact, but it took coming face to face with the biggest storm I’d likely ever see in either of my lives to bring it home.

A part of me had once thought I might get to play with its lightning. A part had fantasized I might make some difference in the birth of the being incubating among the clouds. Yet neither of those things was to be.

Gods, I felt gutted.

“Honored, what should we do?” Uthkul asked. The hunter had taken a position inside the doors.

That’s strange, I thought. When did I step outside? I’m… I’m drenched.

Water now covered me from head to toe, protecting me from the wind scouring the city. Fala’s will resided within, next to mine. I must’ve unconsciously done it.

Both Yuki and she waited patiently for me to recover. Their care wrapped around me, like the water did, helping to bring warmth back to my heart that had gone cold.

‘We’re so sorry,’ Yuki whispered.

‘Oh, my beloved,’ Fala sent. ‘I—’

But with a thought, I stopped her from continuing. No regrets. This loss is simply a measure of how much else I’ve gained.

Yuki offered, ‘When one door closes, another opens.’

Sometimes the aphorisms are true, I thought in reply.

‘This expression describes my life,’ Fala sent.

Which was also true, wasn’t it? From Ikiira to Ikfael and Ikfael to Fala—those were different doors closing and opening. A person’s life changed directions in response to tragedy and opportunity both.

Becoming Fala’s beloved was a choice I’d made, and it was one I would treasure. I was not a fool to ignore or bury the loss I felt, but at the same time I refused to let it consume me.

Life often felt like the same battles fought over and over again, only under different circumstances. If that was the case, didn’t it mean we could use those battles to practice? Shouldn’t I learn how to let loss move through me while also looking at the path ahead?

The sadness and gratitude mingled, as did the love and loss. I contain multitudes, I thought, and that was a truth I’d known for a very long time.



My family waited for me to fully comprehend these mysteries, offering support in their own ways. Eventually, though, I had to do something about the air elemental. I noticed how she watched the doors, even as she continued twirling inside the waterspout. That was not something human necks could do, and the sight was jarring enough to bring me back to reality.

“She really does seem like she wants to come inside, doesn’t she?” Then I raised my voice, “Do you need permission to enter?”

Thunder echoed, but it wasn’t the elemental’s doing. She hadn’t reacted to my voice.

Wind howled across the surface of the flood waters, yet not where we were. The area in the pyramid’s immediate vicinity seemed to be experiencing a reprieve from the worst of the storm.

The biggest threat to the pyramid was the twister, which was half made of water. It was an obvious lever to pull.

Shall I? I thought.

‘Let me,’ Fala sent. Then she laid her influence against the waterspout… but nothing happened. ‘Her authority greatly surpasses mine. I don’t think she even noticed me.’

I’ll help, I thought, focusing my will along with Fala’s.

Once again she attempted to influence the spout, but it was like shooting a water pistol at a river. So, I merged consciousnesses with Yuki, and our combined influence greatly bolstered Fala’s, causing the river to distort slightly under the pressure of a firehouse. That was enough to halt the elemental’s twirling. Slowly, the winds stilled, and the water that had made up the spout fell in thick sheets.

The air spirit shifted her gaze from the doors to the figurine around my neck.

A moment later, I felt Fala’s surprise. ‘She called me cousin.’

The elemental glided forward until she floated only a spear’s length away. That close, I saw that she was wispy white and about twice my height, with long streamers emerging from her body. A couple approached to scan across my body, poking and prodding among my belongings. They smelled like the high clouds.

A third tendril touched my beloved’s figurine and hovered it in the air.

‘I’m having difficulty in making sense of her words,’ Fala sent, ‘but I believe she’s saying that she’s an emissary sent to recover ‘a lost memory.’ The door is apparently open to her, but an old agreement prevents her entrance.’

Would it help if we invite her in? I asked.

The wind howled, and that was the elemental. I didn’t need Fala to tell me the response was a negative.

‘We don’t have the authority,’ my beloved sent.

I’m not going to put on Amleila’s chain, I thought.

‘We wouldn’t let you!’ both Yuki and Fala replied instantly.

I cleared my throat and thought, All right, all right. Do we know what this memory looks like?

‘Oh yes we do.’ Fala’s thoughts turned wry. ‘You’ll need to send that Uthkul away. The item the spirit wants is in our Hoarder’s Pocket, and it’d be best if there are no witnesses.’

I sent, Is it the chain?

‘No,’ she answered.

The crystal? I thought, horrified.

‘Beloved, it’s the talon.’

The thing whose power our Deer God consumed? I clarified.

With a sigh, she answered, ‘Yes.’

Damn it, I thought, then immediately dismissed Uthkul to join the others in the worship hall.

The woman was grateful to go. She’d seen enough by then to know things were starting to happen and had no desire to be a part of them.

I tracked the water she carried with her until she was well out of view, and only then did I bring the talon out of the pocket.

Tendrils of air billowed from the elemental’s body, taking the item and lifting it up. A moment of intense investigation followed, and then a disappointed sigh breathed past me. I nervously eyed the forlornness on the spirit’s face, but it didn’t change into wrath even after minutes had passed.

‘Gratitude,’ Fala sent. ‘We have the emissary’s gratitude for finding one of the lost memories, but she regrets that time has already eaten away its potency. All she can give us in exchange is ten days’ good weather.’

What if we want to keep the talon? I thought. It’s high silvered! And we can—For a beat, the spirit focused on me, and I immediately retracted my desire. No, never mind. That was a foolish idea. The lost memory should go back to where it belongs.

‘This is not a choice,’ Fala confirmed, her spirit quaking. ‘We must give it back.’

Yeah, I got that. She can just take it.

Then without even looking at us, the spirit flew off into the sky with the talon trailing after her.

I put my hand over my heart and felt it beating hard. That was almost bad, right?

‘Very bad,’ Fala confirmed.

‘But the danger has passed?’

‘It has,’ she replied. ‘The emissary told me the storm will depart.’

To look for more memories? I asked.

‘I don’t know,’ Fala replied. ‘I don’t know how we could know.’

Just one of the many mysteries of Diaksha, then.

‘A truth,’ my beloved sent. ‘But we’re okay now. That is what matters.’

We lost something so precious, though.

‘We did,’ she sent, ‘but we will manage, won’t we?’

That also is a truth, I replied.



The expeditions from Ganas Hakei and Sugrusu Hakei were relieved to hear the storm would be moving on. I left them discussing how to split the proceeds from the furnishings Fala and I had left behind upstairs. They’d lost friends and colleagues participating in the hierophant’s race—was the taak they’d gain in exchange worth it?

That wasn’t my business to figure out. Doors closed and doors opened; these people had their own to walk through. Except for Skara the Clever—hers was business I did need to figure out. I made sure to refresh my Prey of the Hunter on her while I was nearby.

After that, we all went back to what we’d been doing before the emissary’s visit. I resumed standing guard at the stairwell leading down to the dasekua, while my team explored the rest of the Arc of Knowledge.

Poor Anya. I couldn’t explain to her why the fountains she’d previously examined had also stopped working.



Three days passed before the waters receded enough for the race participants to evacuate from Old Baxteiyel. The sky was a blue-and-white patchwork that morning, with only a light breeze tugging at our cloaks. About a half mile to the north, a kettle of vultures circled.

The other expeditions descended the pyramid’s steps below us. Mud was everywhere, and the stones smelled damp and moldy. Our boots squelched as we followed them. An agreement had been reached between all the expedition leaders, Anya included, for the expeditions to leave together.

The pyramid had already been attacked multiple times by undead who’d found ways to stay in the city while underwater. A joint defense had seemed to make the most sense, since there was no longer any reason to compete with each other.

Which was fine; it really was. Even while hidden deep within the land, the undead still managed to track me. My team and I could no longer guarantee to Anya and Weni that we could sneak them out—not without me splitting off and moving separately.

So, a joint defense it was, and we made short work of the undead who came at us—ninety-eight dawn and dusk warriors cooperating. None of the other expeditions’ members below Level 5 had survived.

Occasionally, we passed the rotting carcasses of animals who’d washed down from the mountains. They lay half-buried, their bones adding to the pale stone buildings. The storm had left its mark on the city; the ruins seemed diminished in its aftermath. And yet the broken walls and the half-fallen structures remained.

As we left the ruined city behind, a few of us turned back to look at Old Baxteiyel.

No doubt philosophers would flock here now that the pyramid was open and the undead were cleared away. All they’d find, though, are the empty shells and the faintest of echoes of what had been so proudly built here. Only a handful might ever imagine the secret horrors that had once been concealed within. And they’d never know for certain either—the key to the codes locked away in our Hoarder’s Pocket.

Ahead of us, the forest had been ravaged too. The weaker trees had broken, as had the ones who couldn’t bend. Only the strong and flexible had survived, both characteristics necessary to weather the storm.

Here the expeditions split. Those returning to Albei, either as a waypoint or their final destination, would cut across the hills to the west as a more direct route. Everyone else—for example, those heading to Sugrusu Hakei—would go north to the pass at Bashruuta.

I told the other expeditions that I would linger in the area around Old Baxteiyel to put down any monsters stirred up by the storm. Only Anya, Weni, and my team knew the truth.

We made arrangements within our expedition for the goods in the Hoarder’s Pocket and said our farewells, hugging each other tight. The race had been nothing like any of us had expected, but at least we’d prospered from it.

Anya was disappointed to be leaving so soon, but every one of her notebooks was full by that point. She would surely make good use of everything she’d learned. There was a distracted look on her face that refused to go away, her head clearly full of magical theories and patterns.

Mumu and Teila lingered the longest and fussed the most. These people cherished me, and I cherished them back. I asked them to pass along my love to those waiting back home. They were due a heartfelt conversation, but I decided to put it off until we could meet in person.

Until then, I was only a Yuki away—that was important to remember—and I promised to keep my team informed of my activities. Maltra’s spy was currently a half hour to north, traveling to Bashruuta with the other survivors from her expedition.

The Maltrans had attacked my Fala, and I wouldn’t... we wouldn’t let them get away with it.
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Perspective: Heleitia

Heleitia waited among the stones and waters of Little Ikfael’s so-called Glen, the pool’s banks overrun by the engorged falls feeding it. All the rivers, streams, and brooks in her territory had surged in the storm’s aftermath, and many trees had fallen too. Yet it had been a small price to pay for a heaven-sent opportunity.

Heleitia had followed the narrow, narrow path charted by the stars for a millennium, and the day had finally come. She’d felt her beloved’s passing, the wall between them shuddering as it happened. The path had proved true, after all: Amleila was free.

From the beginning, every future revealed by the stars’ light had indicated perpetual slavery for both Amleila and Asiik—all except for one, a place in the sky of dim uncertainty. Pursuing that future had meant hiding for hundreds of years so a small village could become foolish, so a brave young girl might sacrifice herself, and so a god would one day come visiting.

Diriktot had asked her to watch over the boy he’d left in her territory. The lad had been unassuming and not too bright. Under the stars, he’d been shown to be bland and his future dim. Yet how could that be, with the god’s touch on him?

The stars wouldn’t have lied. The answer must’ve been that Diriktot hid Eight’s potential from divination. So instead, Heleitia had peered at the futures of those around him to see how they prospered, and with relief she’d found she’d been right to follow the path the stars had shown her.

Little Eight’s allies flourished, abundantly so. And his enemies fell, the low and the high, one after the other. All that was left, then, was to point him in the right direction.

There was such gratification in a divination proven correct. A spear thrown a thousand years ago had hit its mark.

From what she’d seen in the aftermath, Ikfael and Eight must’ve become silvered and gained immensely from her beloved Amleila’s death. Even better, the shadow across time that Baxteiyel had cast was disrupted. Baxta’s footsteps were now obscured, so anyone attempting to follow after him would find nothing but frustration.

May those miserable creatures eat their own dung, she thought, and choke on their twisted ambitions.

Her zashareen had grown too large for the Glen. It was time for them to move on. Little Ikfael’s potential was now masked by dim uncertainty too. She and Eight must’ve become beloved—their fates intertwined. The heartbreak once illuminated by the stars was no longer visible.

Heleitia’s thoughts grew cloudy as she considered the relationship between the two. A spirit of the land’s blessing didn’t come easily, but Heleitia prayed they’d have an easier time than she’d had with her beloveds.

May Ikfael and Eight prosper; may their bonds be a source of strength and not misery; and may they wander as they like, finding contentment in this world of striving.

The two of them were free to do so now, their small argument resolved. With Ikfael’s duty complete, she could go wherever she liked. Not every spirit of the land tied themselves to a territory, after all, and the reckoning at the end of the Long Dark could be managed with a little forethought.

The idea was attractive enough that Heleitia pondered it too. Her other zashareen had all grown into fine spirits in their own rights. Let Leilu and Aetheleita care for this land in her stead, so that—she felt a flutter of nerves—so that she might leave too. Perhaps to join Asiik.

After Amleila’s passing, Heleitia had removed the block to their soul bridge, but then Asiik had erected his own—his thoughts and emotions remaining hidden from her. She’d once again depended on the stars to show her the way, and through them she’d learned that he roved the countryside. Even while the storm had still raged, he’d lashed out in anger at a thousand years of forced service.

In no future did he stay near Baxteiyel, but how else might his slavery have changed Heleitia’s beloved? The soul bridge between them was permanent, but might he never want to see her again? The stars had held no answer to that question. Too many choices in between had remained unmade.

The nervousness Heleitia felt was unbecoming, though she couldn’t help the fearful anticipation. In truth, the answer lay in both of them leaving this place together. Let Eight’s Deer God take the land if he wanted. All Heleitia needed now—

Far to the east, Asiik changed directions, winging toward her.

Oh gods, please let it be.
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Perspective: Skara

Skara hadn’t slept easily in days.

Every night, she’d dreamt of standing at the doors to the Pyramid of Despair, surrounded on all sides by floodwaters too murky to see through. When the undead rose from the darkened surface, she called to her teammates for aid, only to find that the air had been sucked from her lungs. So Skara fled, running through the pyramid’s corridors to seek help, only to stumble into a room where a thousand bloody knives had shredded her allies to pieces.

Others among the assembled travelers also frequently awoke in the night. Old Klouk had jokingly started calling their expedition the Long Race, yet that was too close to the truth for Skara’s comfort. Maybe when she was as old as him, she’d find it funny.

No, she thought, shaking her head. These matters are too important. Klouk’s a fool and ignorant of their significance.

Skara might not have slept easily for days, but she still had a mission to complete.

The august personages of Brother Sun and Sister Moon were too far removed from one as lowly as her, yet she could serve them by reporting on the events of Old Baxteiyel. Originally, she was supposed to have coordinated with the Great Alchemist and his squad, but those deaths were part of the terrible news to be reported.

The alchemist was rumored to have been a favorite of Sister Moon. And it was would be Skara sharing the news of his assassination. That was almost exciting. Skara might even be mentioned in the report—her name potentially spoken by Sister Moon’s lips.

The scout had made note of the names and faces of those involved in killing the Great Alchemist, and there’d be a special entry about the one called Eight. That one had somehow entered the pyramid ahead of everyone else. He’d even managed to ransack the apartments of the city’s leaders and sabotage the magical devices they’d left behind.

If anyone carried away Old Baxteiyel’s secrets, it would be him.

At least the spirit of the land named Ikfael was dead. She’d heard that truth uttered from the hierophant’s own mouth. Her contact back in Sugrusu Hakei had expressed concern about the otter’s rise to power and the effect on Albei.

Also, many dawn and dusk had died during the race, weakening the Three-City Alliance’s fighting strength. Yes, there was so much information to share! Surely, a report of her words would reach the ears of Brother Sun and Sister Moon.

Supposedly, a special agent of the empire resided in Bashruuta. Her contact had warned Skara to reach out to him only under the direst of circumstances. Surely, the news she carried counted. Surely, it did!

One day, Skara would make the pilgrimage to Maltra. If she was lucky and served the empire well, she might even be invited to an assembly where Brother Sun and Sister Moon revealed themselves to the public.

Wouldn’t it be a dream? A much better one than the nightmares that plagued her. At least the weather had improved, and her knee wasn’t bothering her as much. There was only a half a day left until Bashruuta. Then things would get so much better; that was where she’d make the future she dreamed of come true.
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Perspective: Helen

Helen sat on a fallen log, waiting for Ollie to arrive. She’d come in bare feet so she could feel the loamy soil and walk through the cool stream now running through this place. It meandered in from between the redwoods—the tall trunks, bracken, and ferns making room so that it might pass through to the doorway at the meadow’s border.

The trunks that had once been the doorway’s base had sunk into the earth, and the passage had widened to let the stream through. A filigree that looked like wolf lichen decorated the jambs, accompanied by the engraved images of a deer and an otter.

The weapons that guarded the way were also still present, only larger and more refined. The spear, knife, and arrows radiated a deadliness that didn’t reflect the Ollie she’d known. Not like this.

He’d had it in him; she’d known that after meeting his grandparents and hearing his stories of them, but her Ollie had changed. And she had too, of course. The ultimate change, one might say.

She chuckled at the thought.

For this visit, Helen had chosen to appear as her sixteen-year-old self, wearing jeans and the old Bowie shirt she’d refused to get rid of all those years ago. On her hand was her wedding ring.

It was funny what people clung to in life and in death. After this meeting, she’d burn the shirt, she decided. The ring… she’d turn that into a necklace she’d find in her next life. Ollie’s grandmother Catalina had told her that people could create reminders for themselves of the lessons they’d learned.

She’d learned a lot from Ollie and his struggles, just as he’d learned from her. They’d had a true marriage with all the associated ups and downs, and it was finally time to say, “It’s okay now. You can move on; you don’t have to feel guilty.”

The words were softly spoken but filled the meadow. There were no other noises—no birds calling, no wind blowing—just the peaceful stillness of Ollie’s soul.

For a while, she’d worried. The meadow had been roughly used, but things seemed well tended again. When she looked closely—as Catalina had taught her—she saw how thin threads of silver now ran through everything.

A moment later, the silver threads glowed to mark his arrival. For the first time, she heard the stream’s burbling. Ollie had gotten stronger again.

Helen thought he might come through the doorway he’d built to Diaksha, but the damned sentimental fool had instead chosen to arrive through the circle of redwoods nearby. He wore jeans just like she did, along with a white buttoned-down shirt. His hair was long now and braided.

Ollie had come to see her with glad yet complicated eyes. Helen stood to greet him, so that she could finally say goodbye.
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