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  To my mother,


  For your unwavering support, encouragement to better myself, and unconditional love.


  I am who I am because of you and dad. Thank you for believing in me.
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  Chapter 1


  [You are advancing to realm: Qi Condensation.]


  [You have formed foundation: Perfected Steel.]


  [Your dantian is being formed, please wait.]


  Leon floated in blackness, his existence a flaming sphere of energy. He could feel nothing but that energy, and the vacuum in which he existed. On all sides he felt that existence threatened, the void calling to him, pulling him away from his center. As the notifications rolled across his vision, he felt the sphere begin to change.


  It slowly expanded like a balloon, the fiery energy becoming a shell surrounding an area of nothingness. The nothingness felt entirely different from the void that surrounded it, however- instead of promising obliteration and the end of all things like the vacuum that called to him, the hollow of the sphere spoke to his soul of beginnings, potential, a wide open road and nothing in his way.


  His mind zeroed in on that feeling, and the sphere’s shell began to solidify, its surface like that of the sun. In the center of his newly formed dantian came sparks, like the universe striking steel to flint. The sparks caught, a burst of flame erupting within, before turning into a gaseous cloud of red, gold, and purple that floated inside the sphere, slowly turning blue as they combined. Appearing with a burst of fire and flash of purple light, two items began to orbit the newly formed dantian: one a small, well worn hammer that felt like it could shatter worlds, and the other a simple canvas tent that felt like home away from home.


  The pull of the void was abruptly halted, and Leon felt at peace as he examined the new development.


  [Your dantian has been formed.]


  [Applying advancement to your physical form. Some discomfort is to be expected.]


  Leon found himself suddenly and painfully aware of the body that surrounded his dantian. His chest felt over-full, like someone had stuck the nozzle of a pair of bellows into his back and started pumping them. The pressure only grew as his physical form coalesced around him in his mind. His eyes still closed against the pain beside his heart, Leon took stock of his situation as best he could.


  He was sitting in a lotus position, the backs of his hands against his knees, middle fingers touching his thumbs. He wasn’t wearing armor as far as he could tell, his clothing far too soft and comfortable for that. There was a slight breeze against his face, and the hardness of stone beneath him.


  Leon began his Qi cycling breathing technique, his breaths becoming a rhythmic set of breathe, hold, exhale, hold, repeat. The pressure in his chest slowly decreased as his Qi settled. Looking within, he was now aware of his dantian, which he had referred to as his core before Master Sataou had set him on the right path.


  The dantian was the source of his power, and the mark of his cultivation. Within it he held the Qi that allowed him to advance his abilities and rank. It acted as a power source for the abilities that he had and would learn, fueling them so that he would no longer damage his body with the effort unless it ran dry. Looking back, he now knew how dangerous his actions had been. Using Qi abilities before fully forming one’s dantian was a dice roll every time- with a high probability of doing permanent damage to one’s cultivation due to the backlash.


  Leon counted himself fortunate that he had been able to take in more Qi than he had expended, otherwise he would have run afoul of Qi deprivation and damaged or destroyed his foundation. He now had a much better idea of the basics of Cultivation, and the pitfalls that every child is taught from a young age. Being an adult transplant to this world, he had lacked those teachings until recently.


  The knowledge he had gained from his master in just that brief moment in the Alchemist guild had already proven to be incredibly valuable as he began to move the gas-like Qi within his dantian as he cycled. He knew that the Qi would need to be spun in a vortex as he processed it, with the end goal to slowly condense the gas into a liquid. The concepts beyond that remained a mystery to him, but he had faith that Master Sataou would reveal what he needed to know when he needed to know it.


  Leon exhaled a stale breath, his Qi settling and his dantian no longer feeling like a foreign object in his chest. He slowly opened his eyes to see the morning sun coming up over the trees from his vantage point at the mouth of a small cave. The sky was a kaleidoscope of yellows and oranges as the dawn broke. Birds sang to each other, and a light breeze brought with it the scents of a forest in springtime; budding flowers, new moss, and the mist of cool night air being banished by the warmth of day.


  There was an unlit campfire a yard or so in front of him, with a cooking pot hanging over it. His innate sense for fire had been heightened by his advancement, and he could somehow tell that the ashes were still warm from the fire the night before. Fuel had been stacked nearby, a neat pile of logs and a small bundle of smaller sticks.


  He heard a shuffling noise behind him, followed by a familiar voice.


  “Ah, you have awakened, my disciple?” Master Sataou asked with a smile tinting his voice, “Good, good! I had wondered when you would finally come to from your advancement!”


  Leon stood slowly, his body stiff. He turned to face his master as he came from inside the shallow cave.


  “Master.” he greeted, “Good morning.”


  Sataou beamed at him, waving a hand as a fire burst to life in the firepit.


  “My disciple! Let me get a look at you!” he said with a chuckle, “You should go over your status, see what has changed!”


  * * *


  Leon Jäger


  Title: Indomitable Knight (+)


  Realm: Qi Condensation


  Stage: Early


  Affinity: Fire, Soul, Light


  Attributes:


  Strength: 85


  Endurance: 85


  Agility: 63


  Spirit: 60


  Willpower: 97


  Traits: Resolute


  Skills:


  Martial Weapons: Mastery


  Unarmed Combat: Half-step Mastery


  Ranged Weapons: Journeyman


  Heavy Armor: Mastery


  Blacksmithing: Half-step Mastery


  Inspect: Journeyman


  Stealth: Journeyman


  First Strike: Journeyman


  Aura Suppression: Beginner


  Hammer of Moradin: Journeyman


  Intimidation: Journeyman


  Light’s Recovery: Journeyman


  Purge In Flames: Journeyman


  Annihilation: Beginner


  Applied Modifiers:


  Mark of Epione: Hannah of Epione


  Favor of Satoro: Satoro Sataou


  Disciple Bond: Satoro Sataou


  Soul-Binding: Yin-yang Souls(Hannah of Epione)


  * * *


  All of Leon’s stats had seen major jumps in power. The smallest change was an additional twenty points, and the highest was thirty. It seemed that moving up in realm truly did impact his fighting ability in a major way. Without anything to compare to, Leon was certain that his attributes were high for his stage, though by how much he couldn’t be sure. Closing the status screen, he saw Master Sataou cutting some strips of meat into a skillet over the fire with a small knife.


  “Master.. where um. Where are we?” he asked, glancing around the secluded area.


  Master Sataou laughed, dropping another piece of meat in the skillet with a sizzle.


  “We are in the mountains, my young disciple!” he said, smiling at Leon, “Your advancement would have been… detrimental to the condition of my guild hall, I believe?”


  Leon made a face.


  “Oh, uh-” he began.


  “I had made preparations, never fear- though I admit I had not anticipated you to advance during our ceremony!” Sataou said with a laugh, patting Leon’s shoulder, “I am proud of you, my disciple! You have made great strides in the short time you have been here!”


  Leon nodded and smiled at the old man.


  “Thank you, master.” he said, “And thank you for your guidance, past and future.”


  “And present! We must talk about your new realm!” Sataou said, grabbing meat from the hot pan with his bare hands and putting it into a sliced roll of some kind before handing it to Leon.


  Leon thanked him for the meal and they both began to eat.


  “As a freshly-minted Qi-Condensation Cultivator, you find yourself above the pinnacle of mortal humanity. I say this not as a slight towards those who lack the means to progress beyond the foundation realm, nor as a way to boost your confidence- I say it to put my next words into perspective.” Sataou said, gesturing with his sandwich, crumbs going everywhere, “You are but a frog in a very deep well, my disciple. As powerful as you have become, you are only at the first step of your Cultivation journey. The space between steps becomes greater and greater, and the step between realms is like looking upon a deity from below. Do not become complacent.”


  Leon considered his words, finishing his bite of sandwich before responding.


  “Yes master, I understand.” he said, “I have been fortunate thus far, but will not hold to luck for my future prospects. I have come up against opponents that I should not have been able to survive- I can only imagine that that trend will continue and I would rather be prepared.”


  “That is indeed smart.” Sataou replied, “For now, you should focus on stabilizing your Qi. Your dantian has been formed, and the Qi you had remaining after the formation should be stored as a mist within it, if there is any. Your goal for this realm is to condense that mist into a liquid, storing it in your dantian. Some refer to this as the sea of Qi, though very few have enough to even call it a puddle. Hopefully you’ve retained some amount of gaseous Qi after your advancement?”



  “There seems to be a good bit.” Leon said, casting his mind within to observe his dantian sphere.


  Sataou looked at him with an odd expression.


  “May I see?” he asked.


  “I am your disciple, master.” Leon answered, “I ask for your guidance.”


  Sataou closed his eyes and touched Leon’s shoulder.


  Leon felt a wave of Qi ripple outwards from where his master made contact with him. His dantian constricted, as if to ready itself for an attack. Leon willed it calm, allowing the pulse of energy to wash through him.


  After a moment, Sataou opened his eyes and looked into Leon’s.


  “You… are one mystery after another, my disciple.” he said quietly.


  “Am I.. is there something wrong with my dantian, master?” Leon asked, concerned.


  Sataou shook his head.


  “No, nothing like that.” he replied, sitting back again and observing Leon as he spoke, “You are simply different than most. Better than most, if I am being honest. The amount of Qi you have is immense compared to my own stores at your stage, and it is more dense than any I have seen in Qi Condensation.”


  “What does that mean for me, master?” Leon asked.


  “It is both a very positive and potentially negative thing, young Leon.” Sataou replied, gesturing with his hands, “You have an enormous capacity for Qi within your dantian. This means you have more storage space for energy, which translates directly into more uses of your abilities, and more abilities that can draw heavily upon your stores. On its face, this is fantastic, but it also means that you will need to gather more Qi to your dantian to advance, as you must stretch the bounds of yourself to more forward. Your Qi being more dense works in tandem with your storage space, in fact it acts in a multiplicative capacity- the denser the Qi, the less you need to use… however, as with all benefits, there is a downside: denser Qi will require a firmer hand to be used. Every use of your Qi will require more Willpower to keep it in line.”


  Leon shrugged.


  “I can only hope that my abilities are up to the task, master.” he said, “My Willpower seems sufficient, but I lack any real frame of reference.”



  Sataou nodded.


  “Indeed, I can imagine. Would you mind sharing your full status sheet with me?” he asked, looking serious, “I understand that it is an invasion of your privacy, and you are not required to do so- but I wish to be able to guide you fully, and knowing what I have to work with would help us both immensely.”


  “Of course.” Leon said, “You have my trust, master.”


  Leon thought about his status and then about opening it up like a book, turning it to face Sataou.


  Sataou’s eyes went unfocused as he read. Leon finished his breakfast and leaned back on his hands, looking up at the now blue sky above. A light dusting of clouds dotted the horizon, but everything that could be seen spoke to a beautiful day. Leon simply enjoyed the light breeze and early sun before Sataou blinked and shook his head.


  “Monstrous..” the old man mumbled to himself.


  “Master?” Leon asked.


  “Your status is… well, should you continue on your path, barring unforeseen issues, you will see the peak that the path of Cultivation offers.” Sataou said slowly, still processing, “I will not give you my current status yet, but I will tell you that your attributes far outstrip my own when I was at your realm.”


  “I.. see.” Leon replied, unsure of how to respond.


  “Thank you for sharing your status, my disciple. I was sure of your potential before but this will go a long way to ensuring I mentor you properly.” Sataou said, “I will have to consider things before we speak again on the matter. For now, it is time we get back to town… I am sure that sister of yours is beside herself since you haven’t returned.”


  Leon looked up quickly.


  “How.. how long have we been out here?” he asked slowly.


  “About two weeks!” Sataou said, chuckling.


  Leon looked shocked.


  “Two weeks…” he repeated, “How is that possible?”


  “Well, it was certainly a longer process than normal, but you seem to be an abnormality in a few ways. Having seen your status, I am no longer shocked about the amount of effort it took your soul to coalesce a dantian.” Sataou replied, willing the pan and other cooking items into his storage ring, “Considering your strength, I would honestly have expected it to take longer if I’d known. As it is, do not fret about your companion- she is under the care of Little Lin.”


  Leon dusted off his pants, looking at Master Sataou.


  “Will she be okay if the Church decides to attack?” he asked seriously.


  Sataou chuckled darkly.


  “Even those pompous fools know better than to commit to war with my guild.” he said, winking, “To say nothing of myself or my Clan. And do not discount Lin Mah’s abilities, young Leon… she is far more powerful than she appears.”


  Leon nodded.



  “Yes, master.” he said, “I meant no disrespect.”



  Sataou smiled at him.


  “No, my disciple, your concern for your companion is only to your credit.” he said, patting Leon on the shoulder, “Given how you came into this world it is to be expected that you are unaware of what a grave error attacking the Alchemist guild would be for even a power such as the Church.”


  Sataou turned and looked out over the forest below their vantage point. Squinting, he pointed off into the distance.


  “Red Grass Town lies in that direction.” he said, looking over his shoulder to make sure Leon was paying attention, “It is approximately a days travel from here for a normal man… I would be disappointed if you were late for lunch, disciple.”



  Leon looked at him questioningly.


  “I am to travel alone then, master?” he asked.


  Sataou nodded with a grin.


  “Indeed! The best way to solidify one’s advancements is through self reflection and combat. Given how beautiful a day it is, and the fact that this area is teeming with dangerous beasts, you should be able to do both.” he replied, “Two birds, one you. Remember to cycle your energy, and begin to visualize it turning into a liquid and falling into your sea of Qi. The process will become automatic after a while.”


  Leon smiled at his master and nodded.



  “As you say, master.” he said, “I will see you for lunch.”


  Sataou grinned wider and waved to Leon, who looked at him oddly, as waving from a pace away was an odd way to end a conversation. Then, suddenly, Sataou vanished in a flash of blue light.


  Leon stared at the space that his master had occupied a moment before, then shrugged.


  Best be on my way, he thought to himself, Lunch is sounding better and better.


  With a thought, Leon equipped his armor.


  From within his personal storage, a suit of full plate armor erupted around him. First his arming doublet and cloth chausses sprung into existence on his upper body and legs, then came a set of leather boots that were well worn but obviously broken in to the point of comfort. A wide leather belt wrapped around his waist and pulled itself tight.


  Next, the armor began to appear. First, a breastplate with wide faulds and fluting across the front. An arrow catcher stood proud below his throat, and the back plate was pulled tight by black leather straps with silver buckles. Like all of his plate armor, these were fashioned from runic steel, a deep blue metal that had been carefully prepared with runic characters across all sides. The runes would allow him to inlay enchantments eventually, but for now added an even texture to the blue steel from a distance.


  His leg plates, sabatons, and tassets appeared in their places, completing the protection of his lower half. A set of large pauldrons, triple-layered with a sword breaker at each plate settled upon his shoulders along with a fluted gorget, followed by a pair of connected rerebraces, poleyns, and vambraces to cover his upper arms, elbows and forearms. A pair of fully articulated gauntlets slipped onto his large hands, and finally a visored helm in barbute style appeared to protect his head.


  Leon flexed his body this way and that, checking for pinch points and poor fitment. As a knight, he performed this step religiously, and old habits die hard. Equipped from his storage, his armor was always perfectly fit and ready for action. He flexed his gauntleted hands and willed his soul weapon into existence.


  A rather nondescript blacksmith’s hammer fell into his right hand, its head a tapered rectangle that was covered in scuffs and scratches from heavy use. The wooden haft felt at home in his fist, and he spun the hammer around a few times to feel the weight. He used [Inspect].


  * * *


  Item


  Hammer of Brokkr (Celestial Grade)


  Condition: Pristine


  Equip: Boosts affinity with the element of fire. Can be molded to take on any shape. Mass can be added to or subtracted from based on material provided.


  Requirements: Strength 50 to use, Willpower 65 to mold.


  Material: 115 kg


  * * *


  With a thought, he willed the weapon to change. Its thick, utilitarian form started to morph, the metal of the hammer head becoming slender and edged, the haft extending and forming a pommel on the far end. The hammer became a longsword, an elegant but not flashy weapon that shared the scars of use that the hammer had exhibited. Along the flat of the blade were signs of battle damage; deep gouges and scratches told a story of decades or perhaps centuries of use by skilled hands in defense of its wielder and others.


  The sword felt.. right. Leon flicked the blade up in a salute, sighting down the edge as he adjusted the haft to perfectly fit his hand. Lowering it, he slid the weapon into an equally nondescript leather sheath on his left side. With a nudge to a piece of wood in the firepit, making sure that it was truly out and not a danger to the forest, Leon pointed his armored form in the direction that Sataou had pointed and stepped out.


  Coming down the slope towards the treeline, Leon reveled in the beauty of the spring morning he was experiencing. His heightened senses brought the sights and sounds that surrounded him with more clarity and impact than they would have prior to his advancement. He smelled the rain from last night, still wet in areas that the sun didn’t reach. He felt a cool breeze as it wafted up through the holes in his visor, dashing across his face in a pleasant fashion. He pulled in a deep breath, simply enjoying being alive.


  It was naturally at this moment that something in the forest decided to take that moment of peace away from him.


  A prick to Leon’s senses was all the warning that he received before an arrow rocketed out from the brush and slammed into his helmet. The blow knocked his head backwards slightly, the arrow disintegrating against the steel of the armor it hit. Bits of wooden shrapnel flew off in all directions, rustling the ground cover as they landed. Leon shook his head and looked in the direction that the attack had come from.


  A roar of displeasure erupted from the forest as another arrow followed along the path taken by the first. This one had been fired in more haste, and it ricocheted off Leon’s right pauldron before losing itself in the trees behind him. Leon drew his sword in time to see a large humanoid creature burst from the trees and rush him.


  His assailant was nearly as tall as Leon’s six feet and change, its frame heavy with muscle. Its skin was a dark mottled green, which would have made incredible camouflage in the forest if not for the eye-wateringly yellow and red loincloth and foot wraps it wore. In its hand, raised above its head, was a woodcutter’s axe, its edge gleaming in the morning sunlight. It, or rather he, yelled something in a language that Leon didn’t understand before launching himself at the armored man.


  Leon deflected the axe blow with the flat of his sword, sending the force down and to his right side. The creature had little recourse but to follow through with his strike, which left him open to Leon’s fist as it collided with the side its head. It was launched away at an angle, tumbling through the brush and taking down a small sapling with its body mass.


  Leon had fully expected his punch to end the fight, but to his surprise the creature groaned and slowly clamored to its feet. As it cast about for its dropped weapon, Leon used [Inspect] on it.


  * * *


  Enemy


  Hobgoblin, Bruiser


  Disposition: Furious


  Threat Level: High


  * * *


  The hobgoblin found its axe, grabbing it before spinning to face Leon and shouting again in its guttural tongue. Without waiting for a response, it charged him, swinging the axe like a creature possessed.


  Leon found himself hard-pressed, deflecting blow after blow with his sword. He allowed himself to be pushed back, getting closer to the nearby trees. He missed a parry and the axe slammed into his side, bouncing off of his breastplate but not without imparting the energy of the impact to his ribs. He winced as he felt one of them fracture, but the pain wasn’t nearly enough to stop him. He riposted and scored a slice to the wrist of the hobgoblin, severing its flexor tendons.


  The hobgoblin lost function in that hand, and was suddenly forced to attack with only its right. It soldiered gamely on, landing a few more blows, albeit lighter than the first. Leon saw his chance and dodged a wide sweep. The axe bit deep into the tree to Leon’s right, lodging there.


  Not one to waste an opportunity, Leon slashed out with his sword, severing the hobgoblin’s right wrist entirely.


  It shrieked in pain, attempting to clutch its bleeding stump with its useless left hand. Roaring a wordless battlecry, it lunged at Leon bodily, but the knight was ready. He sidestepped the clumsy attack and struck down sharply, carving a path through the creature’s thick neck. Its head tumbled free and bounced away as the rest of the corpse landed heavily on the ground with a thud.


  Leon practiced his Qi cycling to get his breathing under control before wiping his sword blade on the headless creature’s clothing, purposefully not considering what kind of clothing it was. He reached out and touched the hobgoblin’s shoulder with his fingertips.


  [Do you wish to loot: Hobgoblin, Bruiser? Yes/No]


  Leon mentally selected “Yes.”


  [You have received: Hobgoblin Heart.]


  [You have received: Woodsman Axe, Elevated Grade.]


  [You have absorbed Qi from: Hobgoblin, Bruiser.]


  A flood of Qi rushed into Leon, who found himself thankful that his cycling ability was already running. The pressure hit him in the chest but quickly dissipated, as his dantian accepted the energy with all the table manners of a black hole. Leon quirked an eyebrow at the lack of change he felt in his Qi levels, but shrugged and decided to carry on and worry about that later.


  After casting about for a moment, he found where the Hobgoblin had discarded its bow before rushing him with the axe.


  [You have received: Yew Longbow, Elevated Grade.]


  The arrows that the creature had dropped with the bow looked like something a child had made, so he simply left them where they were and carried on deeper into the woods.


  A twinge had shot through his side when he bent to pick up the bow, which made him remember his earlier injuries as his adrenaline subsided. He mentally triggered a skill.


  [You have used skill: Light’s Recovery.]


  [Your health is restored.]


  Where before that skill had made him feel like he had just run a mile in his armor, now he felt a subtle tug at the ball of energy in his chest. His dantian responded, supplying the Qi needed to fire off the skill and heal him. He stretched his arms up and twisted his back to make sure everything was where it was supposed to be before nodding and stepping out once again.


  While there was no path that he could make out, Leon trusted Sataou’s accuracy. He pointed himself in the direction he had been traveling and marched. Having once again sheathed his sword, Leon made good time through the woods. The trees were old growth, with few smaller saplings able to take root underneath the expansive canopy above. The ground cover was surprisingly thick, more so than Leon would have expected given the amount of sunlight that made its way through the leaves, but he chalked it up to Qi and filed the question away for another time.


  The aforementioned light filtered through the leaves and splashed across the ground below. It dappled the flora that spread across the forest floor as well as the trees themselves. Leon’s armor wasn’t highly polished due to the runic characters, but the light beams did occasionally hit him with a dazzling effect.


  He wound through the trunks until he came to a small stream. It seemed to be heading in the direction of town, so he decided to follow it. The sound of running water over low rocks was soothing to him as he walked, reminding him of summers as a young lad in the forests of Germany. They had been much simpler times, as he was sure any person would agree, and he remembered them fondly. Not that he wasn’t enjoying his new life here, but the days spent with no worries or responsibilities beyond who was going to filch Frau Adeline’s fresh baked pie from her windowsill… well, those were hard to not yearn for.


  The stream meandered a bit, following the natural path that nature provided for it. Birds called to one another, some in greeting, others warning their kin of the giant metal man invading their territory. The sound was a comforting one, even knowing that concern tainted some of the songs. Leon held no designs towards the denizens of these woods or their nests, but good luck telling them that.


  The stream widened as another stream fed into it from the right side. The water was still not enough for even the smallest of boats, but the added depth meant less ambient noise. As he turned a corner around some large rocks, Leon was appreciative of the relative quiet that the creek now afforded. He heard a commotion ahead, the sounds of angered conversation drifting along the wind.


  The sounds appeared to be coming from the direction he had to travel, so he simply carried on his way. He was not overly concerned about what he might find in this forest; a fight can only mean advancement or death- with those as the options, what worry would one have? Either you grow stronger, or all of your problems are suddenly not your problems any longer. Even as he thought that, he could all but see Hannah’s face glaring at him for thinking it. He smiled in spite of himself.


  The forest ahead ended abruptly, with a wide clearing bursting into view as he stepped up to the treeline. There was a group of hobgoblins standing in a circle near the middle of the clearing, all three of them locked in what appeared to be an argument. The language they used was strange to Leon, and not a word gave him any indication of their grievance. One of them gestured in Leon’s direction without looking and he instinctively ducked behind a tree to watch the trio. Another stomped his foot, pointing in the opposite direction.


  As near as he could tell, they were waiting for their companion, who had gone off in Leon’s direction and hadn’t returned. Not that he would, but these three had no way of knowing that.


  The angriest one was still pointing in the other direction, gesturing wildly with his other hand at the other two. Finally the disagreement came to a head and the creature stomped off in the direction he had been pointing, tossing a few obviously barbed words behind him as he did so, before vanishing into the woods. The other two watched him go with a few angry words of their own, barked out in quick succession.


  Leon watched the scene with interest but emotional detachment. He was certain that the moment the two saw him, they would attack and he would once again find himself in combat.


  Sure enough, one of the two caught a flash of light reflecting off of his helmet and swiveled its head around to look in his direction. The creature shouted, smacking its companion on the chest with the back of its open hand to get its attention before pointing at Leon in the treeline. They both grabbed their axes and began to advance on the armored man.


  The two hobgoblins charged in a flanking maneuver, attempting to pincer Leon as he stepped into the clearing. As Leon’s sword cleared its sheath, he summoned his shield with a thought. The heater shield appeared across his left forearm as if mounted to his vambrace. The triangular shield had two sword breaker slots on the flat section nearest Leon, and it ended in a wicked point that was reinforced to be used as a weapon.


  As the first of the two hobgoblins engaged, it learned first hand just how much of a weapon a shield can be. Leon parried its axe with his sword and struck out hard with his left hand. The result was devastating to the large creature as the point of the shield collided with its chest with force. All of the impact was condensed down into a small area, allowing the shield to penetrate deeply into the hobgoblin’s left shoulder. The crunch of bones was barely heard over the pained scream of the creature as it flew backwards from the blow.


  Its compatriot had been in the middle of an attack of its own when the first hobgoblin was sent tumbling. Its axe landed solidly on Leon’s right pauldron with a crash, the steel of the axe not up to the task of so much as scratching the runic steel of his armor. The blow did knock his shoulder nearly out of the socket, making him hiss with pain and stagger back. He had taken the hit in order to land one of his own, but had underestimated the strength that these creatures possessed and was paying for it now.


  Leon blocked the next strike with his shield, deflecting the axe downwards and lodging it into the dirt. He leapt back to gain some distance from his opponent and reached across his body to grasp his right shoulder. With a twist he set it back where it needed to be, causing pain to shoot up his neck and cause white spots to appear in his vision for a moment. With his teeth gritted hard, he used a skill again.


  [You have used skill: Light’s Recovery.]


  [Your health is partially restored.]


  The pain was all but relieved as the skill took effect. Leon rolled his shoulders and was only greeted with a slight twinge. Good enough.


  The hobgoblin had easily extricated its weapon from the soft dirt and approached rapidly. It was met with Leon’s sword as he slashed out hard. The creature blocked the weapon with the haft of its own, but Leon’s steel won that contest with ease. His sword sliced through the wooden haft and carved through the hobgoblin’s exposed throat.


  The creature coughed and sputtered as both hands flew up to grab its neck, attempting to stop the blood flow. Leon stepped forward and thrust his sword in to the hobgoblin’s face, skewering its brain and dropping it to the ground, dead.


  He stepped over to the first attacker, who was still rolling around in the dirt screaming its pain to the unhearing heavens. Leon dispatched the creature quickly, not one to revel in the misery of his enemies. Sliding his sword point from the creature’s chest, he reached down and touched its shoulder.


  [Do you wish to loot: Hobgoblin, Bruiser? Yes/No]


  Yes.


  [You have received: Hobgoblin Tusk (2)]


  [You have absorbed Qi from: Hobgoblin, Bruiser]


  Again the rush of Qi was subdued comparative to his earlier gains, but Leon didn’t dwell on that. He moved to the other fallen enemy and touched it.


  [Do you wish to loot: Hobgoblin, Bruiser? Yes/No]


  Yes.


  [You have received: Hobgoblin Tusk (1)]


  [You have received: Hobgoblin Heart]


  [You have absorbed Qi from: Hobgoblin, Bruiser]


  [You have used skill: Light’s Recovery.]


  [Your health is partially restored.]


  Leon stretched his back after casting his healing skill again. Back up to full fighting strength, he sheathed his sword and strode on towards the town.


  The sun had not yet reached its zenith as Leon walked from the woods onto a raised dirt road. Memories returned to him of this road and he smiled slightly. He believed he was on the north side of the town this time, so he wouldn’t pass the same landmarks, but he had encountered plenty of adventure along this path when he had first landed on this world.


  He followed the road, moving much faster now that his direction and path was clear. The sky above was a cloudless blue, bright and crisp as the breeze that blew around him as he ran. His armor made less noise than one would expect, even at his speed. The fit was perfect and he had made sure that the straps lay so as to dampen any noise from plates colliding with each other. The sound of his boots hitting the packed dirt road provided most of the cadence as he rapidly approached the town.


  Before long the town walls rose into view, their ten or twelve foot height a deterrent for wildlife if not for a Cultivator of even his power level. He hadn’t attempted to find his limits yet, but he was certain that clearing the wall with a jump would be more than doable. He slowed as he reached the gate, the two guards gripping their spears nervously as he approached. One called out.


  “H-Halt!” he said, stuttering, “State your business!”


  Leon stopped, raising a hand to show that he meant no harm.



  “I am passing through on my way to report to the Adventurer’s guild.” he said, figuring that invoking the Alchemist’s guild would just confuse the men.


  The guard looked Leon over, noting his badge affixed to the breastplate.


  “Ah, a bronze ranker- very good sir, welcome to Red Grass Town.” the guard said, as he and his partner raised their spears and called to have the gate opened.


  Leon nearly corrected the man, but then realized that he hadn’t actually gotten his new Steel rank Adventurer badge after the guildmaster promoted him. He would need to get that done soon, to avoid awkward moments later.


  Leon nodded to the guards in thanks, stepping through the gate and back into the town, heading towards the Alchemist guild.


  I can only imagine what she’s going to say when she sees me, he thought to himself.


  Chapter 2


  “LEEEOOOOONNNNNNN!”


  The first thing that hit Leon as he entered the Alchemist guild was the sound of Hannah calling his name. The second thing that hit him was Hannah herself as she slammed herself into the side of his breastplate in a hug. The breath left his lungs as she squeezed, her Half-Step Qi Condensation Strength working in her favor. He patted her back awkwardly, still unused to physical contact.


  “Hello dear sister.” he said to the top of her head.


  “Leon! I was so worried!” Hannah said, tears in her eyes, “Sister Mah said you were fine and that there was nothing to be concerned about but when Sataou and you vanished without saying goodbye I-”


  She cut off, pressing her face against the cool steel of his armor and choking back a sob. Leon hugged her back, patting her head with a gauntleted hand.


  “All is well.” he said, “I am sorry for my abrupt departure.”


  Hannah sniffed and released the big man, pulling herself away and wiping at her nose with her sleeve.


  “‘S’okay.” she mumbled into her palm, “Just glad you’re not hurt, or whatever.”


  Leon looked around the guild hall, not seeing anybody but Hannah. With a thought, he willed his armor back into his personal storage. Hannah’s tears stopped and she broke into a huge smile at seeing his face.


  “I am fine.” he said, turning around in a circle with his arms out, “As you can see, nothing wrong with me.”


  Hannah giggled and slapped his shoulder as he turned back to face her.


  “Stupid.” she said, grinning up at him, “Well, I know someone else who is going to be excited to see you! Come on, let’s head into the back!”


  She grabbed one of Leon’s hands with both of hers and pulled him along towards the doors in the back of the hall.


  “Ah yes, Master Sataou said I should be here before lunch.” Leon said to her, “I’m sure he will be happy that I made it in time.”



  Hannah stopped and stared at him for a moment, as if trying to decide if he was trying to be funny or just being an idiot. When his face didn’t change, she determined it was option two. She sighed and covered her face with a hand.



  “Honestly, this is why I date women.” she said, groaning, “Men are so… Well-”


  She gestured vaguely at Leon, who looked down at himself to see what the fuss was about. He looked back at her and shrugged.


  “Unbelievable.” Hannah said, laughing again, “We will need to work on that, sister to brother. Now come on, they’re waiting for us!”



  She pulled at him again, and he let her move him. Had he wanted to, he could have resisted her efforts like a mountain resists a breeze, but he went along with it.


  The two headed through the doors and upstairs, deeper into the Alchemist’s Guild. They quickly arrived in front of a set of heavy double doors, and Hannah knocked politely.


  “Get in here, you two!” came Sataou’s voice from the other side with a chuckle.


  “How do they both do that?” Hannah grumbled, pushing open the door and walking in with Leon following behind.


  On the other side, they were greeted by the sight of Master Sataou on his favorite couch, sitting cross-legged, with a wide smile across his round face. Standing to his left was Lin Mah. The statuesque beauty smiled demurely as Hannah entered, then tried and failed to prevent a light blush across her perfect features when she saw Leon’s face. She bowed slightly.


  “Sister Hannah, Leon, greetings.” she said softly, “Leon, welcome back.”


  Sataou looked at her with a side eye and his grin widened.


  “Yes indeed! Welcome back my disciple!” the old man exclaimed, “And right on time! Well done, well done. I trust you had at least a few difficulties on your way in?”



  Leon nodded, smiling at his master.


  “I did.” he said simply.


  Sataou laughed at that.


  “Ah yes, the familiar Leon storytelling- or perhaps lack thereof. I swear I will ensure that Hannah is along for your adventures in the future so that I can get stories out of them!” he said, shaking his head, “You don’t mind, do you my dear?”


  Hannah looked at Sataou in mock anger.


  “I am still upset that I wasn’t brought along this time!” she said, wagging a finger at the impish old man, “As if I would object to being by my brother’s side!”



  Sataou laughed louder.


  “I’d have brought you with us, dear one, but you would have perished rather quickly!” he said, shaking his head, “Leon’s advancement was enough to blast a cavern into the side of a solid mountain wall, after all!”


  Leon looked up at him sharply.


  “Wait, so that cave..” he said slowly.


  “Yes, not a natural one, my young disciple!” Sataou chuckled, “But impressive, very impressive!”


  Hannah snorted.


  “But seriously, Leon’s advancement couldn’t have harmed me, Master Sataou.” she said with a small smile, “In fact, it could have enhanced my own abilities.”


  Sataou and Lin Mah stared at her, then looked to Leon, both obviously wanting an explanation. Leon coughed into his hand.


  “I am sure you were more concerned with my attributes at the time, master…” he began, willing his status screen to be visible to the other two, “But if you’ll take a look at the bottom of my status page here..”



  * * *


  Applied Modifiers:


  Mark of Epione: Hannah of Epione


  Favor of Satoro: Satoro Sataou


  Disciple Bond: Satoro Sataou


  Soul-Binding: Yin-yang Souls(Hannah of Epione)


  * * *


  “Hannah has the same soul-binding modifier, only listing me as the source.” he finished, waiting for the questions that were sure to come.


  Sataou looked lost in thought for a moment before his eyes sharpened. Lin Mah was staring at Leon’s other stats with a shocked look on her face, and seemed unable to speak. Sataou cleared his throat.


  “My disciple, I will need the full story.” he said with a serious look on his face.


  Leon nodded and began.


  “While in the dungeon, Hannah and I both advanced at the same time. We didn’t have time or space to distance ourselves from each other, and frankly I didn’t think about it in the moment. We were back to back, and something in our unformed dantians… connected?” he said, trying to find the words to explain the situation, “The notification said something about a Trial and then we both… reforged our bodies.”



  “You mean you finished reforging your organs?” Sataou asked.


  “No, he means we reforged our entire bodies.” Hannah said with a shudder, remembering the feeling, “From muscles to tendons, to bones and organs, we ended up starting and finishing the full reforging process, less the brain, in one go. Honestly I don’t understand how I withstood the pain, but the notification said to fail was to die, and something kept me awake.”



  Sataou looked at Leon with a question in his eyes, who nodded.



  “I was able to surround her consciousness with my own, reinforcing it during the process. For each step, my fire Qi turned our bodies to ash and her light Qi rebuilt us. The pain was…” he petered out.


  “Indescribable?” Lin Mah provided, looking at the two with a mixture of admiration and pity.


  “That describes it, yes.” Hannah said with a smirk, “Also during that moment, my innate affinities changed, as did Leon’s.”



  Sataou just stared at her then, as if more information had no way to add to his confusion at this point. He put a hand on his forehead and gestured for them to explain.


  “I had healing as my affinity, and Leon, his overpowered self, had Fire and Soul-” she began before Lin Mah interrupted.


  “Soul?!” she said, sitting down heavily in a chair and leaning forward to give Leon a piercing look.


  “Let them finish, little Lin.” Sataou said quietly.


  “Uh.. yes, Soul. Where was I? Oh, right- He had Fire and Soul. After the reforging stopped, my healing affinity turned into Light, and I gained Fire- Leon’s affinities remained their elemental selves but he added Light.” she said, counting off the names on her fingers, “So I’m a dual elemental affinity now, which would sound insane if not for the triple elemental affinity sitting beside me. So yeah, we are… soul bound? I was kinda hoping you’d be able to tell us what that means, Master Sataou, but judging by the look on your face..”


  Sataou looked pale and even older than he was. He lowered his shaky hand and looked at the two adventurers.


  “You two are going to drive me into an early grave with all these wonders.” he said before glancing sharply at Lin Mah, “Don’t you dare say it.”


  Lin Mah smiled slightly at Sataou.



  “I would never imply that your grave has no way to be early at this point, Master Sataou.” she said, then turned to Leon, “Leon, are you aware of what your second affinity means?”



  Leon nodded slowly.


  “Hannah explained, yes.” he said, glancing at the girl beside him.



  “I mean let’s not get carried away!” Hannah said, waving a hand, “I told him what I know, which isn’t much. That Soul affinity is rumored to be the driving force behind the lost art of enchanting.”



  Sataou nodded in agreement.


  “That is an apt answer, especially for one as young as yourself.” he said, looking between the two, “Though not the full picture, which is to be expected. We will not get into that picture yet, however- I will need time to prepare. For now, Hannah, accept my apologies for not allowing you the opportunity to grow alongside my disciple. I was not aware of the depth of your bond, and I have taken potential from you. That is an unforgivable sin.”


  Sataou bowed at the waist from his seat on the couch. Hannah waved her hands frantically.


  “Please, Master Sataou, please don’t!” she said in a panic, “I was only kidding about being upset!”



  “Nevertheless, my error must be corrected.” Sataou said, leaning back up against the back of the couch, “I am unable to take a second disciple- for reasons that will one day become clear, but that cannot be spoken of now. I can, however, offer you the full guidance that I would offer to Leon so long as that guidance is passed down to you through him. The master-disciple bond is regulated at a level far above ours, but given your souls have bonded, I cannot feel my Qi refuting me when I say that I will be able to provide for your advancement in that way.”


  Lin Mah smiled and nodded.


  “If any should ask, simply tell them that you have been training beside me, Hannah.” she said, smiling at the shorter woman, “That should allow you to grow without impedance until your power reaches a point where you no longer need to make excuses.”


  Sataou grinned impishly.



  “Little Lin, once again you prove yourself to be a worthy assistant!” he said, winking at Lin Mah, “Why did I not think of that?”



  Lin Mah laughed, the sound like the tinkling of silver bells in a light breeze.


  “I live to serve, Master Sataou.” she said, “You would have come to the same conclusion given time to consider.”


  Sataou chuckled before turning his attention back to Leon.


  “So, my disciple! You have given this old man much to think about!” he said with a grin, “I will need to consider our next steps more carefully, but expect that we will all be moving on from this town shortly.”


  Leon tilted his head before nodding.


  “Yes, master. We will be ready.” he replied, “I need to stop by the Adventurer’s Guild and stock up on some supplies before we leave.”


  “We will also need to have the adoption ceremony…” Hannah said, looking at Leon, “That is, if you still want to?”



  “I would love to, sister.” Leon said softly, “Simply tell me what needs to be done.”


  “I will need to send someone to get my father and sister and bring them to town.” Hannah said, “Master Sataou, are you able to help with that? And can we use the hall for the ceremony if I can get the steward to join us?”



  “Of course, of course. I will take the rest of the day to make arrangements.” he said with a nod, “Little Lin, I will leave the handing over of the branch to you- surely we have at least one guild member who is able to take on the responsibility here.”



  Lin Mah grimaced.


  “I will see it done, Master Sataou.” she said slowly, “Perhaps Ping, or Dao Feng…”


  Sataou smiled at Leon and gestured for them to continue on their errands. Leon rose and bowed low to his master, with Hannah copying him a moment later. Leon led the way out of the office, re-equipping his armor as he strode down the stairs. Hannah did the same, her pristine chain-mail appearing around her, with the thick tabard that proudly displayed Epione’s crest laying across it down the center. She adjusted the thick leather belt around her waist as they reached the front door.


  Stepping out into the street, the sight of the large knight and his companion was enough to slow down the foot traffic that flowed by as townsfolk turned to take them in. Leon heard whispers as he walked confidently through the crowd towards the Adventurer’s guild.


  “…Adventuring Cultivator…”



  “That armor is terrifying and so strange looking…”


  “Runic steel?! How…?”


  Hannah snorted at the last one, smiling up at the back of Leon’s helmet. Only she knew just how ridiculously powerful her brother was, after all.


  The trip to the Adventurer’s Guild was a short one. Being midday, the foot traffic was lighter than in the mornings or evenings, and none dared to stop Leon as he walked like a man on a mission. They arrived before the large double doors to the guild hall and Leon pushed them open, holding the door open for Hannah before entering himself.


  There was a bit of a crowd in front of the administration desks at the back of the room, which Leon did not feel like dealing with. He nudged Hannah with an elbow.



  “I will go visit the guild merchant and offload some of the gear that I have picked up.” he said quietly.


  Hannah nodded.



  “Fair. I’ll go grab a drink at the bar and see if there’s any gossip floating around.” she said with a smile, “You never know what kind of leads you can turn up from the hottest of gossip.”


  Leon shook his head, smiling behind his visor.


  “Good. We will meet back here in a bit then.”


  The two separated, with Hannah heading towards the bar area as Leon threaded his way through the scattered crowd. There was a sign over one door that directed him to the Guild Merchant, and he walked through it.


  On the other side, he found himself in a short corridor with a series of doors along one side. At the far end, an open archway sat with a sign above it that read Merchant - We Buy and Sell. He strode through the archway and into a large room that was well lit and appointed.


  Against the far wall was a series of large tables, and another wall was taken up by racks of wares on display. There were crates of goods and sundries against a third, and two men stood talking next to one of them. The taller of the two noticed Leon walking in and nodded to him, gesturing for him to wait a moment.


  Leon nodded in return and walked over to the racks of weapons and armor. As a smith, he had a compulsion to inspect any piece of gear that he came across, and as someone new to this world, determining what things cost was imperative. He had neglected the mercantile side of things, caught up as he was with the last month’s various adventures, but he knew that the information would only benefit him going forward.


  Picking out a sword, he drew it from the rack and sighted down the blade. It was straight and fairly well made, though the grip felt wrong to Leon somehow. He spun the blade in his hand and the crossguard wobbled slightly when he closed his fist again to stop it. The crossguard was loose, either from use or poor fitment from the smith who crafted the weapon. Leon pressed the piece down against the bolster of the sword, his other hand supporting the pommel. With his enhanced Strength, he easily brought the sword back into fit, giving the pommel a twist to lock it all in place.


  He replaced the sword on the rack and moved over to inspect a suit of armor. It was well made armor he supposed, though when put against his own it was far from a competition. The smiths of this world seem to neglect some of the features that his people had fought and bled to learn; the arrow catcher that should sit across the center of the breastplate was missing, in favor of a decorative piece of stamped brass that was aesthetically pleasing but wouldn’t deflect an arrowhead intent on lodging itself in the wearer’s throat. He noted that the strapping wasn’t uniform, as though the pieces had been replaced by someone in the field rather than at a smithy. Not unusual in a used piece of kit, but odd to see in a store.


  He had just picked up a spear to check the haft fitment to the head when a light cough came from behind him. He slid the spear carefully down into its rack and turned around.


  Standing behind him was the tall worker he had seen when he arrived. The man’s face was rather severe, with small glasses sitting low on his nose and a well-cut suit adorning his slim frame. He looked Leon over with a practiced eye.


  “Well you are certainly not here for armor.” he said slowly, “And while that sword seems to have seen better days, I would be a terrible merchant if I disregarded it on looks alone, especially given the condition of the rest of your equipment.”


  Leon nodded at the man, who continued.


  “So that leads me to believe that you are here to sell, rather than to buy?” the man asked.


  Leon nodded again.


  “I am.” he said simply.


  “Very well. If you will follow me, Adventurer..” he trailed off.


  “Leon.”


  “Adventurer Leon. I am Augustus Bridger, proprietor of this chapter of the Guild Merchant Society. This way, please.”


  Leon was led over to one of the long tables in the back of the room. Augustus gestured at the tabletop.


  “If you will place anything you wish to sell on the table, I will appraise it and offer you a cash price.” he said, obviously having repeated these words many times, “We do not barter here, as our prices are set so as to be fair to our Adventuring partners. We do, however, offer increased rates should you choose to take your payment in store credit- which is good at any guild location around the world.”


  Leon looked the table over.


  “Should I do this in stages?” he asked the man.


  Augustus blinked before recovering.


  “You have more than will fit on this table?” he asked slowly, making sure he was understanding.”



  When Leon nodded, the man chuckled nervously but gestured towards the next table in the row.



  “Indeed? Well, we can make use of as many tables as we need to in order to get you sorted out.” he said, “You may begin unloading your wares as you will.”


  Leon held out a hand over the table before him and cast his mind into his storage space. He had amassed a truly prodigious horde of weapons and armor over the last month, and they were not doing him any good sitting in his admittedly plenty large storage. He began to withdraw the weapons first, making sure to drop them in a way so as to keep them from sliding off the table and injuring the merchant.


  As the table began to pile high with swords, axes, bows, and the like, all in various states of repair, Augustus’ eyes grew wide. Leon filled the first table top as high as he felt was safe, and moved on to the next, starting the process anew. Augustus watched in disbelief as the second table quickly grew a mound of weapons to match the first, most still showing signs of recent use. He decided not to dock Leon’s total for cleaning the blood off of the gear the moment the big man moved to a third table and began to unload his excess armor.


  Leon carefully spread his looted armor pieces around two more tables, with the fourth being the final one in the room. He still had some equipment left but decided to hold on to enough to outfit a couple of people with the best gear he had looted, just in case he found a need later on. He lowered his hand and turned to look at the merchant, who was staring off into the first pile of gear with a blank expression.


  “Um. Augustus, was it?” he asked, causing the man to jump at his voice.


  “Oh? Yes! Yes, thank you Adventurer Leon.” the man said, coming out of his trance, “This is.. entirely unorthodox of me, but would you mind doing me a favor sir?”



  Leon looked at the man and waited for him to continue.


  “I will need a bit of time to sort and catalogue all of your items here- I will call upon my other employees and close the shop for an hour or so to get this done. Do you mind allowing me that time?” he asked with a nervous expression.


  “Of course.” Leon said, causing the man to release the breath he had been holding, “I can come back in a bit.”


  Augustus bowed to him.


  “Thank you, sir.” he said earnestly, “I will strive to be done as soon as possible. If you wouldn’t mind informing those at the front desk that we will be closed for the next hour?”



  Leon nodded and headed for the door.


  Back down the hallway, Leon paused at the door leading to the guild hall. He heard raised voices, which concerned him. He opened the door and was greeted with a loud voice from across the room.


  “Copper ranks can keep their stupid mouths shut!” said a man, standing near the bar, “I wont tell you again, girl! Don’t bring your lies here! As if the likes of you could have completed the Foothills Dungeon!”


  Leon sighed, already beginning to grasp the situation.


  He made his way through the crowd, moving onlookers aside. Some made to yell at him before looking up at the armored man and thinking better of their actions. Reaching the bar area, which was sunken into the floor by several steps, he saw the loud mouth clearly. He was a tall, muscular man in a set of steel armor. His gear looked fairly well cared for, and showed signs of use. His hair was cut flush with the sides of his head and plaited along the top of his scalp, ending in a short braided tail. He had a beard that was a few days past kempt, and he was nearly spitting in rage as he yelled at Hannah, who sat at a table with a bemused smirk on her face.


  “What, got nothing to say to me, you lying tramp?” the man shouted, her smile enraging him further, “You say you completed the dungeon, and I call you a liar! I call anyone who says you completed the dungeon a liar!”



  Leon coughed from his position above the short stairs.



  “Does that include me?” he asked in a deep voice.


  “If you say she completed it then yes, you are a liar and what’s more-” the man was yelling as he turned to face Leon, cutting off as he took in the man’s form.


  He recovered quickly.


  “A bronze rank? In that armor? What, did daddy send you off on a little quest?” he said with a sneer, “Not only are you a liar, but you’re weak and reliant on others to fight your battles. How do you feel about that?”



  Leon looked over at Hannah to find her grinning at him from ear to ear. Behind her, a familiar trio of adventurers sat with smiles on their faces. They had been there for his fight with Ferkel, and one raise a mug to him with a wink. Hannah laughed at the enraged man.


  “Knowing my brother, you’ve got a single chance left: apologize and leave.” she said, grinning up at the man, “But knowing you, you’ll double down and I’ll get a fun story to tell later.”


  The man’s face went even more red, veins throbbing in his forehead as he sputtered.


  “You- How-” he stuttered in rage, spinning his attention back to Leon, “I demand satisfaction! Outside, now!”


  Leon laughed beneath his helmet.


  “Very well.” he said, before looking over at Elzbeth who had just come out into the hall to see what the commotion was, “Could you inform Guildmaster Remora, please?”


  Elzbeth squeaked and nodded, disappearing back into the guild office area. The loud adventurer scoffed.


  “Hoping the guildmaster will come swooping in to save you?” he said, walking past Leon towards the door.


  “No,” Leon replied, “But when someone has called her a liar, it is only fair that she be witness to his correction.”


  The adventurer stopped for a moment before continuing on.



  “You’ll not bluff your way out of this, Daddy’s Money!” he said, reaching the door and turning to make sure Leon was following, “Get out here and face me!”


  Leon looked at Hannah and shrugged, who grabbed her mug and fairly sauntered to the door, following behind Leon.


  “This will be fun!” she said, as they both exited, followed shortly by the rest of the crowd in the hall.


  Outside, the angry adventurer had drawn an axe and shield, and was banging the two together in a manner sure to annoy anyone in earshot. When he saw Leon make his way down the stone steps, he called out.


  “Finally! Don’t keep me waiting, boy!” he proclaimed, “And don’t think you can run away either! Liars should be made to crawl.”


  Leon raised an eyebrow behind his visor, but remained silent. He strode into the middle of the street, standing across from the angry man. The crowd from the guild formed a wide circle around them, keeping the passersby from danger while quietly calling out their bets to one another. Hannah loudly proclaimed that she would bet her purse on Leon, and found a taker at ten to one odds- the man taking the bet sneered at her as he took her money. Leon looked at the man.


  “Is that bet good for any of us?” he asked.


  The man, who was dressed similarly to Leon’s opponent, nodded and looked down his nose at him.



  “Of course. You’ll never beat Thrad, I will cover any bet you can make, so long as you can do it in coin- no running off to father to ask for a loan.” he said with a dark laugh.


  “Any bet? On your honor as a guild-member?” Leon prodded.


  The man looked at him sharply before nodding again.


  “Yes, on my honor.” he replied with finality.


  “Excellent. I bet a hundred gold on myself to win.” Leon said simply.


  The man’s jaw dropped at the amount before he recovered, smirking.


  “A hundred gold? Father surely provided, didn’t he?” he said, “Very well, I look forward to eating well on your coin for a good long time!”


  Leon tossed a pouch on the ground between Hannah and the betting man.



  “There is a hundred gold in that.” he said steadily, “As you all are my witness, on his honor did this man vouch for the bet.”


  The crowd all nodded in assent, only a couple looking at the pouch in envy. The man bent to pick up the pouch when Hannah stopped him.



  “You can have that if your man there wins, not a moment before.” she said, standing closer to the pouch, “And you had better be prepared to pay the coin when he doesn’t.”


  The betting man sneered but stood back up.


  “I said I would, and I will.” he replied frostily, then turned to his companion, “Thrad, beat this armored fool and lets go on a bender!”


  Thrad nodded at the man before looking once more at Leon.


  “Are you ready, Daddy’s Money?” he asked with a smug smile.


  “I am.” Leon said, “I am Leon Jäger. You have besmirched the good names of myself, my sister, and most egregiously for you, of our Guildmaster. For that, I accept your challenge to duel.”


  The man laughed before sending the duel request.


  [You have been challenged to a duel. Thrad (Woad Warrior) has demanded satisfaction. This duel is to be considered non-lethal, the loser being the first to forfeit. Accept? Yes/No]


  Leon mentally accepted the duel.


  [You have accepted a duel. Thrad (Woad Warrior) has initiated combat.]


  The warrior slammed his axe against his shield with a shout.



  “Excellent! Now, come face my steel!” he yelled, then looked over his opponent, “Well? Draw your sword!”


  “I tell you what,” Leon said slowly, “If you can make me draw this sword, I will concede the duel.”


  Leon’s opponent screamed in rage at the slight, and rushed him.


  The warrior came in with wide swings, his Strength stat clear as his axe bit deeply into the stone blocks of the street on his first miss, sending bits of stone pinging off those standing in the crowd. He leapt high, bringing his axe down at Leon’s head. Leon simply stepped out of the way, his Agility allowing him to evade the strike as if it had come from a child. The warrior grunted and cursed, spinning to reengage.


  He threw himself at Leon, attempting a shield bash. Leon held out a hand and caught the strike with his open palm. The shield bent in on the corner that the warrior made contact with, and the man staggered back from the rebound. He stared at his shield, eyes wide.


  His partner saw the turning and attempted to slip out of the ring, but the other adventurers firmly kept him in place. Hannah drew her mace and stood ready to stop him if needed.


  Thrad threw everything he had into his next attack, feinting with his shield before striking out hard with his axe. Leon saw the attack coming and decided to make this an object lesson. He simply stood and allowed the strike to land.


  The axe struck home against Leon’s pauldron with force, and shattered into shards of steel. The haft snapped off in Thrad’s hand and the man, now without a way to dissipate the energy he put into the blow, stumbled forward into Leon’s armored chest, face first.


  Leon grabbed him by the back of his armor and picked him up bodily, the warriors feet left dangling as he struggled to break free of the knights armored grip. Leon shook him like a cat reprimanding a kitten and the warrior went limp, his face a mask of emotion. Thrad’s partner tried once again to break free of the circle but was rebuffed, one of the larger adventurers knocking him back onto his rear. Leon stooped and picked that man up as well, holding both adventurers by the backs of their necks. He was considering what to do next when a familiar voice called out from outside the ring.


  “Adventurer Leon, what exactly is going on here?” Guildmaster Remora asked with an upbeat tone as she pushed her way into the duel ring.


  Leon turned to face her, still holding up the two adventurers like prize chickens.


  “Ah, Guildmaster. I was simply defending your honor, ma’am.” he said, expression hidden beneath his helmet.


  Remora looked at him, and then at the two men in his grip. Shaking her head she glanced at Hannah.



  “Adventurer Hannah, care to fill me in?” she asked.


  Hannah blushed but kept her instinctive response to herself.


  “Oh, uh yes Guildmaster. Adventurer Thrad overheard me telling about our adventures in the Foothills Dungeon and called my tale into question. He claimed, and I must stress that these are his words and not mine, that anyone who said that I had completed the dungeon was a liar.” Hannah answered steadily, “Oh, Thrad is the ugly one.”


  “You may have to be more specific.” Remora mumbled, winking at Hannah and causing her to blush again, then addressed the men in Leon’s grasp, “Adventurers Thrad and Torvald. Is her accounting true?”


  Thrad struggled for a moment to free himself but gave up again.


  “She IS a liar, Guildmaster! And this one went so far as to lump you in with them!” he said, squinting, “I was simply defending you, Guildmaster!”


  Torvald remained silent, hoping that his debt would go unnoticed if he didn’t respond. Remora laughed coldly.


  “Adventurer Hannah, along with Adventurer Leon, fully cleared the Western Foothills Dungeon on my orders.” she said, making both men shiver at her words and demeanor, “You have given me great insult, gentlemen.”


  Leon released the two, who immediately dropped to their knees and kowtowed to the Guildmaster, slamming their foreheads into the stones. Thrad spoke into the dirt.


  “Forgive me Guildmaster, I never meant offense!” he said loudly, “It was simply unbelievable that a copper and a bronze ranker could clear what my party and I could not!”


  Remora considered the men for a moment before looking to Leon.


  “Adventurer Leon, do you wish to censure these two for their words?” she asked softly, “You are well within your rights to impose sanction upon them for calling your honor into question.”


  Leon stepped forward, standing between the two men, who cowered at his feet. He let the moment hang before shaking his head.


  “No, Guildmaster.” he said finally, eliciting a sigh of relief from both of the men on the street, “I will assume that Adventurer Thrad has learned a valuable lesson today?”


  Thrad slammed his head into the street again before replying through teeth gritted in pain.


  “Yes, Adventurer Leon! I take back all I said! Thank you for your mercy! I am unworthy!” he shouted.


  Remora looked at Hannah, who shrugged.


  “I guess getting a kick in now would be considered poor form, so I’ll go with whatever my brother here says.” Hannah replied to the unspoken question.


  “Very well,” Remora said finally, “I will allow you to separate yourselves from the slight to my honor with your actions. I will deliver a series of quests to your party today, and I expect each and every one to be completed in short order.”


  The two men on the ground practically screamed in their acceptance of the terms before rising and starting to walk off.


  “One moment, Guildmaster.” Leon said, “There is the matter of our bet.”


  Both men flinched as if struck. Remora’s eyes narrowed and her mouth took on a smirk as she addressed the armored man.


  “A bet, Adventurer Leon?” she asked, “What were the terms?”


  “Adventurer Torvald, on his honor, provided ten to one betting odds against my one hundred gold, and that of my sister’s.” he replied stoically, “I would only expect that he hold his end of that bet.”


  Remora’s eyes widened at the amount before glaring at the backs of the two adventurers who were now shaking in place.


  “Adventurers Thrad, Torvald, surely you were not attempting to skip out on a debt?” she asked, ice running through her voice, “Especially one that carries the weight of ten platinum coins…”


  Torvald was sweating profusely when he turned around to face the Guildmaster.


  “Guildmaster, I-” he began, swallowing hard, “I do not have-”


  “If you are about to tell me that you do not have the ten platinum coins that you owe Adventurer Leon, I would advise against that.” Remora said, eyes narrow, “As you are aware, debt levied against a member of an adventuring party applies to all party members, and debts owed to other adventurers are backed by the guild itself.”


  Torvald nodded nervously, looking like he would rather be anywhere but there.


  “I- Yes, Guildmaster.” he replied.


  “You and your entire party will be taken into custody by the guild, effective immediately. The guild will pay your debt to Adventurers Leon and Hannah, and you will all be made to work off that amount before you regain your freedom.” Remora announced solemnly, “Gather your party and report to the chief administrator’s office. Delay will not be tolerated.”



  The two men bowed low, tears forming in their eyes as they turned and sprinted away to gather their party members. Hannah chuckled.


  “Man what I wouldn’t give to be a fly on the wall for THAT conversation.” she said, looking at Remora.


  The Guildmaster nodded.


  “Indeed, I imagine that when they show up, those two will be a bit worse for wear.” she replied, then addressed the crowd, “Let this be a lesson to you all: Do not allow your egos to write writs of payment that your purse cannot tender. Also, for the love of the guild, learn to Inspect before running your mouths.”


  Leon felt the pulses as the majority of the crowd Inspected him at her words, and murmurs broke out as the adventurers saw what few stats they could from their skills. Leon nodded to Remora.


  “Thank you, Guildmaster.” he said, “My apologies for the disruption.”


  Remora raised a delicate eyebrow at him.


  “Every time I turn around it seems that you’ve caused another disruption, Adventurer Leon.” she said, a smile on her face, “If you want to make it up to me, stop giving me more paperwork to do.”


  “Or take her on a date,” Hannah quietly mumbled to herself, “And at least this time he didn’t rip a dude’s d-”


  Remora’s pointed ears twitched as her enhanced hearing picked up the words, and she blushed lightly before coughing.


  “Anyway.” she said, gathering herself, “What brings you to the guild today, Adventurers?”



  “We need to see about getting our Steel rank badges, Guildmaster.” Leon replied softly.


  “Ah yes, that should have been done ages ago. Follow me, we’ll go see the Proctor.”


  Chapter 3


  The Adventurer’s Guild Proctor was asleep, slumped in a chair behind his desk in the aura imprinting room when Leon, Hannah and Remora walked in. The tall Guildmaster walked up to the desk and tapped on it with her knuckles, eliciting no response from the elderly man. She cleared her throat and tapped again, harder. The Proctor jumped, awakening with a snort. He wiped a hand across his eyes to clear them before looking up at Remora with a glare.


  “Gettin’ so a man can’t even take a nap anymore!” he said with a surly tone, “What can I do for you, oh wise and powerful Guildmaster?”



  Remora glared back at the man as the two locked eyes in silence. The moment dragged on for long enough to make Leon and Hannah feel awkward before the Proctor’s mouth twitched and he burst out laughing. Remora followed behind him, their combined mirth filling the small room and leaving the two adventurers watching in confusion. Remora smacked the desk with her palm.


  “Wise and powerful I do be, and don’t you forget it, Master Proctor!” she said, grinning at the old man.


  “Never, my dear! Never!” he replied, getting slowly to his feet, “Now, what brings you to my cave of solitude with our friends in tow?”


  Remora gestured behind herself.


  “These two have been promoted, and need new badges. Figured you’d have time in your busy napping schedule to get them made?” she said with a grin.


  “Aye, I can put aside my more weighty goals for the day to help these two young ones.” the Proctor replied, walking around the desk, “What rank did they achieve?”


  “Steel.” Remora said, “Both of them.”


  The Proctor whistled at that.


  “Well now, it isn’t often I get to mint a couple of Steel badges.” he responded, “Well done, you two! Step over to my laboratory!”


  It turned out that the Proctor’s laboratory was the aura imprint stone. Leon used [Inspect] on it.


  * * *


  Item


  Stone of Auras


  Condition: Flawless


  Activate: Reads your unique aura signature and generates a token based on that information. Collects and monitors your status remotely using the token.


  * * *


  The sphere sat atop a stone pedestal, just below waist height for Leon. Its surface was as smooth as polished glass, and it glowed slightly with colors that changed seemingly at random. He thought that the hues could be depicting those of the elemental affinities, but as he had only come into contact with three of them so far he couldn’t be sure. The Proctor stepped up next to the orb and pointed at Leon.


  “Alright large one, you’re up first. Same as last time, gauntlet off and touch the orb.” the old man said in a businesslike tone, “You’ll be up next, lovely.”


  Hannah rolled her eyes at the proctor but gave him a smile, unphased by his demeanor. She nudged Leon in the back, urging him to get on with it.


  Leon willed his right gauntlet back into his storage and stepped up, placing his hand on top of the glass like orb.


  [You have activated: Stone of Auras.]


  [Your status information is being collected, please wait…]


  [Thank you for waiting, your status has been collected and stored. You are granted a Steel rank guild badge. Your badge can now be used to find you in the event of your death.]


  The stone glowed silver for a moment before the light faded. There was a whirring sound from the pedestal and then a small drawer popped open and displayed a rectangular metal plate.


  * * *


  Adventurer Badge


  Rank: Steel


  Name: Leon Jäger


  Standing: Good


  * * *


  Leon reached forward and took the badge.


  [You have received item: Steel Adventurer Badge. Equip? yes/no]


  Leon mentally selected “Yes.”


  The copper badge that was affixed to Leon’s breastplate glowed white and slowly vanished as did the steel colored plate in his hand. The steel badge appeared in the same spot, permanently stuck to the outside of his armor. It proudly displayed his Rank and standing with the guild.


  Hannah pushed him aside.


  “You’re so slow!” she said with a laugh, “I’ve been waiting ages for this!”


  Hannah reached forward and grasped the orb with both hands. It glowed the same as it had for Leon and spat out an identical rank badge, which Hannah happily equipped. She turned towards him and stuck out her armored chest.


  “I’m a Steel rank Adventurer! Look!” she said, giddy with excitement, “I never thought I’d be Steel in a million years!”


  Leon tilted his helmeted head at her.


  “Is Steel rare?” he asked slowly.


  Guildmaster Remora laughed from the other side of the room.


  “It is. I am only a Dark Steel myself, and guildmaster for this branch. Granted, Red Grass Town is removed from the more densely populated and higher Qi infused areas, but some guildmasters are even Steel rank.” she explained, “The average adventurer in this branch is a Copper.”


  “I did notice that there aren’t any quests on the board for Steel rank.” Leon said.


  “Yeah, we’re definitely overpowered for the area, big guy. Especially you.” Hannah said, looking Leon over, “Though something tells me you were before you even advanced..”


  Leon just shrugged at her, making her and Remora laugh. The Guildmaster clapped Leon on the shoulder, not so much as budging the large man.


  “Anyway, congratulations again on your promotions.” she said, addressing the two, “I doubt you’ll stay long in the area, but before you leave don’t forget to stop by and say goodbye.”


  “Of course!” Hannah said, smiling at the Guildmaster, “I won’t let the big lug forget!”


  Remora glanced at Leon for a moment, blushed slightly, and then left the room. The Proctor watched her go with a twinkle in his eyes.


  “Well it’s about time..” he said quietly, before looking up at Leon, “You treat her right, you hear? Big as you are, I’ll find a way to hurt you if you don’t! I’ll take you off at the knees!”


  Leon stared at the man, then pointed to himself.


  “Me? Treat who right?” he asked, confused, “Hannah? Of course I will-”


  “No, not Hannah you great big-” the Proctor started to say before Hannah cut him off.


  “Yes, me! Hannah! Treat me right, you got that, brother dearest? Now let’s head back out and finish our errands!” she said, winking at the flabbergasted Proctor and placing both hands on Leon’s back, pushing hard.


  Leon felt the pressure and decided to go along with her, allowing her to push him out of the room. She took his steel covered arm and walked beside him like a princess being escorted to a ball as they headed back towards the guild main hall.


  “I sent a carriage to the farm while you were leaving me alone and defenseless earlier.” Hannah said, grinning at Leon, “My father and sister should be in town by this evening. Did… you want to do the ceremony then?”


  She looked at him nervously, as if she still expected him to cancel the entire event. Leon just nodded.


  “I do.” he said, “Though the concept of a ceremony for such a thing is new to me. What exactly will we be doing?”



  Hannah smiled brilliantly at him before letting go of his arm to count off on her fingers.


  “Okay so the ceremony is for us to legally adopt each other as siblings! It’s fairly common with adventurers, as a sibling stands to inherit should something happen to you… not that that was my goal here.” she said, glancing at him and mentally cursing that she couldn’t see his expression, “But yeah, there’s some paperwork that needs to be witnessed, and then generally a dinner for family and friends. It’s fairly low-key but will help us going forward… and mean a lot to me.”


  Leon patted her shoulder with a gauntleted hand, making her stagger slightly.


  “As it does to me.” he intoned softly, “You will be my only family.”


  Hannah’s eyes watered at that, and she turned away to wipe them on her sleeve. Spinning back around, smiling wide, she punched Leon’s breastplate lightly.


  “I’m all you need, big guy!” she said, “Well, until we find you a wife or three, that is!”


  Leon choked on air, sputtering.


  “Wha- wife?” he said, “And multiple?”


  Hannah laughed at him and refrained from commenting, changing the subject as they walked back into the hall, which was fairly busy for the time of day.


  “So, what’s the first thing on the agenda?” she asked, looking around with her fists on her hips.


  Leon recovered from his shock and invisibly glared at the short woman.


  “Have to check with the merchant.” he said finally, “See if he’s done tallying things.”


  Hannah nodded.


  “Okay! Let’s go get some coin!” she replied, fairly skipping towards the merchant hall.


  Leon sighed and followed after her, at a more sedate pace.


  By the time Leon reached the hallway that headed towards the merchant’s room, Hannah was standing and waiting for him, tapping her foot.


  “You are so slow!” she said, glaring at him, “Get a move on! I know that armor isn’t that heavy!”


  Leon shook his head at her silently, then strode past her into the merchant area.


  He was stopped by a thin man, hand raised, just inside the door.


  “I am sorry sir, we are closed for an accounting.” he said, “We should be reopening soon.”


  Leon nodded and stepped back before another voice cut in from across the room.


  “Let him in, Yan.” Augustus called, “He’s the seller.”


  Yan looked up at Leon in surprise before stepping back with a small bow.


  “Please, do come in, Sir Adventurer.” he said.


  Leon stepped forward, his hand against Hannah’s armored back as she bounced along beside him, clearly excited at the prospect of coinage. Augustus straightened from where he had been inspecting a sword and turned to face the two adventurers.


  “Welcome back, Adventurer Leon.” he said, bowing slightly, “And guest.”


  “My sister.” Leon said softly, “Have we come back too early?”


  Augustus shook his head wryly.


  “No sir, we are just about finished. The amount of equipment you brought us was well above our standard inventory levels, but that is not unappreciated. All of this gear will be resold to lower-level adventurers and others looking to protect themselves or deal some damage.” he replied, “I have just a few more items to add to the tally and then I will be able to give you your total.”


  Leon nodded and the thin man went back to work, checking the last few remaining items on the table.


  Hannah walked over to the weapon racks and inspected a mace, hefting it and turning it over in her hands. She shook her head and put it back in its place, then moved on to the armor. She ran a hand down a set of half-plate, causing a slight jingling from the mail that held it together. She looked over her shoulder at Leon.


  “This stuff isn’t even half as good as you make.” she said, grinning at him.


  Leon looked at Augustus awkwardly, who glanced up from his notebook.


  “Is that so?” he asked, curious, “Are you a smith?”


  “I am.” Leon said simply.


  Augustus looked him over again.


  “Interesting… did you forge your armor, sir?” he questioned, “I was assuming you had purchased it from one of the masters.”


  “He sure did!” Hannah said, interjecting to keep Leon from downplaying his abilities, “All in one afternoon, too!”


  That made Augustus’ eyes widen as he put his notebook down and stepped closer, inspecting Leon’s armor. His hands shook slightly as he ran a finger along a pauldron.


  “Is this… runic steel?” he asked quietly, glancing around to note the positions of his employees.


  “It is.” Leon replied, his deep voice echoing from within his helmet.


  Augustus stepped back quickly, his hands making fists at his sides as if keeping himself from touching the armor further.


  “Incredible.” he said in an awed voice, “I had noted many pieces of equipment in your piles that seemed too high quality to sell, but seeing what you wear its no wonder the rest doesn’t even exist in your eyes.”


  “It’s not-” Leon began.


  “Don’t think we don’t know what our stuff is worth though!” Hannah said, idly hefting a warhammer.


  Augustus cracked a strained smile as Leon rolled his eyes beneath his helmet.


  “Of course not, madam.” Augustus said, “If you would be so kind ask to check my numbers, sir?”


  He handed the notepad to Leon, who scanned it over. The numbers seemed in range for the area, at least so far as he could tell. The smith in him wanted to press for more, but frankly he would just be happy to have the gear out of his storage space. Hannah peaked around his shoulder, trying to look at the list. Leon handed the notebook back to Augustus.


  “That will be fine.” he said slowly.


  Hannah harrumphed behind him, crossing her arms and pouting over not being allowed to see the numbers.


  “They don’t haggle, dear sister.” Leon said softly.


  “Fiiiiine.” she replied, wandering off to look at another area of the shop.


  Leon shrugged at Augustus, who simply smiled and glanced over the notebook.


  “Very good sir. Your total earn comes to thirty five gold, twelve copper.” he said, bowing, “Would you prefer coin or credit? Credit would allow me to offer you a flat forty gold.”


  “That credit is good at all Adventurer’s Guild merchants?” Leon asked, making sure.


  “Indeed sir.”


  “I will take the credit then.” Leon said, not needing coins at the moment.


  “One moment, sir.”


  Augustus reached over and grabbed a small sphere from the table. He activated a skill and the orb glowed. He pressed the orb against the Adventurer badge on Leon’s chest, which glowed the same color as the orb for a moment before both went dark again. Augustus stepped back.


  “Transaction complete, Adventurer Leon. Your badge has been notated with your credit amount. We appreciate you coming in, and welcome you back any time.” Augustus said with another bow, “Should you have another haul like the one today, I would ask that you give me an hour’s notice if at all possible, so that I can have staff ready to assist.”


  Leon nodded in agreement and turned away, gesturing at Hannah to follow him.


  The two quickly left the merchant hall and walked back into the guild proper. There were several people in line to speak with an employee, and Elzbeth could only wave from her place behind the desk when she saw Leon and Hannah emerge. They both waved back, with Hannah calling out that they’d return to speak with her soon. Elzbeth smiled brightly, entrancing the young female adventurer she was working with. The woman shook herself slightly to clear her mind before resuming filling out the paper in front of her.


  Leon and Hannah left the guild building and stepped out onto the street. Hannah was absolutely buzzing with energy as she skipped ahead of Leon, humming a tune that he didn’t recognize. Leon rolled his eyes at her but smiled beneath his helmet, simply happy that she was happy. She turned around and looked up at him with an infectious grin.


  “So, brother of mine, where to next?” she asked, putting her hands behind her back and looking impish.


  Leon looked up at the sky to judge the time. It was getting to be mid-afternoon, the sun past its zenith. He squinted up at the few white clouds in the otherwise deep blue sky and took a breath before responding.


  “We know that we will be leaving soon.” he said, considering, “Though we do not know where we will be going.”


  “Yeah, I’m hoping Master Sataou has decided that by the time we get back to the Alchemist’s Guild.” Hannah said, looking up to see what Leon was staring at and needing to cover her eyes with her hand against the sun, “But wherever it is, we’ll have fun, right?”


  Leon looked down at her and nodded.


  “Naturally.” he said, “I suppose we have most of the gear we might need. And master will tell me if we require anything else. Did you have any stops you needed to make?”


  Hannah shook her head.


  “No, but my father and sister should be here soon, and we should probably actually plan for the dinner after the ceremony rather than winging it, as much as it pains me to say.” she replied, squinting at him.


  “Laverne?” Leon asked, “Ah, should we invite her to the ceremony?”


  “Oh!” Hannah replied with a jump, “How did I not think of that? Wait, how did YOU think of that?”


  Leon shrugged. Hannah giggled.


  “Yeah, that sounds about right. Let’s go see her!” Hannah said, turning and skipping away without a care, leaving Leon flatfooted behind her.


  Leon sighed again, but hastened to follow the bouncing ball of energy that was his new sister.


  When they reached the inn, aptly named Laverne’s Taverne, Hannah waltzed straight in. Leon heard the innkeeper gasp and squeal at her appearance before he too entered the building.


  Laverne, a short, heavyset and motherly figure, had wrapped the smaller Hannah up in a bear hug, lifting her from the ground as the adventurer giggled and squirmed. Leon knew Hannah was more than capable of getting loose if she wanted to, and smiled at the display. Laverne released her and planted a kiss on one cheek.


  “Oh, Hannah my dear! I am so glad to see you! I worried when you failed to show up before.” she said, holding Hannah’s face in her flour-covered hands, leaving a white mark, “Where’s tall dark and brooding- Oh, Leon! Welcome back!”


  Laverne turned towards Leon with her arms out stretched, and he slowly backed away, leaving Hannah and Laverne in stitches as they laughed at him.


  “I swear, man fights a corehound the size of a building but can’t handle a hug!” Hannah said, wiping a tear from her eye, “That’s Leon for you, always a contradiction.”


  “In his defense, I AM quite scary!” Laverne said, wiping her hands on her apron, “Come in, dear! I promise I won’t hug you. Probably wouldn’t want to try to lift you anyway…”


  Hannah guffawed at the mental image, actually slapping her knee in laughter. Leon looked at her with a smile hidden behind his visor, but didn’t think it was THAT funny.


  “Mama Laverne!” Hannah said grin, the name causing Laverne to jump, “Leon and I are having our adoption ceremony tonight! Is there any way you can make it?”


  Laverne looked to be on the edge of tears, her beaming smile the only thing telling Leon that she wasn’t going to break down.


  “Oh, Hannah my dear, of course!” she said, grabbing Hannah’s hands in hers, “I wouldn’t miss it! Where and when?”


  “The Alchemist’s Guild!” Hannah replied happily, “This evening, I’m going to call it seven o’clock?”



  “I will be there with bells on.” Laverne said, “And for the dinner after… how would you like to have it here? I’ll reserve the private dining room for us and make up something special!”


  Leon’s stomach growled at that, making both women giggle, the sound oddly distorted from inside his armor.


  “I will take that as a yes!” Laverne said, “Oh, I am so happy for you two! Found siblings are the greatest blessing.”


  Hannah nodded, looking at Leon with a serene smile.


  “They truly are.” she said softly, before looking back at Laverne, “Great! I’m so glad you can come!”



  “Oh, errant daughter of mine, as if I wouldn’t be there!” Laverne said, squeezing Hannah’s hands.


  Leon saw the two having a moment and decided to excuse himself. He stepped outside of the inn and leaned against the stone block wall of the building, relaxing for the first time in a while. He took in the sights and sounds of the town as citizens began leaving their places of work and heading to their homes or taverns. While uncomfortable in most social situations, one of Leon’s new favorite activities was people-watching. Everything in his new world was so different, yet familiar- The people were vibrant and unique, their clothing odd to his sensibilities, but they remained just that: people.


  He watched as an old man pulled a cart down the street, calling out that he was selling cabbages. A pair of children playing tag sprinted from an alley and narrowly avoided colliding with the cart, causing the old man to scold them as they ran away laughing. The cabbage seller had a smile on his face, and Leon was struck with how the scene would not have been out of place back home.


  Though, as he thought the word, he realized that ‘home’ may not be the right one for his old world. He had certainly lived there, and grown, learning, fighting and dying, but the further away he got the less it felt like home. His home was rapidly becoming this wildly colorful place full of magic and monsters, gods and dungeons. He felt at peace, even in all the chaos. Perhaps the chaos is what called to him- with it came freedom the likes of which he could never have known before. He was his own man, beholden to no power, free to learn and earn at whatever pace he chose.


  He could hear Hannah’s voice in the inn as she spoke to Laverne loudly, no doubt telling the innkeeper a story from their last adventure. The woman had quickly become important to Leon, which was unlike him. He had never been one to create attachments to others, as his prior life had shown him time and again that those relationships did not last. Whether they were ended by space or by time, those he had known left. Some off to pursue dreams and jobs in neighboring towns and some, like his parents, passing into whatever the afterlife truly was on his old world and leaving him behind.


  He had some mixed feelings about the upcoming ceremony. Not about Hannah, nor about declaring their mutual adoption, but ceremony would always make him uncomfortable. He had spent much time and effort attempting to remain out of the spotlight, and he hated to be the center of attention unless he could cover his face. For their adoption he would of course keep his true self uncovered. Though as much as Hannah insisted that his scars were not something to be ashamed of, he had a long way to go before he would be able to accept that fully.


  Hannah called out something to Laverne as she neared the door, waving behind her. She stepped out onto the street and looked up at the sky with a breath. Looking around, she spotted Leon and slid over to him.


  “Heya big guy, you doin’ alright?” she asked, peering into the holes of his helmet to try and see his eyes.


  Leon nodded to her.


  “I am.” he said, “Are we set for this evening?”



  “Yep! She is very excited.” Hannah said with a smile, “Should we head back to the Alchemist’s Guild?”


  Leon looked up at the sky to get the time before nodding slowly.


  “Yes, we should.” he replied, standing up from his place against the wall with a clank, “Hopefully Master Sataou has had time to come up with a plan.”


  The two walked back towards the Alchemist guild as the town came to life around them. Early evening was upon them, and the hustle and bustle of nightlife sprung up from the calm of midday. The walk to the guild was short, and all gave the two adventurers a wide berth as they traveled. None of the passers-by could put a finger on it, but there was something about the two that made them pause, something that made them feel dangerous. Leon was just happy to make it without some form of altercation.


  When they entered the Alchemist’s Guild hall, an older gentleman was examining a jar of herbs while being assisted by an employee of the guild. Leon and Hannah walked through without stopping, heading deeper into the guild building. The employee looked about to call out to stop them but his customer asked him a question at that moment, which he answered in a polite tone, missing his chance.


  Once up the stairs, Leon headed straight to Sataou’s rooms, knocking on the wide double doors.


  “Enter.” Sataou said from the other side.


  Leon held the door open for Hannah, who curtsied at him with her tongue out before entering. Sataou laughed at her antics from his usual place on the couch.


  “Leon, Hannah, do come in!” he said, “Let me get us some tea and we can discuss our futures!”


  Hannah plopped herself down in a chair, rubbing her hands together.


  “Oh, Master Sataou’s tea is the best!” she said, grinning at Leon, “Even better than Lin Mah’s! …please don’t tell her I said that.”



  “I’ll be sure to keep it from myself.” Lin Mah said as she entered the room, smiling at Hannah, who grinned back at her.


  “Sister Mah!” Hannah said, jumping to her feet to embrace the taller woman.


  They hugged, each seeming content to have the moment. Leon walked over to a chair and, after a slight hesitation, willed his armor into his personal storage. At the same time, he swapped his clothing out for the robes that Lin Mah had made for him. Internally he grinned at his actions, but his face was placid as he watched Master Sataou prepare tea on the table to the right of the couch.


  The girls broke up their hug and turned to be seated. Both stopped dead in their tracks when they saw Leon sitting in his fine robes, face uncovered, looking like a prince. Lin Mah’s cheeks colored and Hannah’s face split into a wide grin before she chuckled at him.


  “Oh, brother of mine, how dashing!” she said, sitting next to him and leaning over the arm of the chair to stare at him closely, “And dressed in such finery! My, what fine craftsmanship on display! Clearly this robe was made with lov-”


  Lin Mah cleared her throat and Hannah giggled, stopping her sentence before leaning back in her chair and grinning impishly at the taller woman. Lin Mah glared at her without heat and sat in a chair next to her in a prim and proper manner.


  “Master Sataou, can I help you?” she asked the old man.


  “Oh no, my dear! I am nearly done!” he said, back still to the group, “Make yourselves comfortable!”


  Lin Mah smoothed her dress across her thighs nervously, looking between Hannah and Leon. The later watched Master Sataou’s motions as he prepared the tea, mentally taking notes as tea service was sure to be a larger portion of his life going forward than it had been prior to this. Finishing the prep, Sataou carried the tray to the short table in front of the group and laid it out.


  He filled a small cup of tea, which he then poured out over a stone carving of a frog, mumbling a phrase that Leon didn’t catch. With a smile, Sataou filled four cups and distributed them to each of his guests before serving himself. He sat back on the couch and took a sip of the tea with a sigh of contentment. The rest followed suit, and the mood in the room took on an aura of peace and serenity as everyone in it felt their worries fade just a touch.


  Leon looked up from his tea cup and addressed his master.


  “Master Sataou, have you made plans for us?” he asked slowly, taking another sip.


  Sataou nodded excitedly.


  “Indeed I have, young Leon!” he said, sitting up straighter, “We shall go to Wavecrest! It’s a city on the western sea, high up on the cliffs. There are many opportunities for you there, and it will be a good base of operations as you advance through your current realm.” Sataou said, “Plus the food scene there is to die for.”


  Leon looked up at that.


  “Compelling.” he said.


  “He’s becoming a bit of a foodie, I fear.” Hannah said with mock sadness, “Thankfully we’ve got the budget to support a few vices!”


  Sataou chuckled.


  “Well I am certain that the food of this world is quite different from his past one.” he replied, looking at Leon, “How would you describe the food from your old world?”



  “Edible.” Leon said, “Usually.”


  The rest of the room burst into laughter at that, Hannah grabbing Leon’s hand on his armrest.


  “I will never begrudge you the small pleasures in life, brother of mine.” she said, “You deserve them all and more.”


  Leon looked at her, careful to keep his emotions in check as he nodded and turned his hand over to squeeze hers before letting go.


  “Wavecrest… I will need to send some letters ahead of us.” Lin Mah said, staring into her tea in thought, “Will we be taking over the guild branch there, Master Sataou?”



  Sataou shook his head.


  “No, best we keep things lower-key in Wavecrest, so that young Leon here has a chance to see everything the town has to offer,” he replied with a grin, “Good and bad.”


  Lin Mah smiled at the old man before looking over to Leon.


  “Very well, I shall arrange for our living space.” she said, “As well as our travel.”


  “Thank you my dear,” Sataou said, “Where would I be without you?”


  “Lost somewhere, talking to someone who has long sense tired of the conversation, no doubt.” Lin Mah said, cracking a rare unprompted joke, “But I shall strive to keep that future at bay as long as possible.”


  “Brat.” Sataou said with a chuckle, “Very well, we leave tomorrow afternoon- I trust that will give you both enough time to settle your accounts in town?”



  Leon and Hannah both nodded.



  “Knowing that I’ll be seeing my family this evening, yes.” Hannah replied, “Everything else in my life is sitting next to me in that super neat robe. Well, aside from…”


  Leon looked over to her, along with the other two in the room.


  “Ah, right…” he said slowly, “Your love, yes?”



  Hannah nodded.


  “Yes. Other than her.” she replied, “Though she lives a short distance from Wavecrest. Her family does business with the city.”



  “Oh, so you’ll be reunited!” Sataou said with a smile, “Wonderful, perhaps it was fate that made me choose the city!”


  Hannah smiled nervously, but nodded again.


  “Yes, perhaps… There is more to that story, but I figure I can bore you all on the way.” she said, “No need to deal with everything right now.”



  Leon patted her hand.


  “If you have need, I am here.” he said simply.


  Hannah just beamed at him, her tears unshed in her eyes.


  A knock came from the double doors.


  “Enter.” Sataou commanded.


  A slim man in an unadorned robe entered the room and bowed low.


  “Grandmaster, there are two guests downstairs that claim to have been invited by you.” he said to the floor, “Shall I send them up?”



  Sataou nodded his head as he stood.


  “Indeed, have them meet us in the reception hall.” he replied, waving his hand to dismiss the employee.


  “It will be done.” the man said, stepping from the room without rising from his bow.


  “Well my friends, let us greet our guests and have us a little party!” he said, smiling again.


  The four walked through a series of doors and ended up in the reception hall that Leon recalled from his oath giving ceremony. While it had been more than two weeks for the rest, it was like yesterday for him, and he looked around, shocked at the changes.


  The room had been completely rearranged, with soft looking furniture and rattan dividers splitting up the flow to make it more comforting than officious. Various plants in pots had been added throughout the space, and Leon could hear running water from somewhere in the rear, behind the dividers. It smelled of redwood bark and herbs, which made more sense as he watched Master Sataou light a thin reed with his fingertip before placing it in a long dish to burn slowly.


  A moment later, the doors on the far end opened to admit a very lost looking Fletcher and Lea. They were dressed in their best clothes, which still paled in comparison to those of even the employees of the guild. Fletcher especially looked like he was adrift at sea without a hope of salvation, clinging to his daughter’s hand. They both locked eyes on Hannah and broke into nervous smiles.


  “Daughter!”



  “Sister!”



  Both Hannah’s father and sister ran to her, wrapping her up in a hug. Fletcher pulled away first, wiping his eyes.


  “Oh, my darling girl. Are you well?” he asked, looking at her intently, “A fancy carriage shows up, tells us to get dressed and come to the Alchemist’s Guild at your request- are you in some sort of medical trouble?”



  Hannah laughed, making both look at her oddly.


  “Father, please! No, I’m sorry that my message didn’t get relayed correctly- I’m perfectly fine.” she said, grinning at them, “I called you here to be my witnesses! You remember Leon, right?”



  She gestured at the tall man next to Sataou, and both Fletcher and Lea gawked.


  “Leon… the adventurer that saved you?” Lea said, a touch breathlessly, “I hardly recognize him without his armor.”


  “Aye, you be lookin’… different.” Fletcher added awkwardly, “Good to be seein’ you again.”


  Then the light bulb went off in his mind.


  “Daughter, did you not go to pledge a debt to him?” Fletcher asked, whipping his head back to look at Hannah, “Wait, witnesses… Are you getting married?! What about-”


  “Father, stop,” Hannah said with a laugh, “To answer your questions in order, yes, I pledged myself to him for the debts- plural- and we have formed an adventuring party. I am in better hands than I possibly deserve. As to your second question, have you been kicked in the head by a horse recently?”


  Fletcher just stared at her, making Lea giggle.


  “I doubt even a man such as this could change our Hannah’s mind on the fairer sex, father.” she said, winking at Leon, “So if not a marriage, what are we to witness?”



  “An adoption!” Hannah said, “Leon and I are found siblings, and are making it official today.”


  Fletcher looked over at Leon and smiled, walking to him with his hand outstretched.


  “Leon, son, welcome to the family.” he said softly, shaking Leon’s hand firmly, “A found sibling is a blessing, and we are glad our daughter found her own.”


  Leon nodded, unsure of how to respond.


  “Thank you.” he said finally, “I find myself the one blessed, however.”


  Hannah chuckled from her place at her sister’s side.


  “Of course you would say that, I’m pretty amazing!” she called out, “But I’ve got to admit, I found one hell of a brother.”


  Sataou cleared his throat, smiling at his charges’ antics.


  “Indeed. Now, if you would all gather here, I have the papers ready.”


  Chapter 4


  The next morning, Leon awoke early. The night before had been equal parts awkward and wonderful, as the ceremony gave way to the dinner party at the inn. Fletcher and Lea had been shocked when Sataou explained that he had taken Leon as a disciple; though they didn’t know who he was, they could guess at his origins. The food that Laverne had prepared was incredible, so her showing up a bit late to the event was easily forgiven, and they had all retired to the inn at the end to eat, drink, and be merry.


  Much to Leon’s discomfort, the party carried on into the night. He hung in as best he could, but as socially awkward as he tended to be, it was truly a lesson in willpower. By the end, everyone had taken rooms in the inn for the evening, with even Sataou and Lin Mah not wishing to make the walk back to the guild hall. Leon stared up at the ceiling above his bed and considered his checklist for the day, as he did most mornings. Deciding that his timeline would be short regardless, he heaved himself out of bed and limbered up with some stretching.


  Equipping his armor, he crept from his room quietly so as to not wake any other patrons, and headed down the stairs. No one was up and about in the great room, though he heard noises coming from the kitchen. He made a mental note to make sure he came back and said goodbye to Laverne before walking out the front door, closing it gently behind him.


  The morning spring air was crisp and cool, each breath a beautiful reminder that he was alive. He immediately felt energized, his fatigue falling away as he rolled his shoulders and turned to walk down the street towards the center of town. While it was early, most businesses were lighting up and preparing for their days. He nodded to a man that stared at him as he passed, his heavy plate armor more than a little out of place in the setting.


  The sun was cresting over the tops of the trees to the east by the time he reached the fountain in the middle of the town. He watched the water flowing down the series of bowls in contentment, his social battery barely rising above zero with the peace he was finding.


  Leon’s first stop was the bank, noting that the doors were already open. Walking up the stone steps, he paused at the top to summon a bag of coins from his storage before heading inside. The lobby was empty, which wasn’t surprising at this time of day, and only two of the desks were manned by bank employees. He headed to the nearest one when the man sitting there waved slightly. At the employee’s gesture he sat.


  “Good morning, Sir Adventurer.” the man said, “What can we do for you today?”


  Leon sat the pouch of coins on the desk with a clank.


  “I would like to open an account,” he said slowly, “that can be drawn against by a local family.”


  The employee looked at the pouch and nodded, opening a desk drawer to take out paperwork.


  “Very good sir,” he said, “What rules would you have set for withdrawal? Upon completion of a quest? Or when you give word?”


  Leon shook his head.


  “When they have need.” he replied simply.


  The man looked at Leon’s impassive visor again, understanding coming to his eyes.


  “Ah, I see.” he said softly, “Would you perhaps prefer to place the money directly into their account, assuming they carry one?”


  Leon considered for a moment before nodding.


  “Yes, if possible.” he said, knowing that a mysterious deposit would be easier to keep his name off of than an account to be withdrawn from.


  “Very good sir, what would the name on the account be, and what amount are you depositing today?”



  “Fletcher, perhaps Lea- they run a farm to the south.” Leon said, “I am afraid I do not know their surname.”


  “Ah, a debt owed?” the man asked, nodding.


  “In a manner of speaking.” Leon said.


  “Let’s see…” the employee mumbled as he went through a binder he pulled from his desk, “Fletcher, Fletch- ah, here it is. Yes, they do have an account with us in good standing. I will be able to deposit your coins and give you a receipt. Can I get the amount and the name for the deposit?”



  “Fifty gold.” Leon said, making the man look at him sharply, “And I would prefer there be no name.”


  The employee looked around awkwardly.


  “Um, sir.. for that amount, I am afraid I need a name…” he said, cringing at his demand.


  “Hmm…” Leon considered, “Epione.”


  “Epione.” the man repeated, raising an eyebrow, “The.. minor goddess.”


  “Yes.” Leon said, staring at the man.


  He didn’t push anything through his Intimidate skill, but his armor was enough to do the trick naturally, as the bank employee swallowed hard and nodded.


  “Very good sir, Epione will make a deposit of fifty gold into Fletcher’s account.” the man said nervously, “Let me get you a receipt.”


  The bank employee quickly made the appropriate notations, and then wrote an official receipt, handing it to Leon. The large man stood, nodding at the teller and thanking him before turning and walking from the bank.


  Leon mentally checked the item off on his list. He was happy with the way that had gone, though invoking the name of the goddess was not intentional. As they were leaving, and had no way of ensuring his new family’s well being on the road, making sure their accounts were full gave him peace of mind. And not being implicated in the act was all the better.


  Leon’s next stop was a couple of blocks down at the Adventurer’s Guild. The stroll down the street was quiet, none of those passing more than nodding to him in greeting, which was fine with Leon. He came to the wide front doors and pushed them open slowly, revealing a mostly empty guild hall. With a stroke of luck, Elzbeth was manning the front desk, and her half-lidded eyes opened wide when she saw him walk in.


  “Leon!” she called, standing up from her chair and running around the desks towards him, “Good morning!”


  She hugged him tightly, though her arms barely reached his waist. He patted her head, not minding her show of affection even if he would not consider himself someone comfortable with hugging. She blushed at his action and pulled away, looking up at him with a smile.


  “What brings you in so early?” she asked.


  “I came to say goodbye.” Leon said, starting with her, “We will be leaving to Wavecrest this afternoon. I also need to see the Guildmaster.”


  Elzbeth’s face fell, but she nodded.


  “I figured you’d be going before long.” she said in a sad voice, “I know this area couldn’t hold you for forever. But I’m glad you’ve got a plan at least!”


  She finished her sentence with a false smile, the sadness still visible in her eyes. Leon felt similarly, as he had grown to enjoy this small woman’s company and the energy she brought. He knelt suddenly, enough to bring himself closer to her level, and hugged her. She gasped at his actions, but hugged him back tightly, a slight sob escaping her. Leon held the embrace as long as he felt was proper, and then released her, standing again.


  “I will miss you.” he said softly.


  Elzbeth had tears in her eyes but she smiled up at him and nodded.


  “I will miss you too.” she said, “But goodbye isn’t forever.”


  Leon tilted his head at her, and she blushed.



  “You… motivate me, Leon.” she said simply, “But enough about that, the Guildmaster is in her office- I’m sure you can head on up now.”


  Leon nodded.


  “Thank you, Ellie.” he said, making her smile wider, “I will go see her.”


  Leon patted the sprite woman’s head lightly as he passed, then headed through the doors at the back of the hall. Making his way upstairs, he found Guildmaster Remora’s office and raised his hand to knock, but hadn’t so much as made contact before he heard a voice from inside.


  “Get in here, Leon.” Remora said through the door.


  Leon lowered his hand and raised an eyebrow before opening the door and stepping inside.


  Remora was sitting at her large desk, paperwork strewn about across it. She looked frazzled and worn, which was a far cry from her normal cool and detached demeanor. She gestured for him to sit and continued to make the note she was in the middle of writing.


  Leon waited silently for her to be finished. She scribbled in the margins of the paper she was examining, muttering to herself. It looked like she hadn’t slept last night, the bags under her eyes giving away how tired she was. Finally she finished her notes and looked up at Leon.


  “Good morning, Adventurer Leon.” she said, “What brings you to my office?”



  Leon hesitated for a moment.


  “You asked me to stop by for…” he started before petering off at her intense look.


  The look changed to understanding a moment later as Remora’s brain caught up.


  “Oh! Oh right, the money we owe you.” she said with a sigh, “I’ll have that brought up.”


  She pressed a button on her desk and waited. A moment later, a guild employee knocked and was told to enter. Remora asked him to bring up a box that was labeled with Leon’s name from the vault, and the man left. Leon and Remora sat staring at each other awkwardly before Leon spoke.


  “Guildmaster, are…” he began, “Is everything alright?”


  Remora’s eye twitched.


  “Not so much, Leon.” she replied, “But it’s nothing for you to be concerned with.”



  “Is there any way I can help?” Leon asked softly.


  Remora looked at him like a life preserver thrown to her as she was drowning for a moment before her eyes went dim and she shook her head.


  “No. Unfortunately, I don’t believe you can, Leon.” she said quietly, “This guild chapter is being audited. Headquarters is sending someone to go over my books, examine all of my actions, and then provide… correction.”


  Leon tilted his helmet at her.


  “You feel that you will be punished?” he asked.


  Remora nodded.


  “They don’t come out to give awards, Leon.” she said with a sad smile, “If I had to guess, the Church is putting pressure on someone above me to have me removed.”



  “I am sorry.” Leon said earnestly.


  “No, you did nothing wrong. You were the catalyst I needed to make changes, but the Church has dirt on someone in the guild and I may be out of luck.” she replied, “But there’s not much I can do about it now, so we’ll just see how it goes.”



  She ran her fingers through her short, messy hair, leaving even Leon stuck by how naturally beautiful the woman was. Even without sleep, and stressed with impending corrective action, she was effortlessly attractive. He cleared his throat, still wanting to help somehow.


  “If I were to take payment over time, would that make the audit less for you?” he asked slowly.


  Remora laughed and smiled at him.


  “No, Leon, but I appreciate the offer. Guild rules are very clear on debts owed, and the amount is cosigned by the party responsible.” she replied, “No worries there.”


  Leon nodded.


  “Very well. If there’s anything I can do to help, let me know.” he said, “We will be heading to Wavecrest this afternoon, but I can return if need be.”


  Remora looked at him sharply.


  “Oh, leaving already?” she asked, with an odd tone in her voice, “I knew it would be happening soon but…”


  “Yes, Master Sataou has set the itinerary. Since my advancement, he feels that my time would be better served there.” Leon said.


  “Yes, that much is tru- wait. Leon, your advancement? Did you…” she asked, before using Inspect, “Leon, you’re in Qi Condensation already?!”



  Leon nodded.


  “Yes, I advanced after taking Master Sataou as my master.” he said simply.


  “To think, less than a month and we’re nearly even in power…” Remora mumbled to herself before coming back to reality, “Ah! Anyway, congratulations on your advancement, Leon! You leaving makes a lot of sense now, honestly. Nothing in this area will serve as a true challenge to you.”


  Leon made to speak when a knock at the door interrupted him.


  “Enter.” Remora commanded, and the employee from before came into the room.


  He was holding a long, thin wooden box, which he placed on Remora’s desk before bowing to her and leaving. Remora nudged it towards Leon with her fingertips.


  “There you have it, the largest payout I’ve ever been able to make as Guildmaster.” she said with a small grin, “What’s it feel like to be rich, Leon?”


  Leon took the box.


  [You have received: 10 platinum coins.]


  “I will have to let you know.” he replied.


  Remora laughed, tapping her hands on the desk.


  “Fair enough! Alright, you’ve got preparations to make before you leave and I’ve got all this paperwork to get through.” she said, looking at him, “Wavecrest, huh? Alright, good to know- If we don’t see each other before long, send me a letter, hey?”


  Leon nodded at her, smiling behind his helmet.


  “Indeed.” he said, “I will not be a stranger.”


  Leaving the guild hall, Leon didn’t see Elzbeth. He made a mental note to send her a letter as well, once he was established in Wavecrest, and exited the building. The sun was above the treetops and the town was well and truly awake, with townsfolk bustling down the stone paved street to jobs and other excursions. With a deep breath, Leon stepped into the throng, his intimidating countenance given wide berth by those around him.


  The walk back to Laverne’s Taverne was uneventful, and he entered to little fanfare. The dining area was mostly empty, and Laverne was standing at her usual spot, cleaning glasses behind the wooden bar. She looked up as he came in, and smiled.


  “Leon! Good morning. Out running errands this early?” she asked, setting a glass down.


  Leon nodded.


  “Yes. I was successful.” he replied, walking closer.


  “So, heading out today are you? I hear its a nice trip up the coast to Wavecrest, though I’ve never been myself.” Laverne said, “You make sure you take good care of that sister of yours now, you hear?”


  “Of course.” Leon replied, “She is my only family. I die before she does.”


  Laverne looked at him seriously before breaking into a smile.


  “Well, let’s hope neither of those things happens, okay? I want to see you both back here some day with stories of your adventures!” she said.


  “I will make a point of it. Do you mind if we use your private dining room for breakfast, Laverne? I believe my party should be awakening soon.” he asked.


  “Of course my dear! It’s all clean, I’ll bring in your breakfast myself and make sure the rest know where to find you!” Laverne answered happily.


  Leon bowed slightly and then walked through the dining room and through a set of wood doors in the back. The private dining room was exactly as he remembered it from the night before, though significantly more quiet. He sat at the end of the table, facing the door, and willed his armor into his personal storage. He wasn’t waiting long before Laverne let herself in with a tray of food. She looked at him and beamed.


  “There he is!” she said, placing the tray before him, “It is always a treat to see you comfortable enough to put the armor away.”



  Leon smiled slightly at her.


  “Thank you for the food.” he said, nodding at her.


  “You are welcome, dear! I’m sure your friends will be joining you shortly, so eat up!”


  Laverne left the room and Leon turned to his food. Breakfast was a thin steak and what appeared to be eggs, whipped into a mound. There was a patty of some description and a roll of bread. After trying a bite, Leon could say with some certainty that the patty was made of fried potatoes, and that he would be asking for them again in the future. As hungry as he was, the meal did not last long, and he was already pushing the tray away from him as Hannah slunk into the room.


  She looked like she’d spent the last night awake and drinking, which Leon supposed that she had. The bags under her eyes were pronounced and her skin looked clammy. She groaned as she sat next to him, picking at the bits of potato still left on his plate.


  “Mornin’ Leo.” she said, her voice as rough as the rest of her, “Ugh. How are you so…”


  She gestured at him vaguely. Leon smiled at her.


  “I did not imbibe as much as you, dear sister.” he said softly, keeping his voice low as he recalled his own experiences like hers in the past, “I am sure Laverne will bring you something to help.”


  Sure enough, the door opened and Laverne came in with another tray, loaded with even more potatoes and grease than Leon’s had been. She grinned at Hannah as she set the tray down.


  “Good morning Hannah!” she said loudly, clearly enjoying herself, “How did you sleep?”



  Hannah covered her ears and grunted at the woman, who leaned over and hugged her shoulders.


  “Ah, still feeling it, are we?” she said more quietly, giggling at the younger woman’s discomfort, “Well, Mama Laverne will get you something to help. Just focus on eating.”


  Laverne left and Hannah dug in, her hands a blur as she stuffed her face with her breakfast. Leon watched in a mix of admiration and horror as the mound of food disappeared rapidly into the bottomless pit that he called a sister.


  The door opened again, this time admitting Sataou and Lin Mah, both looking prim and proper… well, as proper as Sataou ever looked. They were both dressed in thick robes, clearly made for comfort while traveling, and they grinned at Hannah when they entered. Lin Mah sat across from the woman as Sataou took the seat to Leon’s left.


  “Oh, Sister Hannah, I do hope you’ve been drinking water..” Lin Mah said, a smile on her face.


  Hannah just grunted between bites, making Sataou laugh aloud, which in turn made Hannah wince and grunt louder.


  “Ah, my apologies.” Sataou said, grinning at her as the door creaked open yet again.


  Laverne set a steaming mug of something in front of the pale Hannah and winked at her.


  “Drink up, dearie.” she said, a twinkle in her eye, “This will set you right. Won’t taste good, but what medicine does?”


  Sataou had withdrawn a small vial from his ring but upon seeing Laverne’s face he vanished it back into storage and set his chin on his fists, watching with an impish grin.


  Hannah pushed the now empty tray away from herself and pulled the mug closer. When the smell hit her, she retched and made to push it away. Laverne tutted and leaned over, putting the mug firmly in her hands.


  “Drink.” she said, “Believe it or not, it’s worse when it’s cold.”


  Hannah forced the concoction down, her face a picture of disgust. Laverne made encouraging noises but also ensured that the younger woman got every drop of the ‘medicine’ in her. Hannah finished the mug and slumped, her head on her arms, as Laverne gathered her tray and the mug.


  “I will have your food in as soon as I take this back you two!” she said to Sataou and Lin Mah cheerily.


  As she left, Sataou looked over at Leon.


  “So, are you ready to leave, my disciple?” he asked excitedly.


  Leon nodded.



  “Yes, I have taken care of everything I needed to this morning.” he replied.


  “Excellent! Then as soon as we have eaten, we will go to the stable and get on the road!”


  Laverne served the two remaining eaters similar trays to Leon’s and they ate with gusto, Sataou especially vocal about the quality of the food, making Laverne blush. They finished quickly, and Hannah had still not coalesced by the time the trays were clear. Leon equipped his armor and picked his new sister up in a princess carry, the group leaving the inn with a wave and goodbyes to Laverne. The morning air was still cool and fresh as they started down the street towards the north gate.


  The stables were large, as they serviced the entire town. Sataou called out to the man running them and gave his name.


  Leon put Hannah down slowly, letting her find her feet.


  “My hero.” she mumbled, closing her eyes against the dawn.


  Shortly after, a large and rather fancy carriage was brought around by a team of buckskin horses, driven by a couple of young stable hands. Another horse was lead by the reins by the manager himself.


  This horse was enormous, muscled like a god and black as midnight. Its eyes spoke of intelligence and its demeanor of potential violence. The horse stomped as it was halted, eager to get on the road. He snorted around his bit and looked at Leon, who studied him closely, already fond of the large animal.


  “Leon, this is my first gift to you, my disciple.” Sataou said, walking up to the horse and patting his shoulder, “I leave you to name him, as he will be a faithful companion for many years to come.”


  Leon stepped closer. The horse didn’t so much as shy away from the large man in armor, looking at him without fear. Leon placed a gauntleted hand on the horse’s forehead, and felt an instant connection. The horse was commanding and bold, a mountain of strength and stamina, fierce in appearance but gentle when the time for battle had passed. Leon felt his dantian resonate with the animal, and something told him that he needed to speak the horse’s name aloud, to crown this magnificent creature with a name befitting him.


  “Dietrich.” Leon pronounced, and the horse chuffed, apparently happy with his new name.


  “Dietrich, is it?” Sataou said, patting the horse again, “A strong name for a strong partner.”


  Leon nodded, releasing Dietrich and stepping back. The horse pushed forward to be next to the big man again, who chuckled softly as he pet Dietrich’s neck. Hannah had recovered enough to watch the exchange.


  “Aww man, when do I get a cool horse?” she said to Leon, who laughed.


  “Something tells me you wouldn’t be able to sit one right now.” he replied, tilting his head at her.


  Hannah crossed her arms and pouted.


  “Fine. Enjoy being outside while we ride to Wavecrest in luxury!” she said, gesturing at the carriage.


  Sataou grinned and stepped up to the large conveyance.


  “So you aren’t going to drive this for us?” he asked, winking at Hannah, who went pale at the prospect.


  “Master Sataou, as humorous as that might be, I wish to reach Wavecrest alive.” Lin Mah said, steadying Hannah with a hand on her shoulder, “Hannah and I will ride in the carriage- no doubt we will have time to speak of things on the way.”


  Sataou made a mock bow and opened the carriage door.


  “As you wish, my ladies.” he said, winking at them before turning to Leon, “You and Dietrich will ride along side as you get to know each other- I assumed you’d prefer that to riding inside.”


  Leon nodded, still patting Dietrich’s neck.


  “Indeed. I feel most at home on a horse.” he replied.


  Dietrich was already saddled, his gear a black leather with silver accents- as if made to match his armor strapping. Leon put a foot in the stirrup and hoisted himself up, landing in the saddle. Dietrich side-stepped once as Leon’s weight settled, then stood still and shook his head, eager to get moving. Leon smiled under his helmet, happy to oblige.


  Sataou closed the door and clamored up into the box seat, taking the reins from the stable hand. He flicked his wrist and they were off.


  The road out of town was empty and still once they left the north gate. Sataou moved the carriage along the packed earth road at a good clip, with Leon keeping pace along side. Leon could feel Dietrich wanting to move faster, to run, but he kept the horse contained. Mentally he promised to get the big creature some exercise soon, so that he could stretch his long legs. Dietrich, to his credit, obeyed the whims of his rider, and had no issue carrying his weight.


  The sun neared its zenith before Sataou gestured for Leon to ride up closer alongside.


  “How does he ride?” he called to Leon, smiling at Dietrich.


  “Perfection.” Leon replied, “I’ve never sat a better horse.”


  Sataou nodded.


  “He comes from royal stock; you won’t find a horse like him anywhere but the central continent. For my disciple, only the best.” he said with a wink.


  “Thank you, master.” Leon said.


  “Of course my dear boy!” Sataou replied.


  “How long is the march to Wavecrest?” Leon asked, scanning the road ahead as he spoke.


  “At this rate we should reach the city in two days. I would anticipate some action between here and there, however, so keep your wits about you.” Sataou said, glancing over at the armored man.


  “Always.” Leon responded.


  The road was wide and flat, the carriage and horseman making good time. The sun slowly crept through the sky above as they traveled, the only sign of their passing a slight haze as the dust of the road settled behind them. In the sky, clouds formed that spoke of rain, but held their peace for the day.


  Leon took the time to get a feel for his new equine companion, as Dietrich stepped out with little effort. The large horse wanted to run, but Leon held him back, not wanting to leave the carriage undefended. Dietrich’s long strides made for a shorter trip regardless, as Sataou sped up to match his speed as best as he could. The four buckskins pulling the conveyance showed no signs of exhaustion, and the party kept moving without issue.


  As the sun fell behind the trees to the west, Sataou called out for Leon to scout ahead for a place to stop for the night. He gave Dietrich his head, letting the horse run. Leon rode forward a ways, keeping an ear out for danger as he scanned the treelines to either side. The large animal snorted happily and stretched out, hooves pounding on the ground. Leon had a smile across his face as he felt the pure joy radiating from the horse.


  A quarter hour of speed later, he squeezed his legs and sat back, slowing the big animal beneath him. Dietrich huffed but responded, coming back to a fast walk as they came upon a turnout in the road, plenty wide enough for the carriage and a couple of tents. Leon pulled Dietrich into the semi-circular area and dismounted, checking the tree line for threats as he inspected the ground. Satisfied, he moved back to the center and remembered a certain item that he had recovered from the Church crypts.


  With a thought, he called forth the Tent of Khonsu.


  Instinctively, he adjusted where his soul told him the tent would be placed, as though he could see an outline on the ground. He moved it to one side, with the opening facing where he would build a fire.


  [Do you wish to place Tent of Khonsu? Yes/No]


  Leon selected yes.


  [Tent of Khonsu adjusting for soul-bound user. Please standby.]


  [Adjustment complete. Clear area for deployment.]


  In the center of the area Leon had selected, his new home away from home sprang into being. Originally, it had appeared as an ornate stone gazebo, complete with gargoyles and a menacing looking throne. Now it appeared as a large campaign tent, made from thick, high quality and deep blue canvas. It was about twenty feet at the front, and rectangular with longer sides. The stitching that held it together was a yellow gold, and it would not have looked out of place as a knight’s tent in a wartime camp.


  Leon looked at the tent and felt at home, as though he had brought a small piece of his old world with him. It was as if someone had taken his tent from his campaign, enlarged it slightly, and perfected it with the highest quality materials without straying into the true noble territory. There was nothing ostentatious about the building, but its workmanship spoke of quality that would far outstrip that that his old world was capable of, especially given his former budget.


  The flaps of the tent were closed, and the tent sat silently, waiting for its first visitor. As Leon made to step forward, Dietrich beat him to it, sliding up against the tent to scratch his back on the side. As if reacting to the horse’s presence, a section of canvas unfolded from the right side of the tent, stretching upwards as a set of long poles rose from the ground to meet it. The canvas continued down until it was a few feet from the ground, wide enough to host a good number of animals, leaving a peak above Dietrich’s head. The horse was startled at first, but quickly figured out that he was being provided with his own shelter, which pleased him greatly. He chuffed at Leon, who had a good idea of what the animal wanted.


  He stepped forward and touched Dietrich’s saddle, willing it and all of his tack into his personal storage. The equipment disappeared and Dietrich whinnied in delight, flopping down on the grass beneath his impromptu stable and rolling onto his back, squirming like a gigantic foal. Leon chuckled at his antics, patting the horse’s belly before moving to step back outside. Above, the clouds finally decided to make their presence known, a sprinkle of rain descending. As Leon went to step into the precipitation, another section of canvas extended from the front of the tent, forming a large awning over the entrance, eight or so feet to a side, with another set of poles rising to meet it.


  Leon watched all of this with wonder in his heart, immensely pleased to have a place where those he cared about would be sheltered. As those thoughts crossed his mind, the carriage rolled slowly into view down the road, the four horses eager to be done with their work and Sataou holding a hand over his eyes as the rain worsened.


  The old man pulled back on the reigns as he saw the tent, but recognized Leon standing beneath the awning and got the horses moving again, pulling around slowly. He stopped in front of Leon and looked at the tent in wonder.


  “Disciple, what… is all this? Is there another using this campsite?” he asked, seeing Dietrich still playing in the grass to the side, “Are we intruding?”



  As he spoke, the doors of the carriage opened, and Hannah popped her head out. She looked around, taking in the tent and Leon with wide eyes before her face broke into a smile as she put it together.


  “Ha! Sure beats that ugly gazebo, eh brother?” she said with a laugh, hopping from the carriage and running over to get under the awning, “Man, this thing is great!”


  Sataou watched her with a strange expression before looking at Leon for an answer.


  “It is a bound item, master.” Leon said, “One we retrieved from the vampire we fought under the Church.”


  Sataou’s eyes got even wider at that.


  “A bound- Oh my. Disciple, remind me that we need to have a talk about… things like this.” he said, looking around once more, “But first, let us care for the horses and then get inside.”


  Sataou stepped off the box and unhooked the four horses from their poles, willing their bits of tack into his storage ring and leading them into the stable area with Dietrich, who rolled over onto his knees to greet them with a chuff. Sataou patted the large horse’s head fondly before coming to stand next to Leon as Lin Mah made her way from the carriage to do the same. Hannah was practically shaking from excitement as she flitted around the tent, observing every square inch of the construct.


  “This is so COOL!” she exclaimed, “Travel is going to be sweeeeet with this thing!”


  “Indeed, it will certainly help speed up our setup and tear down time.” Lin Mah said, “Have you been inside, Leon?”



  Leon shook his head.


  “Not yet.” he said.


  “Well what are you waiting for? Lets goooo!” Hannah said, ducking inside the tent and disappearing.


  Leon shrugged at Sataou and Lin Mah, gesturing for them to enter the tent before he pushed his way inside… and ran smack into the back of Lin Mah, who squeaked.


  The group was standing just inside the entrance, eyes wide and mouths open as they looked around. Inside the tent was not a tent, so much as a large house. The walls were half-stone and log construction, not unlike a fine home in Leon’s world. They stood in a large open great room, with a fireplace against the far wall big enough to walk into. The living area had a number of comfortable couches and seats, and opposite was a full kitchen, complete with a wood burning stove, oven, and sink with a pump for water. The house seemed to be two stories, with a balcony alcove that opened up to the great room above the kitchen.


  The entire place spoke of home to Leon, though it was elevated many levels above what he called home in his former life. The floors were hewn wood, finished to a luster. There were herbs hanging along a wall of the kitchen, with a door that clearly led to a pantry that appeared to be stocked with foodstuffs. There were two doors on the main level that were closed, and a set of stairs leading up. Hannah was the first to recover, if only enough to comment.


  “Bad. Ass.” she said eloquently, “I never want to leave.”


  Leon willed his armor into his storage and rolled his eyes at her.


  “I am surprised you haven’t run upstairs yet.” he said, eyeing her form as it fairly vibrated with excitement.


  Hannah blinked at him, then sprinted for the stairs.


  “Last one there is a rotten egg!” she yelled.


  Sataou chuckled, following along at a normal pace, with Lin Mah close behind. The three walked up the stairs to the second level and saw Hannah inspecting the hallway they found her in with great energy. There were four doors leading off of it, only one open. Inside, Leon made out a bed and dresser, with a large chest against one wall.


  “Four bedrooms!” Hannah exclaimed, “With actual beds! We’re going to live better on the road than in town!”


  Sataou stroked his wispy beard.


  “She’s not wrong. This place is marvelous. I will ensure that we are not bothered tonight.” he said, looking at Leon, “Thank you, disciple, for sharing your space with us.”


  Leon shook his head and smiled at his master.


  “I am fairly certain that if you were not here, this place would not be so well appointed, nor as large.” he said, “It is as if the Tent is trying to make a good impression.”


  Sataou laughed.


  “Well, in that case,” he said, before looking up at the ceiling and addressing the Tent, “Thank you for your hospitality. We are in your care.”


  The entire group felt an energy surround them in greeting before dissipating. Sataou looked at Lin Mah with wide eyes but didn’t comment. Leon cleared his throat.


  “Well, let’s get settled in for the evening.”


  Chapter 5


  The next morning, the group sat around a table in the living area, eating a breakfast that Sataou had prepared. Hannah gestured with her fork.


  “A girl could get used to traveling like this!” she said, smiling at Leon.


  Sataou chuckled.


  “I believe anyone could.” he replied, “I have certainly known less comfortable nights on the road.”


  Leon and Lin Mah nodded, choosing to eat rather than speak.


  Their meal was finished quickly, and once everyone was prepared, they exited the Tent and walked out into the dirt turnout. The horses heard them emerge, Dietrich especially excited to see Leon as it meant the time for moving was at hand. The big horse clamored to his hooves, doing a little dance as he saw Leon turn the corner. Leon walked up and patted the animal on the neck, pressing his forehead to Dietrich’s.


  “Ready to go, boy?” he asked quietly, smiling at the horse’s energy.


  Dietrich chuffed at him and bumped his head into Leon’s, making the big man rub his forehead and laugh.


  The four buckskin horses were led out to the carriage and hooked up by Sataou, their excitement significantly less than Dietrich’s. Sataou summoned the tack from his ring and made sure all four were comfortable and ready before climbing up into the box. Hannah and Lin Mah glided across the dirt like princesses, stepping up into the carriage. Hannah waved at Leon in a teasing manner before shutting the door behind her.


  Leon called Dietrich’s gear forth and equipped it to the big animal, who still pranced happily in the now sparse grass. Once his steed was prepared, Leon summoned his armor, once again becoming the Indomitable Knight. His blue runic steel plates gleamed as he stepped out from under the awning and recalled the Tent. It vanished in a flash of white, leaving Dietrich stunned as he looked around to see where his shelter had gone. Leon whistled to him, and then mounted when the horse trotted up.


  With a wave to Sataou, Leon began the trip once again, the carriage following close behind. He decided that a front guard made the most sense as they moved towards the town, so he kept a small amount of distance between himself and the rest of the party, hoping to act as bait should a creature intend any of them as breakfast.


  Sure enough, an hour or so into their trek, a growl emanated from the treeline to Leon’s right. He waved to call Sataou to a halt and rode forward as if nothing was amiss, pointedly not looking at the forest as he did so. His enhanced hearing could make out a rustling as whatever stalked him moved through the spring undergrowth. He lead it further away from his party, playing the role of the clueless traveler.


  Leon could practically count down the seconds before the peace of the morning would shatter, but he was ready. He kept his weapon in his personal storage and waited.


  The treeline burst apart as an enormous bear-like beast tore its way out and onto the road. It stood six feet tall at the shoulder on all fours, its brown fur streaked with an oily black tar-like substance. While at first glance it could be mistaken for a bear, any subsequent looks would only serve to confuse the observer. It had a long snout, with sharp teeth protruding from its mouth at odd angles. Its ears were long and pointed, thin like blades of grass. Its body was front-heavy, the musculature favoring the forelegs over the back. Its eyes sparked of some intelligence, but the entire creature felt wrong to Leon.


  It looked at him and stood up on its back legs, roaring. Leon kneed Dietrich forward, rapidly getting inside the monster’s guard as he summoned his sword. With a slash, he landed a deep cut to the beast’s ribs, making it roar in pain and swat at him. Dietrich dodged the blow, keeping Leon on his back as they raced around the monster and back towards the rest of the group.


  Leon leapt from the horse’s back while slapping his rump to keep him moving forward. He called out to the rest of his group.


  “Stay back.” he said loudly, “I’ve got this.”


  Hannah had poked her head out of the side of the carriage and glared at him when he said that, but when she went to defy his words, Sataou held her back with a grin.


  Leon nodded at his master and turned, racing back towards the creature that was now charging at him. He used [Inspect].


  * * *


  Enemy


  Onikuma


  Disposition: Furious


  Threat Level: High


  * * *


  Leon met the Onikuma’s charge with the shield that he summoned quickly. The long claws of the bear-like monster raked across the steel, sending sparks flying, but Leon held firm. The beast seemed taken aback at that, not expecting such a small enemy to be able to withstand its strike. Incensed at the audacity of Leon to not be dead, it roared and threw itself at him.


  Leon rolled to the right, dodging the attack, scoring another glancing blow with his sword. The blade bit into the Onikuma’s foreleg, drawing more blood. He landed heavily but rolled to his feet, gripping the hilt of his sword hard. The monster turned to face him, spit flying from its jaws as it opened them to screech. Leon dodged another swing of its claws, walking straight into the next.


  The gigantic paw struck him in his side, lifting him from the ground and tossing him like a ragdoll into the woods. He rebounded off of a large tree with a clank, nearly losing his grip on his sword. Sliding down the trunk, sending pieces of bark flaking off, he landed hard on the ground with a groan.


  The beast was approaching with what Leon assumed was meant to be a grin, its lips turned up to show more of its disgusting teeth. Leon slowly sat up, feeling his newly broken ribs grinding against each other. His shield arm was limp, his upper arm also shattered. Gritting his teeth, he used a skill.


  [You have used skill: Light’s Recovery.]


  [Your health is partially restored.]


  The feeling of his bones moving within his body on their own accord would never cease to unnerve him, as they knitted themselves back together. His pain spiked, causing his breath to hitch, but soon faded as the skill finished and he was once again whole. He stood, facing the monster, who stared at him as if questioning how he was on his feet.


  “It’s about time we finished this.” Leon said, panting slightly.


  The beast grinned at him again and roared, spit flying far enough to splat against Leon’s breastplate. He grimaced at the scene.


  “Yeah, no.” he said quietly, “We aren’t doing that.”


  [You have used skill: Purge in Flames.]


  Leon held out a hand, having dismissed his weapons. In his palm, sparks appeared for a moment, as if someone had struck a flint to light a fire. The fire caught, then burst forth from him in a cone of raging flames. Being so close, the Onikuma had no time to dodge the attack before being struck in the face with a beam of fire as thick as Leon’s thigh. It screamed in agony as its features were blasted away by the heat.


  It turned to run, now blind with both pain and lack of eyes. Leon shook his head.


  “Not an option for you.” he said, pushing more of his Qi into the skill.


  The flames turned from a bright yellow to nearly white, the beam striking the beast in the side. They blew through the monster’s body like paper, bursting out the other side in a gout of flame. The Onikuma dropped to the ground as the flames roasted it from the inside out. In the end it wasn’t even able to scream as it perished.


  Leon dropped the skill and the flames stopped pouring from his hand. The corpse of the beast was still aflame, sizzling and popping as it released a smell of burning hair and flesh. The big man staggered, his Qi reserves dropping from use, but regained his footing quickly. Shaking his head, he looked down the road to where the rest of his party stood to watch.


  Sataou was grinning from ear to ear, his hands hidden behind his wide sleeves across his stomach. Hannah looked beside herself, armed and armored as she glared at Leon for not allowing her to join the fight. Lin Mah, surprisingly, held a weapon: a graceful longbow in a style that was new to Leon, the top portion longer than the bottom. She held a long arrow in her offhand, ready to draw and fire. Seeing the beast dead, she smiled slightly and withdrew her equipment back into her storage ring.


  “Well done, my disciple!” Sataou said, striding forward, “It is few in your realm that would be able to deal with a full grown Onikuma!”


  Hannah followed him, snorting at his words.


  “Then why let him fight it alone?! I should have been there to help him!” she said, directing her wrath at both of the men equally.


  “Because, young Hannah, I knew he could.” Sataou said, smiling at her, “My disciple needs to fight, to overcome, in order to solidify his base and advance.”


  Lin Mah nodded as she walked up to stand next to Sataou.


  “This is the way of Cultivation.” she said, “There will be times that we are alone, and must fight to survive. There is no better time to practice for those times than when you are not alone.”


  Hannah reluctantly nodded.


  “I guess.” she said, still glaring at Leon, “But you better not leave me behind again!”


  Leon nodded, smiling beneath his helmet.


  “I apologize.” he said simply.


  “Shut up.” Hannah replied, looking away in embarrassment, “Just loot the thing and let’s get moving. I want to see the city!”


  Sataou grinned at her as she turned back towards the carriage. Lin Mah actually rolled her eyes, not aware that Leon could see her expression, then smiled and followed Hannah. Leon walked up to the still-burning corpse and touched it, his Fire affinity making the heat feel like a warm breeze.


  [Do you wish to loot: Onikuma? Yes/No]


  Yes.


  [You have received: Onikuma Hide, Elevated Grade+]


  [You have received: Onikuma Claws, Elevated Grade+ (10)]


  [You have received: Bright Core (1)]


  [You have absorbed Qi from: Onikuma]


  The wave of Qi hit Leon like a tsunami, blasting into his dantian and making his vision go white. He quickly fell into his Qi Cycling breathing technique, and focused on spinning the rapidly condensing cloud of Qi within him. The pressure built, the fiery walls of his dantian straining to keep the energy contained, until suddenly a drop of glowing blue liquid appeared in the center of the cloud.


  It fell slowly, landing with a plop against the floor of his dantian. It was soon followed by more, as a small rain shower spawned within him. A short while later, it stopped. The pressure abated and Leon was able to breathe normally. Within his dantian, a small pool of pure Qi sat beneath the gaseous cloud that spun above it. It was far from an ocean, but it was a start.


  Leon opened his eyes a moment later, seeing Sataou standing close in front of him, his wizened hand on Leon’s armored chest.


  “Well done, my disciple.” he said softly, “You have come so far in such a short time. You have begun the process of Qi condensation- I would not be surprised if you advanced this evening when you sleep.”



  Leon looked at him sharply, but Sataou cut him off.


  “Never fear, advancements past the Foundation stage are not as… violent. Most occur overnight in one’s sleep- rarely will you advance otherwise, but it can happen. Best to be aware either way.” he said, patting Leon’s steel plate, “You are proving once again to be everything I thought you were. You make me proud.”


  Leon swallowed hard and nodded.


  “Thank you, master.” he said.


  Sataou waved him off.


  “Nevermind that, young Leon. Let us be off to Wavecrest- I am certain you will find it a very interesting place.”


  With that, Sataou headed back to the carriage. Leon whistled to Dietrich, who approached slowly. The horse snorted at him, shaking his head as Leon made to pet him.


  “Oh come on now, don’t tell me you’re upset too?” Leon said softly, chuckling at the animal’s antics.


  Dietrich just rolled his large eyes. Leon patted his neck and climbed into the saddle, shifting his weight until they were both comfortable. With a heel, he urged the big horse over to the carriage and the group was once again on the road.


  The rest of the trip to Wavecrest was peaceful, with only a single sighting of another soul: a man in leathers who quickly made himself scarce when he sighted Leon approaching. He was most likely a bandit, but without being attacked Leon could only make a note to check in the city to see if there were any quests available to deal with them.


  Sataou used a skill of some kind to speed up the carriage, which even the horses pulling didn’t seem to notice. Leon was able to give Dietrich free reign to run, which the big horse took to with joy. His black mane streamed out from his neck as his hooves pounded down the dirt road, entirely in his element. Leon smiled, feeling the excitement and contentment radiating from the animal.


  Due to the old man’s intervention, the group made sighting of Wavecrest’s walls in the late afternoon. The city walls were several times higher than those of Red Grass Town, and they were manned by armed and armored guards in rotating watches. Two tall towers rose to either side of the gate they approached, with six guards standing outside, processing travelers as they entered.


  Leon and Sataou maneuvered into the short line, sliding behind a large cargo wagon full of crates. The queue moved quickly, as the guards processed each traveler, took an entry fee, and answered questions.


  When it was Leon’s turn, the cargo wagon starting to pull into the city, the guard held out a hand and looked up at him.


  “All citizens must identify themselves.” he said officiously, “Remove your helmet.”


  Leon looked down at the man, contemplating his next move. Sataou spoke up from behind him.



  “This man is my guard, and not subject to search.” he said, pulling the carriage up closer, “Here is my paperwork.”


  Sataou handed the guard a stack of cards, each with information on it. The guard shuffled through them, muttering to himself before handing them back to Sataou and looking at Leon.


  “Very well. I will make a note of your presence, however. Do not cause trouble in my city.” he said.


  Leon nodded slightly, before shifting and unintentionally bringing his adventurer’s badge into view. The gray steel plate reflected the light as the guard’s eyes were drawn to it. The man’s eyes went wide and he bowed.


  “St-Steel ranked Adventurer, sir! Please forgive me for my earlier words.” he said quickly, “Welcome to Wavecrest!”


  Leon looked at Sataou, who looked at the badge and rolled his eyes, gesturing for him to move forward.


  Leon nudged Dietrich forward and entered the city, with Sataou close behind on the carriage. The guard remained bowing until Leon passed through the gates, clearly not wanting to antagonize him further.


  Sataou called out and Leon fell back, following the carriage. The old man led him through the city, passing through the industrial district that they had entered from the south gate. Leon could smell the sea in the air, a salty breeze bringing with it the promise of the depths. White birds flew overhead, cawing at each other, looking for an opportunity to strike any unattended food. The city only became more busy the further the group traveled into it, the streets much wider than those of Red Grass Town but still packed to the gills in some areas.


  Guards stood at every major crossroad, directing foot and horse traffic, answering questions and giving directions. The city felt alive, with a sort of energy to it that fed off of the ocean air that circulated through it. The Qi was heavy, even the ambient Qi that pervaded the atmosphere. Leon drew it to himself subconsciously, his dantian spinning as some portion of his mind worked to maintain the condensation in his core.


  The townsfolk that filled the streets were dressed colorfully, showing off bright silks in a baggy, open style that fit the heat of the area, even in what most would consider early spring. The sun was dropping below the city walls to the west as Sataou turned the carriage sharply to pull into a gated drive. The guard out front bowed low to the old man and opened the gate, allowing carriage and horseman access to a short driveway that ended in front of a fairly large home.


  The yard was small and the nearby homes close, but the fence that surrounded the property seemed more than enough to deter any would-be burglars. Sataou parked the carriage and stepped down, being greeted by a young man who took the reins from him and began to care for the horses. The gate closed behind them, and Hannah and Lin Mah emerged from their comfortable conveyance.


  Hannah looked around wide-eyed, taking in the sights and breathing the air, while Lin Mah made her way to the front door to greet the older woman standing there, clearly a member of staff. The four horses were led away, and another stable hand came to take Dietrich’s reins from Leon, but he shook his head.


  “I will care for him.” Leon said quietly, and the young man bowed low and scuttled away.


  Sataou winked at Leon and gestured around the house. Leon followed the path that the other four horses had been led down to find the stables tucked in the back. Stepping down, he stripped the saddle and tack from Dietrich, then rubbed the big horse down with handfuls of straw. The stallion chuffed happily and leaned into the big man, who managed to keep upright, if only because of his high Strength score. Finishing, he scooped a few measures of corn from a sack into the trough and made sure the water available was fresh and clean. Patting the now eating horse on the flank, Leon left the stables and entered the home.


  He was greeted by a member of staff, a young man who had no outstanding features beyond the large dog ears atop his head. Leon was perplexed, but thankfully his helmet covered his expression and the man took no offense. He was led into the hall and through a large room, where Sataou waited for him.


  “I have sent the ladies up to their rooms, as I am sure they wish to be rid of the dust of the road.” he said, smiling at the armored man, “As do I. I will have Travis here show you to your room and we can meet back downstairs for dinner in an hour.”


  Leon nodded, then looked at the dog-eared man, who jumped and bowed.


  “Th-this way, my lord!” he squeaked, making Sataou laugh.


  Leon grunted.


  “Not a lord.” he said, “I work for a living. Show the way, if you please.”


  The man bowed twice more and fairly sprinted away, Leon shaking his head at Sataou before following.


  He was led upstairs and through a large door into a room that could have fit most of his entire house back on Earth. There was a well-appointed four post bed against one wall, a personal fireplace, and another door that was open to reveal a washroom.


  Leon thanked the young man, who bowed even lower before vanishing back into the hall.


  Leon sent his armor back into his personal storage with a sigh, the weight dropping off his shoulders making him take a deep breath. He stepped into the washroom, finding a good sized tub and sink, along with a toilet. The wonder had still not worn off at these indoor miracles, but Leon was happy to have them nonetheless. He turned on the spigot on the side of the bath and ran hot water and prepared to bathe.


  After luxuriating for a few minutes, which was more than he usually allowed himself, he drained the tub and dried himself off before equipping his robes. The set had been made for him by Lin Mah, and were expertly tailored for both fit and finish. They were a deep blue, with embroidered symbols that invoked his prior and current life. He tied them shut with the silk belt and stepped out into the hall.


  Downstairs, he heard Hannah talking excitedly, so he followed the noise. His three companions were seated around a dining table, conversing loudly. Sataou was laughing at whatever story Hannah was spinning, and even Lin Mah had a smile on her face. Leon stopped in the doorway. Three sets of eyes turned to look at him, and three faces lit up in various forms of smiles. He waved a hand and entered, sitting across from Hannah. Lin Mah was to his right and Master Sataou to his left.


  “Ah, Leon. How was your bath?” Sataou asked, pulling his napkin into his lap, “I trust you managed just fine?”



  Leon raised an eyebrow at the old man.


  “I did.” he said, a slight smile on his face.


  “Excellent! Now, the staff is bringing dinner out shortly, so make yourself comfortable.” Sataou said, “We can discuss our first steps over food.”


  The door opened at the rear of the room and a woman pushed a cart in, laden with covered trays. She placed one at each place and then filled everyone’s glasses with a colorful juice. She briefly explained the meal, then bowed and left the room, taking the cart with her.


  Leon lifted the dome over his tray and steam wafted out, bringing with it the scent of lemon, spices, and rice. On the tray lay a whole steamed fish in a tangy sauce, a mound of seasoned rice, and another of vegetables that Leon couldn’t identify at first glance. Looking around to make sure the others had taken their first bites, he speared a chunk of the fish with his fork and brought it to his mouth.


  The flavor was unlike anything he had experienced before, and he enjoyed the nuance of citrus and spice that would have been outside the budget of even his liege in his former life. He happily tried a bit of everything on his plate as conversation sprung up around him again.


  “So the forest is where you think we should go, Master Sataou?” Hannah asked the old man around a mouth full of rice, “For training? Or are we looking for something?”


  “Yes, young Hannah, the Duskwood Forest is my suggestion. Training is the goal, though there are plenty of opportunities to be had within.” Sataou replied.


  “Indeed. There are dangers mixed with treasures.” Lin Mah said softly, “A good place to sharpen your edges.”


  Leon looked up at Sataou.


  “When should we go, master?” Leon asked, “How far away is the forest?”



  “You can head out tomorrow to get stuck in,” Sataou replied, “Your first excursion can be a day trip, the edge of the wood is only an hour from the city. The area within in very large, however, so should you choose to travel further in you may want to make arrangements. Not that that Tent of yours doesn’t hold everything you could want or need.”


  “Very well.” Leon replied, “In the morning, then.”


  He looked at Hannah who smiled at him and nodded. Sataou finished the last bite on his plate.



  “I will be leaving at the same time.” he said, looking at Leon, “I must deliver the Qi crystal to the Clan. I will ensure that your name is attached to the delivery, as good will is a resource that many want but few are given. I should be back within a week. Please do not overextend yourself, but Lin Mah will remain here to help you, should you require it.”



  Lin Mah gave Leon a small smile.


  “Yes, I am at your service.” she said softly.


  Hannah winked at her, making her blush. Leon cleared his throat to forestall her inevitably inappropriate comment.


  “Thank you, Sister Mah.” he said, “I will see you all in the morning.”


  * * *


  The next day, Leon awoke to a series of notifications.


  [You have advanced to Mid Qi Condensation stage.]


  [Your attributes have increased.]


  Leon opened his status.


  * * *


  Leon Jäger


  Title: Indomitable Knight (+)


  Realm: Qi Condensation


  Stage: Mid


  Affinity: Fire, Soul, Light


  Attributes:


  Strength: 100


  Endurance: 90


  Agility: 71


  Spirit: 70


  Willpower: 110


  Traits: Resolute


  Skills:


  Martial Weapons: Mastery


  Unarmed Combat: Half-step Mastery


  Ranged Weapons: Journeyman


  Heavy Armor: Mastery


  Blacksmithing: Half-step Mastery


  Inspect: Advanced


  Stealth: Journeyman


  First Strike: Journeyman


  Aura Suppression: Beginner


  Hammer of Moradin: Journeyman


  Intimidation: Journeyman


  Light’s Recovery: Journeyman


  Purge In Flames: Journeyman


  Annihilation: Beginner


  Applied Modifiers:


  Mark of Epione: Hannah of Epione


  Favor of Satoro: Satoro Sataou


  Disciple Bond: Satoro Sataou


  Soul-Binding: Yin-yang Souls(Hannah of Epione)


  * * *


  It appeared that he had gained around 15 points in Strength, a few more than that in Willpower, and a sizable amount to every other attribute. He flexed his arm, feeling the power there. While he hadn’t gained significant body mass since coming to this world, he felt like his muscles had been compacted and added to somehow. Given his former profession, he had always been a large man, with a broad chest and heavy arms, but he had never felt anywhere near as powerful as he did this morning.


  He got out of bed slowly, stretching his back with a satisfying series of pops. He contemplated his gains, and came to the conclusion that the attributes must have some sort of tier system in place; having hit 100 in Strength came with a jump in the scale of his abilities that far outstripped the 15 points he had gained. He made a note to ask Sataou when he got a chance, but figured that without a way to gain specific attribute points it mattered little. All he could do was improve and take what he was given.


  After a quick wash up in the bathing room, Leon equipped his armor with a thought and performed a series of movements to test the fit. As usual, it was perfect and if it weren’t for the weight he would never know it was there. He exited his room and headed down the stairs, thankful that no members of staff were there to make things awkward. At the entryway, he saw Sataou and Lin Mah speaking. He headed over with a small wave.


  “Ah, good morning disciple!” Sataou said, smiling as he approached, “Thank you for seeing me off!”


  Leon shrugged, knowing that the timing was coincidence.


  “Glad I caught up to you before you left.” he replied.


  “Master Sataou, you really must be going.” Lin Mah said, pushing him towards the door, “You have already put off the delivery of the crystal far beyond what the elders will be happy about!”


  Sataou sighed.


  “She is not wrong. Leon, be safe. Little Lin, watch over them while I am away.” he said, looking between them, “I will return soon- try not to kick up any fights with the Church while I’m away, yes?”


  Leon chuckled.


  “I will do my best, master.” he said.


  Sataou nodded at him with a grin.


  “I am off!” he said, stepping out of the door and disappearing into thin air with a popping sound.


  Leon stared at the empty space that his master had occupied a moment prior, causing Lin Mah to giggle softly as she rolled her beautiful eyes.


  “He is such a showoff.” she muttered, then addressed Leon, “Leon, breakfast is ready when you are- I will go ensure that Sister Hannah is awake and preparing to take her leave with you.”



  Leon nodded, heading to the dining room.


  After a quick breakfast, Leon met Hannah back in the entryway as the mousy brunette was wiping sleep from her eyes.


  “Aww, did I miss Master Sataou leaving?” she said, looking at Leon, “Why didn’t anyone wake me?”



  Leon laughed at that.


  “Clearly master thought you could use your beauty rest.” he said.


  Hannah looked affronted.


  “Well I never! How dare you imply that I am anything less than an ethereal beauty about whom songs are written and wars are fought?” she said, then turned as Lin Mah walked into the room, “Well, whatever wars aren’t being fought over Sister Mah here- my gods girl! How do you look that good this early?”



  Lin Mah, to her credit, blushed demurely at Hannah’s praise, while sneaking a glance at Leon’s unreadable visor.


  “Oh Sister Hannah, flattery will get you everywhere.” she said, hugging the shorter woman, “Now, I have prepared a breakfast for you to take with you- I do believe your brother is chomping at the bit to be moving already.”



  “Yeah, yeah, he’s always such a taskmaster!” Hannah said, accepting the wrapped package from Lin Mah, “But you, oh beautiful one, have my thanks.”



  Hannah bowed with a flourish, kissing the back of Lin Mah’s hand in an exaggerated show. Leon rolled his eyes and smiled at the scene.


  “Alright, that’s enough- Sister Mah can only take so much of your shenanigans at a time.” he said, patting Hannah on the shoulder and making her stagger, “We have a forest to explore, and then a bunch of errands to run.”



  “Forest first?” Hannah asked, waving goodbye to Lin Mah and following Leon out on the drive.


  Leon nodded.


  “I think we best scout it out for a short time before committing.” he said.


  Heading around the back, Leon headed to the stables. The air was cool and damp, the sun still only just making its appearance. In the soft light, he spied a spider web against one of the support beams that held the lean-to style roof up. Dew lined the strands, and a large spider sat contentedly in the center of the silken span. Leon nodded to the creature in passing. If you’re content, I’m content, he thought, not a fan of arachnids but plenty happy to leave well enough alone.


  Leon cared for Dietrich, who was more than ready to get on with the next adventure. The big horse nuzzled Hannah with his snout, sniffing at the package of food she carried. She giggled at him and gave him some attention but not the food. Leon pat the big horse on his flank.


  “Sorry boy, we’re walking the first time.” he said.


  Dietrich snorted and pranced about, showing off just how little he appreciated the sentiment. Leon chuckled and closed the gate.



  “Well, maybe in the future.” he said, watching Hannah caring for one of the four buckskin horses in the stable behind them.


  “Sataou said I should borrow one of the girls whenever I need a horse. Got to keep them all exercised, so I’ll be rotating.” she said, patting the smaller horse’s neck, “Next time we go, we need to take a horse. Walking is lame.”


  Leon nodded and then gestured for Hannah to follow.


  Hannah shrugged, unwrapping her breakfast as they walked out of the gate and turned down the street towards the eastern gate.


  “We will also need to check in with the local Adventurer’s Guild, Alchemist’s Guild, merchants… everyone really.” he said, continuing their conversation.


  “You got it, big guy.” she replied around a mouthful of some form of dense cake, “I’m along for the ride!”


  Leon shook his head at the crumbs his sister was spewing as she spoke, but chuckled in spite of himself.


  The walk out to the forest was pleasant, the spring morning fresh and clean even with the added smells of the sea. Leon set a pace that was clearly faster than what Hannah preferred, but the two managed to make it work. The occasional travelers on the road all gave Leon wide berth, and Hannah by extension. Something about the big man in armor was enough to not invite conflict.


  The sky overhead moved from orange hues to blue as the sun rose fully, the warmth of the day making itself evident even in what most would consider morning. Hannah wiped her forehead with a cloth as they walked, glaring daggers at Leon ahead of her, completely unbothered by the temperature. She walked up next to him.


  “You know, it’s pretty rude to be luxuriating in comfort while a lady literally melts back here.” she said, looking at him with a fixed stare.


  Leon turned his head and stared at her, silent. The moment dragged on for a moment before Hannah broke.


  “What?! What are you looking at bro?” she exclaimed, raising her fists, “You wanna fight or something?”



  Leon shook his head and chuckled beneath his helmet.


  “I will if you insist.” he replied, “But first, if I may remind you of what you once told me so eloquently: I need you to focus, okay? You. Have. Powers.”


  Hannah’s mouth dropped open, at a complete loss for words. She sputtered for a moment before being able to speak, blushing hard.


  “You- I- Ass! Why didn’t you remind me sooner?!” she cried, smacking his arm, “HOW did I forget that I have your affinities now?!”


  Hannah cycled her Qi using the Fire affinity that she had inherited from Leon and sighed in relief as the energy pushed back against the heat of the day and left her feeling cool and comfortable.


  “Better?” Leon asked with a smile under his helmet.


  “Yes. Ass.” Hannah said, turning her head pointedly to look away from him.


  Leon just chuckled.


  The woods alongside the road slowly began to change, from a mixed variety of smaller trees interspersed between the occasional tall ones. The smaller trees became less and less, giving way to homogeneous old growth. The ground cover rapidly shrank, as the canopy above formed to blanket the dirt below in green shades. The trunks Leon could see from the road were easily wider than he was tall and only getting bigger as they traveled. The canopy rose and rose to the point that Leon wondered what sort of magic might be at work to create such a marvel.


  Hannah also gawked at the changes, looking to Leon.


  “You figure this is the forest we’re looking for?” she asked quietly.


  Leon nodded.


  “Seems auspicious enough.” he replied, “We’ll continue on until we find a turn off.”


  Another few hundred yards down, they did end up finding a split in the road. The main path continued along, straight enough that Leon could see it emerge from the imposing darkness of the canopy in the far distance. The route they took headed deeper into the forest, the path no less wide but far less kept. Few people seemed to travel this trail, and Leon could understand why. The forest had an energy to it, and the deeper they traveled the heavier its presence became.


  The Qi was thick and foreboding, causing Leon to cycle it subconsciously. He could feel his dantian pull the energy into him and begin to process it in large chunks, but turned his mind away from that to focus on his surroundings.


  The large trees, coupled with the sparse ground cover, provided a good amount of visibility through the woods. Leon could see the land rising and falling in all directions, small ditches from water runoff having cut their way through the ground for ages. The smell of the sea was gone, replaced with that of moss and rain. Even the bird calls took a drastic change, the cawing from the ocean-side city now a more melodious warble from various species.


  Leon led further down the path, unaware of the pair of eyes that watched them from behind a large boulder not far away.


  Chapter 6


  The path Leon and Hannah followed petered out slowly, as smaller trails shot off from it in all directions. Travelers in these woods did not have a singular goal, and the finite quantity of treasures and encounters to be found, though numerous, meant that one must cast their net wide of others to find success. The sun was reaching noon before Leon called a halt beside a small stream.


  The babbling of the water was soothing to the mind, and without more of a plan Leon was loathe to move deeper into the forest. He turned to Hannah, who stopped beside him.


  “What should we be on the lookout for?” he asked, “It’s been quiet so far.”


  Hannah nodded, staring at the running water before them.


  “A little too quiet, honestly.” she said, “I was expecting to run into at least a monster or two already.”


  “Well, best to not get complacent.” Leon replied, “Any idea where we should head from here?”



  Hannah shrugged.



  “I’ve been trying to sense things, but without the Qi to support it it’s pretty local.” she said, then smiled at him, “But someone went and broke into Qi Condensation! You should be able to do more than me- try it! Just push your Qi out like a net, see what you catch!”


  Leon nodded at her and closed his eyes.


  He focused on his Qi, the rolling ball of fire that was his dantian, and the tiny ecosystem that lived within it. As he watched, the spinning cloud of gaseous energy dropped another bit of liquid Qi into the pool below it, which had grown considerably since he last looked within. Calling the energy forth, he imagined casting it in a net as wide as it would go. Nothing happened, the energy dissipating around him. He frowned.


  Perhaps he was going about this the wrong way. Leon thought about the spider in the stables. He had been terrified of spiders as a child, and one of the few lessons he recalled from his father before he passed was one about them. Spiders were not aggressive creatures, in general. They would react to your actions, sure, but would not come after you like many other, much more dangerous beasties. As a way to bring some whimsy to the fear, his father had explained how the spiders would sit perfectly still, waiting for vibration. When a bug touched their web, they would feel the vibration through the strands of their webs and react. This had helped the young Leon, knowing that all he needed to do was let them be and they’d return the favor.


  Leon considered that, and changed his methods. Instead of a net, he envisioned casting a wide web, silken strands of Qi that were invisible to the naked eye. With the Qi he had available to him, the web he wove stretched far beyond his sight, and he stood silently, waiting for a vibration. He soon felt them. In several directions, he sensed the strings of Qi being brushed up against as unseen entities moved about their activities. He couldn’t make out much more than approximate size of these disturbances, but it was good information to work with. Leon opened his eyes.


  [You have learned skill: Qi Sense.]


  [Your skill: Qi Sense has evolved. Qi Sense’s range has greatly increased.]


  Leon pulled up the skill.


  * * *


  Skill


  Qi Sense


  Passive/Active


  Description: Your Qi acts as a sixth sense that surrounds you in all directions. When entities that lack the ability to counteract this sense interact with this invisible web, you are aware of it. This skill is passively in effect at all times, with a decreased range and power. When focused on, the ability to hide from this skill is vastly more difficult and the range greatly increases. Sapient entities can feel this skill being activated in this manner.


  * * *


  Hannah shivered beside him.


  “Ugh, what did you just do?” she asked, looking at him, “I felt whatever skill you just used. It was like someone threw a bucket of cold water on me.”


  “I used Qi Sense.” Leon replied, “Mine just ended up working slightly differently.”



  “Of course it did.” Hannah replied, rolling her eyes, “Always something going on with you. Anyway, find anything with that creepy skill?”


  Leon nodded, pointing in the direction of the largest vibration he felt.


  “Big one that way. A bunch of others scattered around.” he said.


  Hannah raised an eyebrow at him.


  “Just how far can you scan with your ‘different’ skill?” she asked.


  Leon shrugged.


  “Seems pretty far.” he said, “We’ll have to do some testing to find out.”



  Hannah made a face but Leon had already stepped away, heading in the direction of the entity he had selected.


  The two adventurers wound their way through the forest, the enormous trees making a straight line impossible. Bird song came from the canopy all around them, and a slight breeze kicked up dried leaves, pushing them along until they gathered in eddies among the low brush. Leon stopped and closed his eyes, sending another pulse of Qi outwards. Hannah glared at him.


  “First off, warn a sister before you go doing all that.” she said with a shudder, “Also do you have to close your eyes to use the skill? That seems like a weakness.”


  Leon considered her question before trying again with his eyes open. It took a bit more concentration, but after a third attempt he managed it, his Qi firing out in all directions and sending back information.


  “What did I JUST say, big guy?” Hannah asked, rubbing her upper arms with her hands, “Ugh that’s just so… ugh.”


  “Apologies.” Leon said, “Let me try something.”



  He focused on the Qi being used by the skill and chose to use his Light affinity. His eyes glowed golden for a moment as the skill activated. He looked at Hannah, who raised an eyebrow at him.


  “Well that was less creepy and more… spring day? I don’t know how else to describe it. If I wasn’t looking for it, I might even dismiss it as a spot of sunlight.” she said, thinking about the feeling, “Probably would only work that way in this exact weather, but you know. Better. Keep at it.”



  Leon shrugged.


  “We’re close. Stay alert.” he said, drawing the Hammer of Brokrr and shaping it into his now-trusty longsword.


  The last pulse of Qi had informed him that their potential foe was nearby, and closing in on them. Perhaps they had been too loud, or whatever it was had a Qi sense of its own, but it was aware of them and investigating. Leon stepped around a large tree and saw it approaching. It was a good foot or two taller than his six feet, and humanoid in appearance. The dim green light from above made it difficult to observe, so Leon used [Inspect].


  * * *


  Enemy


  Leshy, Forest Guardian


  Disposition: Unknown


  Threat Level: High


  * * *


  As the creature drew closer, Leon saw that its skin was a bark-like texture, and the color of the trees around it. Atop its head were a series of shoots, each with leaves, giving a facsimile of spiky hair. It was heavily muscled, with a thick core and long legs. Its arms reached past its knees, giving it reach. Leon gripped his sword hilt hard, anticipating the fight. Hannah peered around him at the monster.


  “That looks.. like a bad time.” she whispered, “What’s the plan?”


  Leon turned his helmet to speak, still keeping his eyes on the approaching creature.


  “I’ll draw it out, and see what it can do.” he said quietly, “Be ready to engage if need be. We have no idea what it is capable of.”


  Getting a nod from Hannah, Leon stepped out from his cover behind the large tree. Instantly the Leshy’s face snapped to his, and it roared. It stood taller, stretching out its bark-covered arms as it called out in a universal battle cry. The plants that surrounded it seemed to react to its voice, blasting outward and growing in size. Thick vines shot from the ground and struck nearby trees, creating a wide net of vegetation, blocking Leon’s path forward.


  One of the vines rocketed towards Leon’s face. He deflected with his sword, and the undulating plant struck home deep in the tree behind him with a thunk. It was quickly followed by more, each attempting to skewer the armored man. Leon chopped through vine after vine, the scattered bits falling to the ground as dead as they would be if they’d been pruned from a bush. The Leshy screamed in anger at being thwarted and slammed its palms together. A sapling erupted from the ground at the creature’s feet, its point forming a spear as it shot towards Leon.


  The armored man attempted to chop through the several-inch thick trunk but his sword stuck halfway through, the wood reinforced with the creature’s Qi. The rest of the branches struck Leon’s chest and sent him flying. He had the wherewithal to dismiss his weapon before it was wrenched from his hand, but his momentum was enough to shatter two smaller trees before he came to an abrupt stop against another larger one. His internals felt like they were on fire, and every breath he took felt like being stabbed. He coughed up blood and slumped over before fighting to his feet.


  [You are the target of skill: Healing Light.]


  [Your health is partially restored.]


  Leon felt a golden glow wash over him suddenly, as Hannah’s skill landed. His breathing hitched as his rib cage was pushed back into position, and the blood in his lungs was removed. He charged at the Leshy with a shout, calling forth the Hammer of Brokkr in the form of a felling axe. Every step brought a stab of pain but it wouldn’t be enough to stop him.


  He launched himself at the creature, who blocked him with both arms crossed in front of it. Leon swung down hard with his axe. It bit deep, severing the creature’s left arm and scoring the right. The Leshy screeched and retreated, throwing itself backwards. It hit its own net of vines, being pushed back into the fight. Leon swung from the waist as it landed, scoring a hit into what would be a normal man’s hip with a satisfying thunk like an axe splitting a log.


  The Leshy recoiled and rolled, throwing up its one good hand. A wall of brambles rocketed from the ground to block Leon’s approach.


  [You are the target of skill: Healing Light.]


  [Your health is partially restored.]


  Leon felt the rest of his bones knit together and the burning in his chest subside as another wave of light washed over him. He began to swing the axe into the brush wall, slicing out chunks with every blow. He heard Hannah scream and he turned to see another wall erupt between them.


  He rushed towards it, hampered by more of the wrist-thick vines as they fired off seemingly at random to oppose him. He crashed bodily into the wall, his armored form denting it but not breaking through. He swung the axe with abandon, desperate to get to Hannah’s side.


  Suddenly, the wall vanished. Leon’s swing passed through the empty space and spun him halfway around with the momentum, causing him to stumble forward. He quickly righted himself and looked around for the threat, only to find Hannah sitting atop the prone Leshy and smiling at him. She was holding up a hand, and a ball of fire rested in her palm, which she rolled like a jester’s ball.


  “You really made that look hard, big guy.” she said with a smirk, “All it took was a little fire and poof, dead monster.”


  Leon shook his head at her, breathing hard. He looked at the dead monster on the dirt and grimaced, upset that he had once again forgotten how Earth-attuned enemies reacted to his Fire Qi. Hannah noticed his reticence and stood, coming up to stand next to him, patting his shoulder.


  “I’m just kidding, Leon.” she said softly, “It was nearly dead and I panicked. I remembered your flame attack and just… pushed. Thank the goddess it worked.”


  Leon nodded at her, happy she cared but unwilling to let himself off the hook that easily.


  With his breathing under control, Leon stood back up straight and walked over to the dead Leshy. He bent down and touched it.


  [Do you wish to loot: Leshy, Forest Guardian? Yes/No]


  Yes.


  [You have received: Leshy Heart, Elevated Grade+]


  [You have received: Leshy Bark, Elevated Grade+]


  [You have received: Bright Core]


  [You have absorbed Qi from: Leshy, Forest Guardian]


  The Qi rolled over both Leon and Hannah in a rush. Leon quickly began to cycle it, pulling the energy into the misty cloud that spun within his dantian. Hannah clutched her chest with a gasp.


  “Le- Leon.” she stuttered, “I th- think I’m advancing.”


  Leon’s heart rate skyrocketed. He had neglected to ask Master Sataou what to do in this instance, and he had been unconscious for his own advancement. Hannah shook her head at him.



  “Don’t panic, big guy.” she said, sitting down in a lotus position and closing her eyes, “Just keep me safe.”


  Immediately, Leon felt the Qi in the air being drawn towards Hannah. It was as if she sat in the center of a black hole, pulling the energy into herself insatiably. Leon cast his Qi senses wide, and his paranoia was proven trustworthy yet again as he felt several vibrations incoming.


  He readied himself, standing over Hannah and pulling out his shield. He would die before he let her advancement be interrupted.


  The first interloper to arrive was a large wildcat, jet black with gray stripes along its back. It wasted no time investigating, opting instead to throw itself into Leon. It was a poor choice, and the last the big cat ever made. Leon accepted the creature’s mass on his shield and pushed, sending it to the ground hard. He followed up with the Hammer of Brokrr, now in the shape of his faithful longsword, sending the creature’s head spinning off into the brush. He kicked the body of the monster aside, sending it crashing down against a nearby tree as he cast his senses out again.


  His Qi only had to travel a moment before returning a hit on his next opponents, a trio of foxes the size of large dogs. Each fox had two tails, and smoke wafted from their mouths in the place of drool as they circled the two adventurers. Knowing that the armored man couldn’t defend in multiple directions at once, each of the three spread out and attacked as one, spewing forth flames from their throats.


  The fires converged on the pair, billowing out from the point of impact and creating a firestorm that spun like a localized tornado from the depths of hell itself. The three foxes kept the fire going until their Qi ran low, intending to make sure their quarry was dead before they moved in to absorb their energy. One by one their attacks winked out, the inferno slowly burning down to nothing.


  The foxes staggered when the fires dropped to reveal two very much unharmed combatants. Not only were neither of the adventurers so much as scorched, the one on the ground seemed to be pulling the fire into herself. The last thing the three creatures heard in this life was a deep chuckle before their eyes were closed for them with a three foot blade.


  Leon felt his soul resonating with Hannah’s as she pulled in the remaining fire Qi from the foxes. His body was warm and light, the fatigue from his recent fights drained away in an instant. He silently thanked the foxes for bringing him such a potent salve. He heard brush rustle again and lowered himself slightly, raising his shield and waiting.


  He didn’t have to wait long, as his next opponent burst from the trees in a rush of feathers. Leon used [Inspect] out of reflex.


  * * *


  Enemy


  Ironfeather Roc


  Disposition: Hungry


  Threat Level: High


  * * *


  The Roc was an enormous bird of prey, red and gray feathers marking its form. It screeched and flapped its wings, sending a wave of those feathers at Leon. Raising his shield, Leon felt the impact as the projectiles struck with more force than he had anticipated. A few struck his armor with the sound of steel on steel, one puncturing his cuisse and embedding itself in his thigh. He hissed in pain and rotated his body to present less of a target.


  More metallic feathers rained down and Leon knew it was only a matter of time before Hannah was hit. He simply lacked the size to effectively block the volume of fire the Roc was capable of. With that thought, Leon launched himself upwards, his Strength score allowing him to reach inhuman heights. The Roc screeched as its quarry was suddenly much closer. Leon didn’t have the timing quite right, so when he swung his sword he struck the beast with the crossguard rather than the blade.


  Regardless, the impact sent the bird crashing to the forest floor, and sent Leon bouncing off of a tree trunk before he landed with little grace. He picked himself up quickly, turning to face the now furious monster. The Roc stood as tall as he did, its long talons digging deep into the loam as it roared its displeasure at having its wings clipped. With a flap, it sent another deluge of steel feathers at Leon, piercing the knight’s armor at the shoulder and forearm.


  Leon cursed, rolling to the side to avoid more of the dangerous projectiles. He took the time to pull them free from his body with his shield hand as he circled around the tree he found himself behind. With a thought, he sent some of his Qi towards a skill.


  [You have used skill: Light’s Recovery.]


  [Your health is partially restored.]


  Leon sighed in relief as his wounds closed. While not life threatening by themselves, the pain the punctures caused would inevitably add up. The feathers hollow core also made it so the wounds bled freely and constantly, which was an even greater concern for a fighter. Leon rushed around the far side of the trunk and swung his sword at the Roc the moment he reestablished visual contact.


  The blade cut deep, slicing into the bird’s right wing as it turned to face him. The beast screamed, pecking at Leon’s face with its large, sharp beak. The attack rocked Leon’s head back on his neck but failed to find purchase on the steel of his visor. Leon thrust his sword forward, burying it in the bird’s chest. The Roc reacted, lunging upwards and slashing across Leon’s chest with its talons. Sparks flew from the impact, leaving a trio of long gouges in the metal, but the claws failed to penetrate.


  Leon twisted his sword and the Roc dropped to the dirt, breathing its last.


  He stood slowly, his breath coming in spurts as he fought his heart rate down. The blood loss from the feathers seemed to be affecting him more than he anticipated, and a glance at his lower half made him wince. His armor was covered in blood from his chest down, and not all of it was his opponents’. He hurried back over to where Hannah sat, her eyes still closed. She appeared unharmed, and he sighed in relief.


  [You have used skill: Light’s Recovery.]


  [Your health is partially restored.]


  Topping off his health as best he could, Leon readied himself for whatever was to come next. His skill didn’t seem to do anything about blood loss, so he would need to look into something to help in the future. His armor was strong, but not invincible- he would be taking wounds regardless of how well protected he was.


  He stood over Hannah, gazing around at the destruction he had wrought in this clearing. Bodies of his opponents lay scattered around, and blood covered the leaves in many areas. He focused on cycling his Qi, feeling the pool within growing by the minute. The effort calmed him, his breathing steady and his back straight. He cast out his Qi once again, feeling for threats.


  The only vibration he received was a group of five mid-sized entities a few hundred yards away. As his senses brushed past them, they all stopped for a moment. Leon hadn’t seen this happen before, so he watched intently. The five entities started moving towards him more slowly, as though unsure of what they had felt. Their paths would have taken them to him either way, but it seemed that his Qi Sense had alerted them further.


  Leon prepared for their arrival, his passive senses enough to keep him appraised of their movements now. They were filtering through the trees, four of them forward with one hanging back. It wasn’t long before those in the lead stepped around several trees and into the small clearing.


  The four men, and indeed they were men, were wearing long robes and carrying weapons. The pressure they put off marked them clearly as cultivators, at least in the Qi Condensation realm. The fifth of their number remained hidden, but Leon was able to track him without trouble. As the first four walked forward, one held up a hand.


  “Greetings, fellow Cultivator.” he said slowly, his expression giving away nothing, “An odd place for an advancement, no?”



  He glanced towards Hannah’s seated form behind Leon and smirked slightly, before schooling his expression back into neutrality. Leon remained silent, holding his sword with the point ready, his shield at his side. The man tilted his head and spoke again.


  “Man of few words, then?” he said, “Interesting. Well, no matter. Your partner is incapacitated, and you are outnumbered. Surrender your valuables and we will allow you to live.”


  Suddenly, the fifth member of the group burst into the clearing, shouting.


  “No! Kill them! Kill them both immediately!” the younger man yelled, his ostentatious robes out of place in the forest setting.


  The lead man bowed slightly.


  “Yes, young master Bai, it will be as you say.” he replied, raising his dao sword in a salute to Leon, “Sadly, fellow adventurer, this is where your path ends.”


  Leon looked at the loud young man again, before recognition hit him.



  “You were in Red Grass Town?” he asked slowly, “At the Alchemist’s Guild?”


  The man sputtered in rage, his face going red.


  “Yes! That whore spurned me, and then you had the audacity to lay hands upon me!” he spat, “I will have my revenge, peasant! First you, then I’ll track down that woman and have her before I end her life too!”


  Leon looked at him silently for a moment. Bai’s temple pulsed in time with his anger, nearly apoplectic with rage.


  “What?!” he said, “Are you trying to find your last words?”


  Leon shook his head.


  “No… I was just trying to decide which gate to hang you from when I get back to town.” he said slowly, looking the man up and down.


  The lead assailant gasped.


  “How dare you speak to the young master in such a manner!” he said angrily, “The young master’s father is the City Lord! To think one such as you could so much as harm a hair on young master Bai’s hea-”


  The man was cut off, quite literally, by the tip of Leon’s sword as he thrust it into the man’s throat. His move was unexpected and lightning fast, leaving the man no time to consider his fate before his mortal coil burned out. With a twist, Leon separated the man’s head from his shoulders, watching it fall to the ground and roll away as the rest of the dead man collapsed to the dirt.


  [You have used skill: First Strike.]


  The silence in the clearing was palpable. The three remaining cultivators tightened their grips on their various weapons and gulped, watching Leon like a hunter watches a bear. Bai stared at the corpse for a moment before looking back up at Leon.


  “Insolence! You dare! Men, kill him!” the young man screamed, pushing at the shoulder of one of his attendants.


  The man stumbled forward and barely caught himself before Leon’s sword flashed again. This time the strike wasn’t as effective, given the range, but the target’s arm was severed at the elbow, falling to the ground with a thud. The man screamed, clutching his new stump with his free hand for a moment before Leon’s sword found its mark in his chest. Leon wrenched the weapon free, pulping his assailant’s heart and dropping him dead to the ground.


  The remaining two cultivators rushed him then, attempting to overwhelm him quickly. The first carried a staff, with metal bands at both ends. The second wielded a pair of long daggers. Leon blocked the staff with his shield, the impact staggering him slightly, as he parried a thrust from a dagger at his side. He leapt back to gain distance, allowing the heavy staff to slide free and strike the ground. He led the dagger wielder around as the man stabbed repeatedly, questing for an opening.


  Leon took a few superficial wounds where the blades found gaps in his armor, but the majority of the strikes skittered off his superior steel plate. He retaliated with a backhand slice, catching the man across the middle with the blade. Blood poured from the wound and the dagger wielder rolled backwards, clutching his stomach. Leon made to finish him but was stopped by the staff user.


  The staff came down hard against Leon’s helmet from a blind spot. It rang his bell, staggering him back and breaking his nose as it made contact with the visor. His eyes filled with tears at the pain and he grunted, striking out with his shield in the direction the attack had come from. He was rewarded by a garbled scream of pain as the spike on the end of the heater shield struck something solid. Leon dodged away.


  [You have used skill: Light’s Recovery.]


  [Your health is partially restored.]


  The healing was enough to restore his vision, and Leon blinked to clear his eyes. The dagger wielder was on the ground, bleeding out, desperately trying to stuff his innards back into his stomach. Considering him finished, Leon turned to the staff user.


  The man was better off than his companion, but only just. Leon’s strike had taken most of his teeth with it, and shattered the man’s jaw. It hung open limply, the man clearly dazed from the pain. He leaned heavily against the staff, the wood the only thing keeping him upright. Leon summoned a dagger from his personal storage and threw it, sinking the blade deep into the man’s chest, piercing his heart. The man coughed once, blood pouring from his permanently open mouth before he collapsed backwards, landing with a thud.


  “Not a step closer!” he heard a shrill voice say behind him.


  Leon turned to see Bai standing over Hannah, a sword in his shaking hand, pointing the blade at her throat.


  “Take a single step and I’ll end her!” he screeched, his knees shaking so hard they knocked together, “Drop your weapons!”


  Leon dismissed his sword and shield and raised his hands to chest height. He made no sudden moves, waiting for the inevitable demands. They were quick to follow.


  “I will kill her! You scum, how dare you murder my men!” Bai yelled, his blade scraping along Hannah’s neck and drawing blood as he shook in rage, “My father will execute you, you trash!”


  Leon simply stared at the man, silent as the grave. As covered in blood and viscera as he was, the metaphor was an apt one. Bai was entirely unnerved by Leon’s silence.


  “Well?! Say something!” he squawked, voice catching.


  “Put down the sword.” Leon said softly.


  “Put down the- As if I would! You’ll kill me!”


  Leon looked down at Hannah and smiled beneath his visor.


  “I swear I will not harm you.” he said, “Put the blade down.”


  “My father will not let you harm me! You will be burned at the stake! You will be skinned alive! I will take your woman and-” Bai started.


  “I said I would not harm you.” Leon interrupted him.


  “But I will.” said a voice, and a column of fire erupted from Bai’s feet.


  Hannah laughed as the young man screamed in pain and terror, throwing himself backwards into the dirt, rolling to put out the flames. She winked at Leon again, standing and casting a skill to heal her neck. The blood stopped flowing and the wound healed. She sighed in relief and stared down at the man still rolling around on the ground, very much on fire.


  “Thanks for watching over me, big guy.” she said as Leon came to stand next to her, “Wasn’t expecting to wake up with a sword to my throat, though.”


  “Yeah, well.” Leon replied, rolling his eyes, “I had it under control.”


  “I’m sure you did.” Hannah said with a grin, “Now what do we do about… this?”


  As she spoke, the fires around Bai winked out, leaving him a scorched, smoking mess in the dirt. The man looked up at the two adventurers and spat out a tooth at them.


  “I will see you both hanged.” he said, reaching into his robe.


  He pulled out a talisman and crushed it as he lost consciousness. The talisman flashed with light, causing both adventurers to look away. When they looked back, Bai was gone.


  “Damn, escape talisman.” Hannah grumbled, “I wanted to see that little rat dead.”


  Leon nodded in agreement before surveying the clearing. Hannah looked around for the first time and her jaw dropped.


  “Leon, did you fight the entire godsdamned forest?” she asked incredulously.


  “Something like that.” Leon replied, walking up to the first of his kills and beginning the process of looting.


  [You have received: Shade Leopard Heart]


  [You have received: Shade Leopard Pelt]


  [You have received: Firefox Hide (3)]


  [You have received: Ironfeather Roc Feather (40)]


  [You have received: Ironfeather Roc Talon (8)]


  [You have received: Dark Steel Dao, Elevated Grade+]


  [You have received: Robe of Enlightenment, Elevated Grade+]


  [You have received: Staff of Wukong (Copy), Enhanced Grade]


  [You have received: Twin Daggers of the Viper, Elevated Grade+]


  [You have received: Storage Ring, Unappraised (2)]


  [You have received: Bright Core (5)]


  [You have absorbed Qi]


  The Qi from the creature kills in the clearing was immense, but nothing compared to the Qi that they received from the four cultivators. The energy rushed into their dantians, the gaseous Qi dense and heavy. Both settled into cycling for a while, allowing the energy to accumulate and begin processing. Leon could feel that he might be ready for advancement already. The pressure of his Qi built steadily before leveling out as the cyclone in his dantian took it over.


  Hannah slumped down on the ground as she finished cycling.


  “Whew, that was a bit.” she said, looking at Leon, who still stood next to her.


  “Indeed.” he said, “Let’s head back to the city. I think we’ve had enough excitement for the day.”


  Hannah grinned and nodded at him.


  “Yeah, plus we’ll need to let Lin Mah know about her annoying little friend… who is probably more than a little upset with us.” she replied.


  The trip back to the city was smooth, Leon using his Qi sense to avoid confrontations rather than to find them. The sun was halfway down, casting the city in an early evening glow as they entered the gates. The guard that checked them into the city gave them an odd look, but refrained from speaking. The smell of the sea blasted both adventurers in the face as they turned down the main street. Hannah turned to Leon.


  “We should stop at the Adventurer’s guild to check in before we head back to the house.” she said.


  Leon slowed, looking around.


  “True. But we also need to warn Lin Mah.” he replied slowly.


  “I am completely beat after that advancement… how about I head back to the house and you check us in at the guild? Since we’re in a party it’ll count for both of us.” she said, “Ill grab a bite to eat on the way too, I’m starving!”


  Leon smiled at her beneath his visor.


  “Very well. As long as you’ll be safe.” he said, patting her shoulder.


  Hannah slid up next to him and gave him a side hug.



  “Of course, big guy! With you around, I’ll always be safe!” she said with a grin, “I saw what you did to that forest to protect me!”


  Leon nodded.


  “You are my family.” he said simply, “I must keep you safe.”


  Hannah’s eyes misted slightly as she hugged him tighter before letting go and punching him in the breastplate.


  “Okay enough of that, you big softie.” she said quietly, “I’ll see you back at the house.”


  She waved to Leon and strode off through the crowd. Leon watched her go until she turned down a side street before shaking his head and looking around for a guard.


  After getting directions to the Adventurer’s Guild, Leon threaded his way through the packed streets in search of it. The guild hall for Wavecrest was larger than that for Red Grass Town, which Leon supposed shouldn’t be a surprise. It took up most of the city block upon which it stood, with a large sweeping front entrance that included a set of wide stone stairs and statues of heroic acts. Leon glanced at them indifferently as he strode up to the entrance.


  He pulled open the large wooden doors and stepped inside, his eyes adjusting quickly to the difference in lighting. He noticed that the layout was similar to the last guild hall, just expanded in scale. There were a solid dozen tall desks against the far wall, with employees helping adventurers from behind glass. A full restaurant replaced the bar from the previous hall, and the shops looked to be even more expansive, taking up fully half of the open space rather than being relegated to a hallway.


  Leon stepped into line behind a large brute of a man in furs. He didn’t mind waiting, having spent plenty of time in his last life queuing for various things. He let his mind wander as the line moved slowly, going over his fights in the forest. He worked to identify his mistakes and come up with corrections to them. He was aware that his lack of skill use was an issue, and one that he would need to overcome soon. Not having grown up with magic, his first instinct was to fight with his weapons, but that was disregarding a large portion of his abilities, which could cause those he cared about to come to harm.


  He stepped forward and accidentally bumped into the axe that the large man in front of him had strapped to his back. The man grunted and turned around angrily.


  “Oi! Watch where you’re going, you idjit!” he said loudly, turning to face Leon fully.


  Leon stared at the man, internally sighing at the new altercation. It seemed he would never be free of the loud mouths in any town.


  The adventurer made to push Leon, looking at his breastplate to aim his strike. His eyes widened as they fell upon Leon’s badge, which was displayed above his heart.


  “Steel… Steel rank!” the man said, his brain working overtime to come up with an excuse for his actions, “My apologies, sir! I mistook you for one of my friends! Tis a game we play, y’see! I hope you didna take offense!”


  Leon stared at the man a bit longer, watching him sweat, before shaking his head slowly.


  “None taken.” he said finally, and the man’s breath left him in a sigh of relief.


  “Excellent! Thankye! I um-” he said, looking around, “Please, do be takin’ my spot! I have business elsewhere!”


  With that, the big man scurried away and out of the hall, not looking back once. Leon watched him go with a smile on his face, then shrugged and turned towards the man who was calling his name from the desk in front of him.


  He took a step forward before he was stopped by a sudden notification.


  [Hannah of Epione has left your party.]


  Chapter 7


  Leon ran down the street that he had seen Hannah take on her way back to the house. His breathing was labored, far more than the level of exertion he was putting out should warrant. His helmet turned constantly, searching for any sign of the mousy brunette. People in the streets made way for him, which was a good choice as he would have simply ran through them if they offered any resistance.


  Night had begun to fall, the shadows stretching across the road as the sun set below the high walls. Leon’s eyes strained to see through the encroaching low light, desperate to catch a glimpse of his sister. The street took a sharp right and Leon followed it, nearly bowling over a large man that was turning the corner. He avoided the impact, but entirely ignored the man’s loud complaints over his near miss.


  The sounds of the city faded away as Leon ran, his ears attuned only for noises that would help him locate Hannah. Idle chatter fell away as his face became a mask, only his eyes moving as he searched. The city moved around him as normal, nothing appearing out of place.


  He soon found himself at the gate to the rented house they were staying in. He slid the heavy steel gate aside without waiting for the doorman, and walked quickly up the drive and into the house. Opening the front door, he closed it loudly behind him and began to look through the rooms. Lin Mah came down the stairs slowly, seeing him cross the entryway anxiously.


  “Leon?” she asked, “Is everything alright?”



  Leon stopped and looked up at her, expression invisible.


  “Is Hannah here?” he asked quickly.


  Lin Mah shook her head.


  “No, I haven’t seen her since this morning.” she replied, looking over Leon’s damaged armor, “What happened?”


  “I got a notification that she’d left my party.” Leon responded, “And that shouldn’t be possible, unless..”



  Lin Mah’s hand went to her lips as she walked further down the stairs.


  “No…” she said, “Wait, why shouldn’t that be possible?”



  “Because of her life debt.” Leon replied, “When she pledged to me, she was placed into my party at the same time we were marked by her goddess.”


  Lin Mah thought for a moment.



  “Is the mark still…” she started, but Leon was already ripping off his gauntlet.


  The heavy steel gauntlet hit the ground with a crash, and Leon held up his hand. On the back, looking like a tattoo, was the symbol of Epione. It was a leaf motif, symbolizing the goddess’ healing nature, and it looked the same as it had the day it was formed. Leon stared at the mark, his breathing unsteady.


  Lin Mah walked closer, and took his hand, holding it in both of hers.


  “Leon.” she said, and when he didn’t respond, she repeated herself louder, “Leon!”


  The man in question started, then looked down at the thin woman.


  “The mark is whole. Hannah is whole, wherever she may be.” Lin Mah said slowly, making sure he got every word, “We will find her. I promise.”


  Leon felt his heart racing, every bit of his skin simultaneously clammy and on fire. Pressure gripped his mind, constricting his thoughts even as they raced back and forth across it. A weight sat in his chest, making it hard to breathe, for his heart to beat. His vision started to condense into a single point as he wavered on his feet. Not again, he thought, remembering all he had lost already.


  Lin Mah pulled him to her, holding him up bodily as his knees gave out. His bulk wasn’t enough to so much as stagger the smaller woman with her level of Cultivation. She lowered him to a knee slowly, allowing him to rest as his attack persisted. Her face was a tapestry of emotions, her own thoughts a jumble as she watched Leon suffer. She had her own fear for her newly found best friend, but couldn’t afford to show it. For now, she needed to be the version of herself that Leon required. Everything else could wait.


  Leon’s vision slowly returned to him, and the pressure in his skull receded. His heart still felt like it was beating faster than it should, and his muscles seemed to respond sluggishly to his commands, but his mind sharpened. He found himself capable of a single thought: find her. No matter where that search might take him, even to the depths of the hells themselves, he would bring Hannah back. She was his only family, and he wouldn’t lose her like the others.


  He stood, taking his gauntlet with him and reequipping it. Lin Mah stepped back and looked at him.


  “What happened while you were away?” she asked.


  Leon explained the events in the forest, including Hannah’s advancement and subsequent altercation with Bai. At the name, Lin Mah’s eyes flared.


  “That little rat!” she said, showing more emotion than Leon had seen from her previously, “I should have killed him that day.”


  Leon just looked at her, waiting for her to continue.



  “His full name is Bai Tien. His father, Bai Chen, is the city lord for Wavecrest. Theirs is a minor family, powerful here but less than dirt in the grand scheme… which is why they flex what little authority they have in the area so hard.” she explained, “Bai Chen has three sons, of which Bai Tien is the youngest. He is doted on by his father, sheltered by his older brothers, and has been told since birth how above the common folk he is.”



  Leon nodded, that description meshing well with his experience. Lin Mah continued.


  “The Bai family are petty tyrants. And I stress the word petty. There is no chance they will allow such a loss of face as to have their youngest heir injured by a common adventurer.” she said, venom in her voice, “They’ll come for you next. Undoubtedly they’ve taken Hannah to keep you near the city, so that you’ll be easy to find and take revenge upon.”


  Leon flexed his hands, forming fists. His gauntlets strained against the force as his tendons popped in sequence.


  “I will get her back.” he said softly, the words carrying the weight of death, “They will pay for this transgression.”


  “WE will get her back.” Lin Mah said, placing a hand on his breastplate, “I pledge to you, Favored of Satoro, Indomitable Knight, Leon Jäger. We will find Hannah and bring down upon the Bai family the destruction they justly deserve.”


  [You have been pledged to by Lin Mah, Satoro Clan Heir. She has placed herself under you as your follower until such time as your objectives no longer coincide, or either of your deaths. Accept pledge? Yes/No]


  Leon raised his hand to his chest, placing his gauntleted fingers across Lin Mah’s small hand.


  “I accept.” he said, “Let us make the Bai family regret their actions.”


  [You have accepted the pledge of Lin Mah, Satoro Clan Heir.]


  [Lin Mah has joined your party (this action cannot be revoked due to follower status).]


  Leon released her hand, missing the look of disappointment that flashed across her face when he let go. He stretched his back and focused on his breathing, cycling Qi in an attempt to bring his heart rate down.


  “What’s first?” he asked, his voice dark and distant.


  Lin Mah shuddered in spite of herself.


  “I must equip myself for war.” she said simply, reflecting his energy, “Ready yourself, check my status, and we will go pay an old friend a visit.”



  With a dangerous glint in her eyes at that statement, she turned and walked back up the stairs to her room. Leon’s eyes followed her as he focused on calling up her status.


  * * *


  Lin Mah


  Title: Bane Queen


  Realm: Qi Condensation


  Stage: High


  Affinity: Ice, Silence


  Attributes:


  Strength: 55


  Endurance: 55


  Agility: 91


  Spirit: 60


  Willpower: 60


  Traits: Precise


  Skills:


  Martial Weapons: Advanced


  Unarmed Combat: Advanced


  Ranged Weapons: Half-step Mastery


  Light Armor: Advanced


  Inspect: Advanced


  Stealth: Advanced


  Darkvision: Advanced


  Silent Strike: Advanced


  Rapid Shot: Journeyman


  Aura Suppression: Journeyman


  Qi Sense: Journeyman


  Applied Modifiers:


  Favor of Satoro: Clan Sataou


  Clan Heir: Clan Sataou


  * * *


  Lin Mah’s stats were impressive. Her skills were higher than anyone Leon had managed to get a full status on so far, not including himself. While she lacked healing, her skills appeared to be focused on ranged attacks, at least as far as he could surmise from the skill names. She was a dual affinity Cultivator, and one of those affinities sounded like a base element- her being marked as the heir to the Satoro clan made sense given that information. Deciding not to pry further, Leon closed the status and waited for Lin Mah to return.


  She walked down the stairs shortly after, in a markedly different style than before. Up to this point, Leon had only seen her wear robes- well made but unadorned- and she had managed to make even those look like something fit for a queen. Her outfit now looked like it was made for someone who killed queens for a living.


  She had on tight-fitting black leathers, with black steel plates covering her chest, stomach, thighs, and neck. A black steel circlet laid across her brow, her hair up and tied back behind her head. A quiver of black-fletched arrows jutted up over her right shoulder, and two long knives sat in sheathes at her hips. In her left hand was a bow that screamed death; dark gray metal limbs with black reinforcements, its tips ended in black steel points. Leon was shocked that she was able to draw a bow made of steel, even given her 55 points of Strength.


  She came back into the room and stood before him, an entirely new expression on her face as though the Lin Mah who had ascended the stairs was not the same woman who returned. She smirked at him, eyes flashing with excitement as she bent slightly at the waist, reached forward and rapped her leather-gloved knuckles against his breastplate.


  “You ready to go wage a war?” she said softly, looking up at his impassive steel facade.


  Leon nodded.


  “Lead.” he said, summoning the Hammer of Brokkr in the form of his now signature longsword.


  Lin Mah turned and led the way out of the house. Leon followed close behind, trailing the newly intimidating woman. They traveled through back alleys, avoiding the main streets as much as possible. The alleyways were dark, as night had fallen, and filled with the refuse one would expect to see tossed away in a sea-side city. Old nets, broken barrels, remains of thick-walled bottles were all scattered around in the muck that always seemed to accumulate in areas away from view.


  Leon was forced to navigate over a broken wagon, the vehicle having been left blocking the space between two buildings after a failure of some kind. Lin Mah vaulted over the obstacle with ease, then turned to watch how Leon would get on. The big man simply jumped, landing in the middle of the bed, which buckled under his weight. He leapt again, sending the axles crashing to the cobbles below as he cleared the drivers box and touched down with a thud. Lin Mah gave him a thin smile and nodded before turning and heading deeper into the city.


  The city became less and less affluent as they traveled, as even the alley trash gave indication of the financial capabilities of those discarding it. The houses that created the alley walls displayed worsening states of disrepair, with more than a few looking to be abandoned entirely. Leon kept a watchful eye out for danger. He attempted to use his Qi Sense but the sheer amount of entities that assaulted his senses made the skill more of a hindrance than useful.


  Lin Mah turned a final corner and led Leon out onto a side street. There were a few people passing by, several quite deep into their cups even at this early point of the evening. All avoided so much as glancing at the two adventurers, the vibe they put off more than enough to deter any conversation. Two blocks further brought the pair to a door set into the stone wall of an unmarked building.


  Lin Mah knocked, and a small opening in the door slid sideways. A voice came from the other side.


  “Whatchu want?” the unseen man said.


  “A drink, and answers.” Lin Mah replied, “Tell Timund that the Bane Queen has questions for him.”


  The opening slid shut and Leon heard a door within opening and shutting. They only waited a moment before the sounds came again, accompanied by the unbolting of several locks. The door opened, to reveal a rotund, balding man in stained linens. He was sweating and out of breath, bowing to Lin Mah.


  “Bane Queen! Please, come in.” he said to the floor, “And… guest.”


  Lin Mah rolled her eyes and walked past the bowing man, into the building. Leon followed, barely clearing the space that the fat man left for him in the short hallway.


  Lin Mah pushed open the door on the other side, and both were met with a blast of music and voices. Walking through, they stepped into a pub-like scene, full of the sort of folk that most pubs would pay good money to keep out. The few tables were filled with people in dirty shirts, stained pants, and leather hats in various states. They were singing along to a song about the ocean, swaying in their seats and holding their mugs aloft. The bartender looked at the two adventurers entering and nodded.


  The attention of the pub goers shifted to Leon and Lin Mah and the place fell deathly silent. None of the customers so much as shifted in their seats as Lin Mah led Leon through the room and into another. When the door shut behind them, Leon could hear voices pop up in the room they left, asking questions he couldn’t make out.


  Down another short hallway, Lin Mah came to a wide, heavy oak door with a small ship’s wheel mounted in the center. She didn’t knock, she simply opened the door and strode in like she owned the place.


  Leon followed close behind, walking into a rustic office. There was a large desk against the wall to the right, facing the room. Various nautical instruments decked the other walls, small tables, and shelves throughout the space. Behind the desk, a man sat looking at Leon’s partner nervously. He was dressed in a long red coat, with big brass buttons. A worn silk shirt peaked out underneath it, and on his head sat a three-cornered leather hat with a large feather sticking out of it at a jaunty angle. The man spoke.


  “Ba-Bane Queen Lin! Welcome to my humble office.” he said, stuttering, “Please, make yourself at home. Can I get you anything to drink?”



  Lin Mah stared at the man before sitting. Leon simply stepped up behind her, standing as her guard. The man behind the desk looked at his intimidating figure but quickly turned his attention back to the woman in the chair.


  “I require answers, Timund.” Lin Mah said, her voice icy, “Should you provide them, I will consider your debt… diminished. Fail me, and your line ends with you.”


  Timund swallowed hard, sweat breaking out on his brow.


  “Ye- yes, Bane Queen.” he said quickly, nodding, “Anything you need. What can I help with?”


  “The Bai family.” Lin Mah said slowly, “They have taken someone from me. I need to know where they might have held her.”


  “The Bai family took someone from YOU?” Timund gasped, “Did they wake up this morning and choose to die?”



  “Perhaps unwittingly, but yes. They did.” Lin Mah replied, “Now, to my question.”


  Timund grasped the sides of his head in thought. His lips moved without forming words as he mentally went through what he knew.


  “I can think of three places the Bai family is known to use, that might fit the bill- well, four if you count the City Lord’s mansion.” he said finally.


  “The mansion is a given, and will be our last stop, I assure you.” Lin Mah said with a glare, “What are the others?”


  “Okay, there’s the warehouse district by the docks- the Bai family work with the Cartolis there, they use them to smuggle goods in from the Sardon Empire. Could be any of their warehouses.” he said, counting off on his fingers, “In the temple district, the Bai family maintains a group of courtyards for visiting guests. Not many know about it, but they have a wall around the compound and its easy enough for them to get people in and out without being seen. Then finally the Bai family auction house. It isn’t run by the Sato-”


  Lin Mah raised a hand to stop him.



  “Yes, I am aware of the change of leadership at the auction house. That will be addressed in time.” she said, “Continue.”


  “R-right. So the auction house has storage space underneath it that could be used to hide someone. Nobody but staff is allowed, so it wouldn’t be hard to keep it a secret.” he finished, looking at Lin Mah with a twitching eye.


  Lin Mah nodded slowly, thinking.


  “So just those four places then?” she asked, looking up at the man, who jumped and then slapped his forehead.


  “Oh! There’s also the Bai family estate outside of the city!” he said, bowing in apology, “It slipped my mind, I am sorry. It sits about halfway between here and Duskwoods.”


  Lin Mah glanced up at Leon with a knowing look.


  “Very well.” she replied, standing to her feet, “I will investigate your list. Should any of them prove to be fruitful, I will waive a portion of your debt.”


  Timund shot to his feet, causing Leon to tighten his grip on his sword before the man bowed a full 90 degrees to Lin Mah.


  “Bane Queen! Thank you for letting me be of assistance!” he said to his desk, “If there is anything you require, please do not hesitate to command me!”


  Lin Mah nodded at the man, who remained bowed, and left the room.


  Leon followed along behind her, not sparing so much as a glance for Timund, who released a held breath when the door to his office closed again. Lin Mah led the way out of the pub, once again bringing silence to the patrons, before walking out onto the street and turning to face Leon.


  “Well, that gives us five leads.” she said, “Where do you want to start? We can always split u-”


  “No.” Leon said harshly, causing her to jump, “Apologies. But no. We stay together.”


  Lin Mah’s eyes softened.


  “As you wish.” she replied, smiling at him slightly, “Together.”


  She thought for a moment.


  “Let’s begin at the docks. I believe I can apply more pressure to the Cartoli family than the Bai family ever could, and with less effort.” she said finally, “We will get answers at least, and then remove a large part of the Bai family’s income whether the Cartolis have Hannah or not.”


  Leon nodded.


  “Good.” he replied simply.


  The docks were located outside of the city walls and down at sea level. Wavecrest sat high on a cliff above the ocean, with the entirety of the dock district below. Large elevators operated day and night, moving goods and people up and down the cliffside. Night stretched on as Leon and Lin Mah made their way through the city towards the lifts.


  The guards patrolling were easily enough avoided, and while neither of the adventurers were certain that they were wanted by the city, it never hurt to go with caution. Leon’s armor was not subtle, though the dark colors of the plates helped him to not stick out as much in the darkness. Come daylight, they would need to find a way to move around more freely, but for now they carried on.


  The elevator hub was mostly unattended, as the dock district was only reachable by sea, and all disembarking travelers were noted as they left their ships. A pair of guards spoke to each other quietly at the far end of the open square, but paid no mind to anyone moving about within it. The plaza was hexagonal, with three large openings in the wall that faced outwards toward the ocean. Even from the entrance to the area one could tell how long of a drop it was to the water.


  The cobblestone square was set up to allow for freight wagons to be moved from the elevators into the city, so nothing blocked their path as Leon and Lin Mah walked confidently towards the nearest lift platform. Lin Mah clearly prescribed to the idea that if you looked like you belonged, you were treated as such, and she was proven right as they walked straight through and onto the elevator just as it was beginning its descent.


  They were alone on the platform as it moved slowly downwards, open on three sides to the sheer drop below. Leon stared flatly ahead, unmoved by the sight, but Lin Mah’s eyes glowed with anticipation. Several birds flew by the pair, circling as though looking for something to eat, or to steal. One went so far as to peck at Leon’s helmet, which he shooed away with a gauntleted hand. It squawked at him in protest, but flew off and took its companions with it.


  The dock district moved into view as the elevator came to the half-way point of the cliffside. It stretched out towards the ocean, the majority of it built on piles driven into the sea floor. Most of the buildings would be warehouses, built to store goods and sundries that came off the ships docked further out. The berths for ships wrapped around the entire semi-circular district, with the outermost buildings being almost entirely the types of businesses one would expect a sailor to patronize.


  The elevator stopped with a thud, and Lin Mah immediately led the way onto the stone platform it landed on. Leon followed silently, eyes alert for trouble. Lin Mah took a look around, and found a man sitting off to the side, smoking a pipe. She walked over to speak.


  “Greetings. Could you tell me where to find the Cartoli headquarters?” she asked politely.


  The man eyed her from the side of his vision, not turning his head.


  “That be a dangerous question for some.” he responded quietly, “What be your purpose for askin’?”


  “Merely here to visit old acquaintances.” she replied, softer this time, “I will happily make it worth your wile, for the trouble.”


  The man nodded slowly, closing his eyes in thought. The ember in his pipe glowed and illuminated his face for a moment before he opened them again and spoke.


  “Aye, it be three piers down the third boardwalk.” he said, “Look for the mermaid statue. And, if’n anyone asks, you didn’t get directions from me.”


  Lin Mah nodded, tossing a gold coin to the man.


  “Agreed. And if anyone asks, we were never here.” she replied slowly.


  The man caught the coin and made it vanish rapidly before standing.


  “Aye, seems to me that none of us were here this evening.” he said, bowing slightly to the intimidating woman, “A good evening to ye both.”


  He strode past them and hopped onto the elevator that they had just vacated, catching the ride up as it began ascending again.


  Lin Mah turned to Leon.


  “Ready?” she asked quietly.


  Leon just nodded once, silent. Lin Mah made a face of concern at him.


  “Keep it together Leon.” she said, “We will find her.”


  Leon didn’t say a word, expression unreadable behind his visor. Lin Mah’s lips tightened but she left it alone, gesturing for him to follow as she headed towards the third boardwalk.


  There were five main boardwalks in the dock district, branching off like spokes on a wagon wheel from the elevator platform. They acted as walkways for those on foot and horseback, while the middle of each was a canal that allowed for freight to be moved by small barges from ships to be loaded into wagons in the square. The boardwalks themselves were hewn timbers, worn from use except for areas that had been recently patched. One side of the walk was edged with buildings of various uses, from warehouses to shops and workspaces. The other was the canal, the wooden beams holding the entire structure up visible from above.


  Lin Mah led Leon down the middle boardwalk, which also happened to be the widest. There was very little foot traffic, as late as it was, and none in the canals that they could see. The sections that would be considered city blocks above were referred to as piers in the dock district, each one separated from the other by the main boardwalk and canals, as well as cross-connecting ones that allowed goods and people to reach their destinations without traveling the full length of the area. Small arched bridges connected each pier, with enough room below to allow for the water traffic to pass.


  The pair walked along two piers, the only sounds to be heard their feet on the planks and the water softly splashing against the supports below. Crossing the second bridge, they stepped onto the third pier and the difference was noticeable. If the dock district had a noble’s section, the third pier of this stretch would be it. The shops catered to a higher-end clientele, the buildings were better maintained, and there wasn’t a drunk in sight. Even the lights that burned along the walk seemed to be brighter here. The moons above and behind didn’t help much, but Leon spotted the mermaid statue that was to be their landmark.


  It stood in a small alcove in the center of the third pier, and even in the darkness and from this distance, it was clear that it was made of expensive materials. The scales of the mermaid were glittering gold, her eyes deep-set emeralds. Her upper body, head and arms were solid silver, and the entire piece screamed tasteless wealth.


  The statue stood silent guard before a wide set of doors that led into the most expensive looking building that Leon had seen in the district so far. It was freshly painted white, with gold trim. The grounds in the alcove were perfectly maintained, and the lights to either side of the doors were clearly beast cores under glass. Lin Mah strode up to the door with confidence and knocked loudly.


  A moment later, it was opened by a man in a neat suit, a dour expression on his face.


  “Yes? Can I help you?” he asked, looking the woman up and down.


  “Antoni Cartoli.” Lin Mah enunciated clearly, “Will meet me. Immediately.”


  The butler looked taken aback.


  “Excuse me? Who are you to demand anything from Master Cartoli?” he said with fire, “And at this time of night? Have you no sense of propriety?”


  Lin Mah stared at him for a moment.


  “Summon your master.” she said, a glint in her eye, “Or I shall remove him from his bed myself.”


  A wave of Qi left Lin Mah, staggering the butler, who’s eyes went wide with fright.


  “I- I-” he stuttered, struggling to respond.


  “I am the Bane Queen, Lin Mah.” she said slowly, “Tell your master my name, and begone from my sight.”



  She pushed her Qi at the man again, and his courage left him entirely. He turned and sprinted up the stairs behind him in an undignified rush. Lin Mah gestured at Leon and stepped into the foyer, with him close behind her. She picked up a small carved bust that was sitting on a table in the entryway and examined it without any real interest as she waited for the aftermath of her arrival.


  The butler came back down the stairs shortly thereafter, sweating profusely. He bowed to Lin Mah deeply.


  “If the lady would follow me, the master will be down momentarily.” he said softly, not daring to look at her.


  “Lead.” Lin Mah said, radiating malice.


  The butler hadn’t so much as glanced at Leon, his entire attention on the dangerous woman before him. He nodded quickly, swallowing hard. He turned and showed the two to a sitting room, opening the door and gesturing for them to sit. Once they were situated, he bowed again.



  “I will bring tea and refreshments. Please do not hesitate to ask if you require anything at all.” he said.


  “Tell your master not to dawdle.” Lin Mah said, drawing a dagger from her hip and pretending to clean under one of her immaculate nails.


  “In-Indeed, my lady!” the man said, and then rushed from the room.


  Lin Mah glanced at Leon, who stood to her left next to the couch she was seated on.



  “Preferring to loom, Leon?” she asked softly.


  Leon grunted in agreement, looking like a statue himself as he stood beside her, clearly at her defense should the situation dictate it.


  Lin Mah sighed and reached over to pat his arm.


  “We will get answers, Leon.” she said quietly, “I promise.”


  Leon simply nodded.


  The two waited a few minutes before the door opened again and a pair of staff stepped in. The woman held a tray for tea service, which she placed before Lin Mah with a curtsy. The tray held a number of small cakes and bits of cheese along with a pot and set of cups. She poured a cup, then glanced at Leon, who shook his head silently. The woman retreated with another bow, leaving the room.


  The second member of staff was an older man, wearing a robe that covered him from neck to floor. He bowed slightly at the waist and approached the pair.


  “Greetings. I am Ballore.” he said by way of introduction, “I have come to ensure you are taken care of.”


  Lin Mah looked at the man, remaining silent. The man frowned for a moment before reverting to a smile.


  “Indeed, the master of the house is on his way. Is there anything I can get for you?” he asked, then looked at Leon, “Perhaps a seat that would fit your.. guard?”



  Lin Mah chuckled under her breath.


  “Partner. And no. We need nothing.” she replied, “Other than your master’s presence. Immediately.”


  The man’s eyes narrowed in anger that he failed to hide.


  “Indeed. Perhaps in the meantime, we can all Relax.” he said softly.


  A subtle pressure washed over them both then, like a light breeze that carried with it a hint of wildflowers and honey. It felt like a warm glass of milk after a long day, a gentle push towards peace and tranquility. It pervaded their minds, working down into the creases of their consciousness like a soothing balm. Leon felt himself slipping into serenity before an image of Hannah’s face flashed into his mind.


  [Your title: Indomitable Knight takes effect. All checks against your willpower have a permanent 60% reduction in difficulty.]


  [You resist skill: [Relax]. [Relax] does not take effect.]


  Leon’s eyes shook as the pressure evaporated in an instant. He flared with anger at the audacity of the man to use a skill on them. With a thought, he summoned a Dagger of the Viper, flicking his wrist and sending it straight into Ballore’s throat with a sickeningly wet thud. The man’s hands flew upwards, grabbing the weapon and attempting to remove it, but the strength had already left them. He gurgled around the blade before his eyes rolled up in the back of his head and he dropped to the carpet, bleeding out.


  Lin Mah jerked back to reality, the skill broken with Leon’s action. She looked at the dying man and then to her companion, shock on her features.


  “Leon! What-” she began, then her eyes unfocused as she checked her notifications, “That bastard!”


  The butler from the front door entered the room then.


  “Ballore, have they been dealt-” he said before spying the dead man and screaming, fainting on the spot.


  Lin Mah gritted her teeth in anger before raising her head and shouting.


  “Antoni Cartoli, get in here now!” she yelled, projecting her voice with Qi so loudly that it rattled the walls, “You have five seconds before I come looking!”


  She began to count down from five, and on two a man came rushing into the room, still tying his robe on. He was a short man, balding in the middle, and overweight. He had rings on all eight of his fingers and one of his thumbs, every one of them heavy gold and gem encrusted. He stepped over the two men on the floor without a word and stopped in front of the couch opposite Lin Mah, who lounged against the arm nearest Leon. Cartoli went to sit before a glare from Lin Mah made him stand up straight and then bow low.


  “Mada- er, your highness Bane Queen!” he stuttered, holding his fists tight to his thighs and speaking to the floor, “What brings you to my home at this hour?”


  Lin Mah reached forward and grabbed a tea cake, flicking it at the man where it burst against his bare scalp.


  “Greetings? Really, Antoni? No explanation for your actions?” she said, voice low and dangerous, “Is it customary to use skills against guests?”


  Cartoli gulped audibly, shaking his head.


  “N-No, my lady!” he said, sweat dripping onto the carpet to mix with the remains of the cake, “I assure you, Ballore was acting on his own! You were well within your rights to defend yourself!”


  Lin Mah laughed lightly, the sound surprisingly dark.


  “Indeed. Ballore has paid for his indiscretion. Now, perhaps, you will pay for yours?” she replied.


  “My indiscretions, my lady?” Cartoli said, clearly struggling to hold himself at the bow but too afraid to rise.


  “Indeed. Well, indiscretions that may be yours. We are looking for someone that your friends the Bai family took.” her eyes flashed as she spoke, “If you have her, you will die horribly.”


  Cartoli shook in fright, his back nearly giving out with the strain.


  “I can assure you that I have not been harboring any prisoners from the Bai family!” he said quickly, “I will of course give you full access to our warehouses! I will give you a seal of my house, none of my men will hamper you!”


  Lin Mah tapped her fingernails on her ceramic mug.


  “Very well. We shall search, and for your sake I would recommend you pray to your gods that we do not find her here.”


  Chapter 8


  Lin Mah once again led Leon through the dock district, this time with the seal of the Cartoli family in her grip. The Cartoli warehouses were scattered throughout the nearby piers, but the vast majority of them were within pier three, undoubtedly to keep them close to the family home. Those in power rarely fancied a walk.


  The waves lapped at the pylons beneath the boardwalk in a steady rhythm, the seas calm and placid, relatively speaking. Night was absolute at the foot of the cliffs, their height obscuring the moons above and placing the burden of vision upon the lamps placed strategically along the walkways. The absence of Hannah’s light was made even more pointed as Leon stumbled, having caught his sabaton on a loose board. Lin Mah looked back at the noise but refrained from speaking.


  The first warehouse the two came to was a large affair, wide doors across its face that led straight to the canals below. A side door allowed access to foot traffic, which Lin Mah took, opening it with confidence and striding in, Leon in tow. The inside of the large structure was better lit than one would expect, and the racks of crates and barrels that filled the space were organized and clearly labeled. There was an office at the rear, situated on the second floor so that it could overlook the work that would undoubtedly be performed during the day.


  A light burned in the office, and a shadowy figure could be seen through the glass. Lin Mah headed through the storage area, winding her way around the racks and piles of goods, before mounting the stairs and heading to the office door. She didn’t bother to knock, instead opting to just walk in. Leon followed silently along behind her, like a ghost in armor.


  In the office was a startled man at a desk, clearly having been woken from a nap. Given the proximity to the family headquarters and the time of night, few would blame the man for catching up on his sleep, but he was even less prepared for Lin Mah’s arrival than he might have been otherwise. He jumped to his feet in shock, wiping his eyes with the backs of his hands.


  “Hey! Stop- who are you? You can’t be in here!” he said loudly, peering through his watery eyes at the two adventurers.


  Lin Mah raised her hand, showing off the Cartoli crest on the seal she held. The man’s eyes widened and he bowed.


  “Ma’am, I apologize for my outburst.” he said quickly, “What can I do for you?”


  Lin Mah smirked at his change in attitude.


  “You may answer my questions. If you answer them quickly and truthfully, I might see clear to forgetting that you were sleeping on the clock.” she said, tapping her lips with her fingertips.


  The man swallowed hard, rising to stand deferentially.


  “Yes, of course, I am sorry ma’am, what questions do you have?” he said all in one breath.


  “Are there any people being held in this warehouse, or in nearby warehouses, that you are aware of?” she said, a dangerous look in her eyes.


  The man looked between her and the silent steel-plated man behind her before answering.


  “People, ma’am? I don’t… um.” he said, then shook his head, “That is to say… there are none here, no. I have heard rumors about other warehouses being used in such a manner, but we only store foodstuffs here, ma’am.”


  Lin Mah looked at the man in silence, and it didn’t take long for his composure to break apart.


  “I can um- That is, they are only rumors, of course? But if you want to hear them I can tell you what it is that I have heard?” he said, unsure if this counted as truthful information, and very much wanting to keep his job.


  Lin Mah nodded.


  “Do so.” she replied.


  “Right! Yes ma’am. So, I was at the pub this afternoon, before my shift you see, and I was talking to Peter Pescado, he works at one of the other warehouses you know? We’d had a couple of beers- not that I come to work drunk you understa-” he began, before Lin Mah’s glare cut him off and he got to the point, “Anyway, he said he saw cages being brought into one of the large warehouses on pier six. Not cages for animals, but ones that would hold a person- you know, tall and narrow?”


  He finished his story lamely, wringing his hands nervously.


  “Hmm…” Lin Mah said in thought, making the man shudder, “I suppose we can start there. Did he say which warehouse, or what family owned it?”


  The man nodded quickly, eager to answer.


  “Yes ma’am! He said it was one of the Bai warehouses- as far as I know they only have one on pier six.” he replied.


  Lin Mah glanced over her shoulder at Leon, who nodded.


  “Very well.” she said, turning back to the worker, “We will go check out this warehouse.”


  The worker nodded again, licking his lips before responding.


  “Yes ma’am, of course- uh, about what you said before…” he asked.


  Lin Mah smiled, but it wasn’t a smile that gave the man any peace.


  “I’ll keep it to myself… for now.” she answered.


  Turning on a heel, she gestured for Leon to head back down to the ground floor. The two left the warehouse and turned right, heading deeper into the dock district.


  “A Bai warehouse with cages?” Lin Mah mused, “Seems hard to believe they would be moving cages so quickly after your altercation if its related, but worth checking out regardless, yes?”



  Leon nodded in assent. Human-sized cages were not something he was willing to pass by, or leave in the hands of the Bai family.


  Lin Mah smiled thinly at him, her thoughts aligning with his.


  The sixth pier was a relatively short walk for the two Cultivators, and they got to the doors within minutes of leaving the Cartoli warehouse. Lin Mah paused outside, looking at Leon.


  “Walking in to this building is firing the first shot in a war.” she said seriously, “Once we do this, we start something that we will be unable to stop until it reaches its conclusion.”


  Leon shook his head slowly.


  “No.” he said, his voice gravelly, “They started it when they took her.”


  Lin Mah stared at his impassive steel visor and then nodded decisively.


  “Indeed.” she said, drawing her bow from her storage ring, “Let’s show them just how much they’ve err’d.”


  Leon pushed his Qi into the Hammer of Brokrr. With a thought, the weapon began to change, the longsword stretching longer and becoming wider, gaining mass. Within moments it resembled a claymore, a weapon Leon had trained with before becoming a knight. A highlander had passed through town on his way to parts unknown, and Leon had been immediately drawn to the large man’s even larger sword. The weapon he formed now was many times heavier than the one he had once used, pulling as it did from the Hammer’s stored mass.


  With Leon’s enhanced Strength, he was capable of fighting with much heavier weapons than before, and while that option had been neglected so far, he sought to rectify his oversight. He pushed all 115 kg of mass into the blade, creating a terrifyingly dangerous blade that few could wield even at his realm. He held the weapon in his right hand, the point not so much as dipping from the weight.


  Lin Mah looked at her partner with worry in her eyes, but knew that now was not the time to broach the topics that needed to be discussed. Now was the time for violence. She could only hope that Leon wouldn’t lose himself in it. His mental state was clearly damaged, and if left to his own devices he could easily deviate from his path, turning towards the demonic. She would do everything she needed to to keep that from happening.


  She nodded finally, and turned. Bracing her left foot on the boards of the walk below her, she kicked out at chest level, sending the door rocketing out of the frame and into the warehouse beyond.


  Both adventurers were inside a split second later, scanning the room for threats.


  Along the far wall and under a similar office to the first warehouse sat a row of steel cages, just as the Cartoli worker had described. They were tall and narrow, enough for a single person to stand but not lie down. The bars were over an inch thick, enough to keep even those in the higher stages of Foundation Building trapped easily. Leon noted that the cages were occupied, but only managed to ascertain that much before a crossbow bolt flew from the left side of the warehouse, striking his helmet and glancing off with a ping.


  Lin Mah and Leon’s heads turned to observe a group of men rising to their feet from around a table that was loaded with playing cards, coins, and mugs. The quickest one of the bunch had managed to loose his crossbow at the pair, but the rest were still working on standing and drawing weapons. One of them drew a sword and shouted.


  “Oi! You’s can’t be in here!” he yelled, raising his sword and pointing it at Leon and Lin Mah, “Get em, boys! Neither of them leave here alive!”


  Lin Mah drew an arrow back on her bow and loosed it, but Leon’s form beat even the projectile into the fight.


  The armored man smashed into the five assailants like the hand of the gods themselves, his shoulder striking the nearest as he cleaved the loud one in half at the waist with a single swing of his greatsword. The man had been wearing steel plate, but it gave the barest bit of resistance before splitting to the might of the blade Leon wielded. Leon followed through the swing, deflecting the blade enough to take the arm off of the crossbow shooter.


  The leader of the men fell apart, his top half crashing to the ground in a clatter of steel, his sword flying off into the depths of the warehouse, bent in half from attempting to block. The crossbowman screamed in agony, clutching his new stump and stumbling back. The remaining three men looked at each other before rushing at Leon as one.


  The first man managed to get a hit in, his blade sending sparks flying from Leon’s pauldron before lodging between the fins. Leon flexed his arm and turned, locking the blade in place before shattering it with a twist of his body. He punched out with his off-hand as he did, catching the man in the chest. His fist sunk deep into the man’s body and the victim coughed once before falling over, blood dripping from his mouth.


  Leon had over-swung to land the blow, and his back was exposed to the final two men. They rained down blows on him, one striking between plates and causing a splash of blood to erupt from the wound. Leon staggered back, rolling away from the attack. The two assailants raised their weapons again, moving to strike.


  An arrow flew in from the door, slamming into one of the men’s eye socket. It slid through to the fletching, the sharp steel tip protruding out of the back of his skull. His other eye turned to look at the black feathers in horror before the light left it and he collapsed to the ground, dead.


  The final attacker missed his companion’s death, intent as he was on killing Leon. He swung his saber down hard, hitting him in the face as he rose. Leon took the blow, the blade shrieking across the steel of his visor. The impact didn’t so much as stagger him. He slowly turned to face the saber-wielder, who screamed in horror and moved to drop his weapon and run. The saber clattered to the ground and he made it a full step before his head left his body in a graceful arc, slapping onto the blood-covered wooden planks of the floor.


  Leon rolled his shoulders and stood up straight.


  [You have used skill: Light’s Recovery.]


  [Your health is partially restored.]


  His wound sealed up and the pain receded. He shook his head to clear it, his recollection of the fight not as clear as it was normally. He couldn’t recall just how the wound had occurred, only that it had. The rest of the engagement was a blur.


  Lin Mah came to stand beside him, looking at the blood still left on his back.


  “You alright?” she asked quietly.


  Leon nodded.


  “I’m not talking about your injury.” she insisted.


  He looked over at her in silence.


  “I understand that you’re worried.” she began, “But we WILL find her, Leon. I need you to-”


  She was cut off as the door to the office above opened and a man in gold-trimmed red robes stepped out. He had a thin beard, long hair tied back in a bun, and a sneer on his face.


  “What is this, a robbery?” he said, looking with disdain at Leon, Lin Mah, and the dead on the ground, “Do you know who you’re attempting to steal from?”


  Lin Mah laughed at him, making the man tense up with a frown.


  “We know who we’re here to deal with, yes.” she said, “Do you know how badly your family has messed up? What sleeping dragon you’ve awoken?”


  The man scoffed.


  “Oh please. As if any force in this backwater could hope to compete with the might of the Bai family.” he said, looking down his nose, “Sleeping dragon? More like lethargic lizard.”


  He looked at Leon then, taking in the man’s damaged armor and blood-smeared appearance.


  “Is this the oh so mighty dragon my family has supposedly woken up?” he said with a laugh, descending the stairs slowly, opening a fan to wave at his face, “It looks to me like he lost a fight to one recently. Or was it a lizard?”


  Leon used Inspect as the man reached the warehouse floor.


  Enemy


  Bai Shu


  Disposition: Irritated


  Threat Level: High Qi Condensation


  Leon felt a subtle wave of Qi wash over him as Bai Shu looked him up and down.


  “Mid stage?” Bai Shu said, “Impressive, impressive. Not enough to keep you alive, much less to take on my family. You’d have been better paid not sticking your nose in here.”


  Lin Mah rolled her eyes.


  “What am I, a painting on the wall?” she said.


  Bai Shu obviously inspected her as well before responding.


  “Quite a pretty picture you make, to be sure.” he said, a lecherous smile on his face, “But even a newly-minted High stage won’t be enough to beat me.”


  “Would you care to wager on that?” Lin Mah asked him, raising an eyebrow, “A wager through the system, perhaps?”



  “To defeat you?” he scoffed, “Hardly worth the effort.”



  Lin Mah shook her head.


  “Not me.” she replied, then pointed at Leon, “Him.”


  Bai Shu laughed behind his fan. Lin Mah continued.


  “If he beats you, you tell us what we want to know- with a wager through the System, you won’t be able to lie.” she explained.


  “And if I win? What’s in it for me?” Bai Shu said, still covering half of his face.


  “What would balance the scales?” she asked.


  “You submit to me. Wholly.” the man said, looking her up and down, his eyes glinting.



  Leon rumbled beneath his helmet, shaking his head.


  “Agreed.” Lin Mah said, patting the armored man on the arm.


  Both her and Bai Shu tensed as the System’s agreement fell on their shoulders.


  [A wager has been agreed upon. The outcome of a duel shall determine the victor. All wagers will be enforced by the System.]


  Leon looked at Lin Mah, his worry and anger radiating from him. She smiled at him softly, patting his arm again.


  “Try not to kill him.” she said with a wink, “We still need those answers.”


  Leon shook his head, looking over at the robed Cultivator, who smirked.


  “I will enjoy myself with your woman.” he said, lowering his fan, “Maybe I’ll keep you alive to watch.”


  Leon spun his greatsword in his hand, the blade flinging congealing blood from the earlier fight onto the floor. Raising the crossguard to shoulder height, point down, he slammed it home to the floor, sinking the blade deeply into the wood planks. Bai Shu looked at him oddly.


  “An odd way to fight with a sword.” he said, raising an eyebrow.


  “She wants you alive.” Leon said quietly, “Won’t need a blade for that.”


  Bai Shu laughed uproariously at that, flicking the fan to the side and vanishing it into his storage ring. He looked at Leon again.


  “The dragon leaving its fangs at home? Quite confident, aren’t we?” he said, pulling a sword from his ring, “Well, you’ll forgive me for not reciprocating. I have places to be tonight and can’t afford to humor you.”


  Lin Mah chuckled softly.


  “I will ensure that no harm comes to the building or… other occupants.” she said, glancing over at the cages in the back of the room with a dark look.


  She chanted a skill and walls of ice rose from the planks below, creating a room within the room. The walls separated the combatants from the rest of the building, and from the captives in the cages.


  “Oh, that may have been a mistake, my new toy.” Bai Shu said with a laugh, “Now I can let loose a little.”



  He flicked his wrist, and the sword he held started to glow a light blue. Ice crept from the guard up the blade, forming a cold, crystalline edge that let off a stream of vapor as it made contact with the air. He grinned at Leon.


  [You have been challenged to a duel. A wager lies over the proceedings, the winner being determined by the first to submit. Accept? Yes/No]



  Leon flexed his hands, forming fists. The leather holding his gauntlets together creaked at the force he applied, the tendons in his knuckles popping in sequence. He faced Bai Shu, silently appraising him before accepting.


  [You have accepted a duel. Bai Shu has initiated combat.]


  The slender man didn’t waste any time, immediately launching himself towards Leon while lashing out with his sword. A rain of ice shards erupted from the weapon, pelting Leon’s armor. He crossed his arms and blocked the attack, the pinging of ice on steel beating a rapid staccato. Bai Shu landed near the armored man and swung at him, blade whistling through the air.


  Leon deflected the blow with his gauntleted hand, the strike sending sparks flying. He followed the block with a punch that lacked power due to his positioning, striking Bai Shu in the chest. The man was knocked back, choosing to disengage using the energy of the blow. He rubbed his chest and looked at Leon.


  “Blocking without a weapon? What an odd creature you are.” he said slowly, looking to see what damage he had done to Leon’s armor, “No matter, your pride will be the death of you if you do not draw that sword!”


  Leon simply raised his open hand towards Bai Shu, palm up, and flexed his fingers in the universal symbol of ‘bring it’. The robed man’s eyes widened in anger at the taunt, and he chanted a skill.


  A burst of cold air rushed from Bai Shu, intertwined with his Qi. It struck Leon with force, causing him to slide back, his sabatons scraping loudly against the planks of the floor. His back hit the ice wall and he pushed off of it, walking straight into the barrel of the icy storm his opponent had unleashed.


  The winds battered his armor, causing frost to form across its surface. The cold air rocketed through the holes in his visor, dousing his face with frigid numbness. His eyes hurt from the temperature, but he pushed through, simply walking as though taking a stroll through a park. Bai Shu’s face turned sour, and he ended the skill suddenly, breathing harder.


  Leon stumbled forward slightly as the pressure he had been fighting against disappeared. He recovered quickly and leapt, reaching for Bai Shu’s robes. The thinner man dodged, creating a trail of ice behind as he did so, using it for mobility and to hamper his opponents. Leon’s sabatons slid slightly on the ice as he landed. He looked down to see the ice spreading across the wood floor. Raising a foot, he stomped down hard, shaking the building with the force of the impact.


  The ice around him shattered like a frozen lake come spring, cracks stretching from the point of contact outwards. Shards of ice flew into the air, bouncing off the ice walls and Bai Shu as he retreated. The man snorted, clearly angry.


  “Annoying brute, aren’t you?” he asked, his eyes narrowing, “No tactics, just a beast battering away with his fists-”


  He was cut off by one of the aforementioned fists colliding suddenly with his shoulder as he failed to dodge Leon’s attack. The smaller man flew through the air from the blow, hitting the ice wall behind him and ricocheting off to land in a heap against the farthest. He slowly got to his feet, holding a hand to his clearly broken shoulder, wincing at the pain and glaring at Leon.


  “Beast! Talentless ape! How dare you lay hand upon a member of the Bai family, much less one of the three sons!” he shouted, his Qi gathering within him, “I will teach you to fear your betters, you sorry excuse for an adventurer!”


  Leon felt the skill release, as a wave of ice-cold Qi flooded the area between the walls. Instantly he felt the joints of his armor lock up, and his feet froze to the wooden floor as the ice grew on his body. It rose from his sabatons to his waist, rapidly expanding until it encased his entire form in ice a foot thick. It was clear enough to see Leon within, silent and still. Lin Mah was likewise coated in a thinner layer of ice, but she simply flexed her Qi and it fell to the floor with a clatter. Bai Shu turned away from Leon’s ice prison and looked triumphantly at the beautiful woman.


  “See? Nothing to it!” he crowed, “And now I have a new play thing! To think one such as he dared to test wills against me! I will enjoy making you scream, yo- why are you smiling?”


  Lin Mah’s eyes twinkled as she looked at the gloating man.


  “Such pride, such absolute confidence… a shame it was wasted on such a weak man.” she said with a smile, “You didn’t think he was actually trying to hurt you before, did you?”


  A loud crack came from behind Bai Shu, who’s face went white as a sheet. He turned around to see the crystal that held Leon glowing an eerie red, as though bathed in the fires of hell itself. The ice cracked from top to bottom slowly, the sound like the tinkling of glass as it fell upon stone. Suddenly, it exploded outwards from Leon, chunks of ice rocketing across the enclosed space, shattering against the walls.


  Bai Shu raised a hand and cast a shield skill, blocking the debris that came towards him. When he lowered the shield, he saw Leon standing in front of him, much closer than he had been before. Leon’s entire body was covered in flames, the eye holes of his visor like the fires of a furnace, blasting outwards and casting his entire visage into the realm of the demonic. Bai Shu screamed as a gauntleted hand, still alight, shot out and grabbed him by the front of his robes, which immediately began to smoke as they caught fire.


  “Leon, my dear knight, if you would please refrain from killing him?” came Lin Mah’s voice.


  The words penetrated the haze in Leon’s mind, breaking through his reddened vision and allowing him to see color again. The fires faded from his body, though the flames coming from his helmet remained. As he came back to reality, he saw the face of his enemy, tears running down it, with his fist wrapped tightly around the front of Bai Shu’s robes.


  Bai Shu remained silent, suffering pain and indignation without a sound. The fires had burned the man, but he dared not so much as whimper when faced with the nightmarish spectre of death that Leon had become. He squeaked when Leon released him, then patted the front of his robe to put out the flames. Even that light force was enough to send Bai Shu to the floor, where he landed on his back with a groan.


  Lin Mah came over to stand next to Leon.



  “Thank you, my knight.” she said softly, touching his bracer with her hand.


  Leon said nothing, still attempting to clear his head.


  Lin Mah stared down at the defeated man at her feet.


  “Do you yield?” she said, a smile on her face that made the man shudder in spite of himself, “Or should I let him continue?”


  Bai Shu remained silent, but threw his sword to the side.


  “Excellent choice.” Lin Mah said, “Now, our wager was to tell us what we wanted to know. Where is our companion, Hannah of Epione?”


  Bai Shu’s eyes grew wide at her words, then narrowed. He pressed his mouth closed hard, and shook his head. Lin Mah raised an eyebrow.



  “You wagered with the System, Bai.” she said slowly, “You don’t get to say no.”


  “I will tell you nothing!” the man blurted out, “I will not betray the family!”


  Lin Mah sighed.


  “You will tell us. You have no choice.” she replied, “Your family has more than this coming to them.”



  “The whore deserves everything she’s going to get!” Bai Shu said.


  Leon stepped forward and booted the man in the face, smashing him back into the ice wall. Lin Mah held out a hand as Leon raised his foot again to end him.


  “Not yet, Leon.” she said softly, “Do not overdo it. If you give into the blood lust… Well, we need to have a talk later.”


  She looked at him with concern in her eyes.


  At their feet, Bai Shu grunted in pain, then began to radiate Qi in all directions. Lin Mah gasped.


  “No! You bastard!” she shouted, springing backwards from the man and calling to Leon, “Get back! He’s detonating himself!”


  Leon took a step back and examined Bai Shu. The man’s face was screwed up with pain, and he was clutching his chest. Leon could feel the Qi fluctuating inside the man’s dantian even from where he stood. The energy he was building and preparing to unleash looked to be immense, and Leon had a difficult time believing that the pier would survive the blast, much less this building and those inside it. He called upon his Light Qi in a sudden fit of inspiration.


  He willed the Qi to form a dome over top the man groaning in pain on the ground. He began to add layer after layer to the dome, compacting the Qi like plates of armor. He flooded the construct with every bit of energy he had available, willing it to withstand what was to come. Lin Mah gasped and sent a strand of her own Qi forward to help, but it was rejected by the purity of the Qi already there. She stepped forward to stand beside Leon instead.


  [You have learned skill: Bastion of Resolve.]


  [You have used skill: Bastion of Resolve.]


  “I hope this works.” she said softly, “And if it doesn’t… Leon, I-”


  She was cut off as Bai Shu detonated, his dantian exploding with every ounce of force in the Qi he had stored. The force ripped through his body, sending bits of Bai rocketing into the sides of the dome and through the floor. The sound was incredible, like a meteor rocketing to earth, and the entire pier shook as the Qi forced its way through the floor, the dome of Qi giving it nowhere else to go.


  When the dust cleared there was nothing left of Bai Shu but a few bits and pieces stuck to the sides of the hole that was now bored through the floor. Leon released his Qi and slumped forward, exhausted by the effort. The sound of the sea rose up through the perfectly round cut-out in the wood planks, bringing an odd bit of peaceful ambiance to the room. Lin Mah let out the breath she had been holding with a sigh, as Leon sat down heavily beside her. She reached over and patted his shoulder.


  “You did good.” she said, eyeing the damage, “He really did it. I can’t believe the cowardice of the Bai family.”


  Leon nodded silently, struggling to get his breathing under control.


  “I’m going to go check on the cages. Loot the bodies once you’re centered and then join me?” she suggested, patting him on the shoulder again before dissolving the ice walls and walking to the back of the warehouse.


  Leon cycled his Qi to get it under control. The skill he had used took a lot out of him, with the explosion itself seeming to tap into his reserves of energy as the skill attempted to remain in place. Looking within, he saw the gaseous Qi circling rapidly, with the pool below it growing ever wider. It felt like it had all of the volume of a small lake to him, thrumming with power. He shook his head again to clear it and stood, walking over to the group of dead men on the floor.


  Touching each on in turn, he waited to accept the loot notification until he had connected to all of them at once.


  [Do you wish to loot? Yes/No.]


  Yes.


  [You have received: Dark Steel Saber (Elevated Grade)]


  [You have received: Dark Steel Platemail (Elevated Grade)]


  [You have received: Gambeson of Bastion (Elevated Grade+)]


  [You have received: Skill Scroll (Unidentified)]


  [You have received currency: 4 Gold, 45 Silver]


  [Do you wish to absorb Qi?]


  Yes.


  The influx of Qi filled Leon to near bursting, restoring the energy that he had used in an instant before rapidly making him work quickly to cycle the remainder. He felt the cloud of energy in his dantian build in pressure as he spun it around the sphere it resided in. Drops of pure Qi fell like rain, rapidly expanding his sea of Qi as they landed. The expanse of energy spread out, his dantian simultaneously fitting inside his chest and containing an expanse that Leon would struggle to swim across.


  His breathing returned to normal, and he opened his eyes slowly. Turning towards the back of the room, he saw Lin Mah struggling to pick the lock on the first of the cages. He headed over without a word.


  The cages were indeed full, each one having an occupant. Given the interaction with Bai Shu, Leon knew that Hannah would not be one of them, but he still felt disappointed when he examined the row. The occupants were humans… but not? Leon wasn’t entirely sure what he was seeing, but decided to deal with that later. He stepped up behind Lin Mah and tapped her on the shoulder, making her jump and whirl around, calming when she saw it was him. He gestured for her to step aside, which she did with a raised eyebrow.


  “Are you also an adept at picking magical locks, along with all of your other talents?” she asked, spinning her lockpick set on her finger.


  Leon shook his head.


  “No.” he replied, then gripped the two center bars.


  With an effort, he pulled at them. The steel cage groaned as the bars began to bend outwards, finally giving way as they broke free from the top and bottom of the cage where they were set. Leon reached forward again and repeated his feat with another set of bars before moving on to the next cage.


  Lin Mah was left stunned in place at the scene, watching Leon forcibly dismantle the magically-enhanced slave cages without so much as a grunt. She shook her head and sighed before stepping forward and helping the occupant of the first cage from the broken contraption.


  The girl she pulled free was like the others in the caged group- a young demihuman. She was mostly human in appearance, but the pronounced cat-like ears that sat atop her head and the black tail that was curled defensively around her waist gave away her heritage. Lin Mah smiled at the girl and gestured for her to wait as she followed along behind in Leon’s path of destruction, helping each of the seven souls escape their prisons.


  When Leon finished with the last cage, dropping the heavy bars to the floor with a clatter, he stepped back. The young… rabbit girl?.. in the cage looked terrified of him, and he didn’t wish to make her more uncomfortable. He trusted Lin Mah much more than himself at that moment to comfort the pitiful young ones, and she more than lived up to the task.


  She gathered them all together, handing out simple clothing to each one, as they had been naked and shivering in their cages. She looked to Leon, who nodded silently and walked close enough to set a box of sandwiches and a jug of milk on the ground before retreating again. Lin Mah smiled at him in thanks, blessing his foresight to bring ready-made food on his adventures. Truth be told, Leon was a walking restaurant, as once he had discovered his storage space’s ability to keep items fresh, he vowed to never have to live off of travel rations again. He leaned up against the wall, listening to Lin Mah speak with the children.


  “It will be okay.” she was assuring them as they gathered together around her, sitting on the floor with their food, “We will take you somewhere safe and warm.”


  One of the children looked at Leon, a question in her eyes that remained unasked. Lin Mah smiled at her.


  “He won’t hurt you. He’s the reason you are all safe.” she said, gesturing at the silent man in armor, “He may look scary, but hes a big softy on the inside.”


  The little cat girl giggled at that, tucking into her sandwich with vigor.


  “Eat, all of you! You’re skin and bones! I’ll have the cooks fatten you all up when we get back to your new home.” Lin Mah said, rising from her crouch and walking over to Leon.


  She leaned against the wall next to him, watching the demi human kids eat like their lives depended on it.


  “And now child slaves? The Bai family has more to answer for than we thought.” she said quietly, keeping her words between her and Leon, “Demihumans are treated poorly in many parts of the empire, but this? Disgusting. One more thing to pay them back for.”


  Leon nodded. Lin Mah looked at him, her eyes softening.


  “We will take them to the house for now. When Master Sataou returns he can figure out what to do. He loves children- if he were here, the Bai family would already be bleeding out into the dirt.” she said, “I hope he comes back soon. But with or without him, we will find Hannah and destroy the Bai family. You and I.”


  Leon looked at her, his face unreadable.


  “Soon.”


  Chapter 9


  Leon lead the group slowly through the dock district, with Lin Mah and the children in tow. He had provided enough cloaks and clothing from his personal storage to cover them, hoping to avoid the prying eyes of the guard on their way back to the house. The twin moons above were making their ways to their respective horizons, the touch of dawn not yet caressing the sky but not far off.


  Lin Mah kept the demihuman children to the shadows, using a skill to keep them obscured. It wouldn’t have held up in daylight, but manipulating the shadows of the night was simple work for her affinities. The children, to their credit, didn’t make a sound as they moved through the last pier towards the elevator platforms. They seemed to know enough about what was at stake to remain calm, putting their trust into the dangerous feeling woman with the kind smile and the silent, armor plated knight.


  Leon stopped the group with a signal as they reached the end of the first pier. The elevator platform was clear so far as he could tell, the area being better lit than the rest of the district. The lighting would be an issue if a guard patrol was to pass, however. The sound of Bai Shu’s detonation was sure to have been heard above, and the lack of guard presence was worrisome. Two of the three elevators were rising to the top of the cliff, with the center one remaining below. Leon could see lights gathering at the openings to the two rising, and immediately turned to Lin Mah.


  “Guards are coming.” he said, pointing at the top of the cliff.


  Lin Mah peeked around him, mentally making a decision.


  “Alright, we go now. There’s one elevator down, the guards will take the two on their way up. We might be seen in the middle, but they’ll need to reach the bottom and wait for the elevator to rise again to catch up with us.” she said, speaking fast and loud enough for the children to listen in, “We will trust to karmic luck that there aren’t guards waiting for us at the top.”


  Leon nodded, then reached down and grabbed a double handful of demihuman kids, clasping five of the seven to his chest. They squeaked in fright but quickly settled, as Lin Mah grabbed the last two and ran after Leon, who had sprinted towards the lone available elevator. Leon reached the flat platform and set down his load, turning to watch Lin Mah approach rapidly as the elevator began to rise slowly. The statuesque woman jumped from a good distance away, easily clearing the now several-feet high and rising platform, landing softly and setting the two children down to join their friends.


  The demihumans whispered excitedly between themselves, seeming energized by the danger rather than frightened. Leon looked them all over with a slight smile under his helmet. Strong kids. They’d do well, so long as he could keep them alive.


  Lin Mah huddled the children together against the moving cliff face, casting her skill to obscure them from sight. The two other elevators were starting their descent, and even from the height they were coming from, Leon could tell they were loaded down with men. He could hear their armor and voices as orders were given, the words lost to the wind but the cadence and speech pattern easily identified.


  Leon stood between the children and the other platforms, remaining still as they neared the crossing point. Lin Mah was nearly invisible, her dark armor and silence affinity making her the least concerning member of the party when it came to subterfuge. The elevator creaked in time with the wheels as they rode in the tracks that kept the platform moving straight. The wind kicked up, blasting across the cliffside and whistling through the cables that provided lift.


  Leon glanced down at the dock district, but all seemed peaceful from this vantage point. There was no sign from above of their passing, but he had no doubt that the guard would find evidence of their troubles easily once they began investigating. Whether or not the Cartoli family held enough fear in their hearts of Lin Mah to keep them from spilling what they knew remained to be seen. Undoubtedly the death of one of the Bai family’s sons would be city-wide rumor by dawn, but Leon knew that it was only the beginning of the news that was fit to print about the Bai family soon.


  The first of the guard-filled platforms crawled into view, and the occupants of Leon’s elevator stiffened, not even breathing. The dozen or so guardsmen were looking down into the dock district, scanning the piers for issue. They had very little information beyond the sound of an explosion, and the lack of fire or smoke kept their attention locked as they searched from on high. Leon was careful not to look directly at any of them, holding his Qi in tight to his dantian. The pressure he would normally give off was entirely nonexistent as the guardsmen slid down and below the level of their platform.


  The children let out tiny breaths, even their excitement not able to keep all of the fear from their hearts. Leon simply turned his head to watch the second elevator approach. Like the first, the guardsmen on the platform were scanning the city below, and not minding their surroundings. As the two elevators met in the middle, the man in charge of the group glanced over at Leon. He looked away for a moment before doing a double take right as he dropped from view. Leon heard him exclaim something, the words once again lost in the wind.


  “Well, they’ll be coming after us once they reach the bottom.” Lin Mah said quietly, “We were so close.”


  Leon shrugged, pulling the Hammer of Brokrr from where it sat in his storage space, reforming the weapon into a pair of thick blades. They resembled hunting knives, only made nearly as long as short swords. They had thick spines, each with sword breaker slots in the back near the guard. Leon tested their weight, rotating his wrists and nodding to himself. Lin Mah watched him with a wary look in her eyes, but refrained from comment.


  Their elevator rapidly approached the top of the cliffs, and Lin Mah vanished the bow she had been holding back into her storage ring. She gathered the children to her, trusting in Leon to deal with any difficulties in the square above. Leon stepped up to what would be the front of the platform and glanced over his shoulder.



  “Get them to safety.” he said quietly, “If there’s trouble, just take them and run. I will handle it.”


  “Leon…” Lin Mah began, but he shook his head.


  “I will not sacrifice myself.” he said, “Not with her life in the balance.”


  Lin Mah nodded, a sad expression on her face. She turned to the children, who looked up at her from their deep hoods with concerned expressions.


  “It’s all going to be okay. Just follow your Auntie Mah and we’ll get you home safe to some warm food and warmer beds.” she said, smiling down at them.


  The children grinned at her, huddling closer to the tall woman. One gripped her thigh, causing her to pat the little one on the head. She looked at Leon as the platform reached the top.


  “Be safe.” she said, “Come back to me in one piece.”


  Leon nodded silently.


  The elevator came to a stop, revealing the stone-flagged square alight with torches. A dozen guards milled about, setting up a triage tent and wheeling a firefighting wagon into place. Clearly they were preparing for the worst over whatever made the noise. Leon stepped from the elevator, signaling Lin Mah to remain in stealth with the children. His feet made harsh contact with the cobblestones as he purposefully drew the attention of the nearby guards. They turned to look at him, curiosity turning to concern as they appraised his armor and weapons. None so much as glanced at the seemingly empty elevator platform, all eyes locked on the armored man.


  The first guard called out.


  “You there! Stop in the name of the city lord!” he demanded, drawing a mace.


  The other guards dropped what they had been doing and formed up around Leon, keeping their distance. None of them noticed a group of shadows flit out of the elevator platform and disappear into a nearby alleyway. Leon watched them go with his Qi Sense and smiled darkly under his helmet as he surveyed the guardsmen. Another called out.


  “Sir, this is the one the city lord has a warrant out for I believe!” he said, “He’s said to be traveling with a woman though.”


  The lead guard looked around, seeing the empty elevator and Leon alone.


  “Well he’s alone now. If he left her below, the boys will find her.” he said, “I envy them, but they might leave some for us when they’re done.”


  The rest of the guards chuckled at that, making Leon grip his swordbreaker daggers tighter. The lead guard raised his mace at Leon.


  “Surrender now and we might let you live long enough to see the city lord in person.” he said with a grin, “Your companion’s fate is sealed, but you might be able to live at least until morning. Kowtow to us now!”


  Leon snorted under his visor, shaking his head.


  “No, I do not believe I will.” he said, and charged.


  The lead guard barely had time to register Leon’s movement before the heavy blade struck his helmet, splitting the weak steel and his skull with equal ease. He spasmed as his mace fell from his numb hand, his body joining it a moment later. The rest of the guard detachment yelled in anger, rushing forward to avenge their fallen commander. Leon roared wordlessly, taking their charge head-on.


  A sword scraped across Leon’s back as another made contact with his left arm. He nearly lost his grip on the dagger he held, but kept it long enough to shove the point through the stomach of a guard in front of him. He twisted the blade as he withdrew it, opening the wound further. The guard coughed, blood pouring from his mouth as he fell to the street.


  A mace smashed into the back of Leon’s helmet, making his vision go white for a second and staggering him forward. He dodged another strike, kicking outwards and sending a guard tumbling to create an opening. Slashing out with his main hand, he caught the underside of a guard’s helmet, opening the man’s throat easily. The guard’s hands flew to his neck in a vain attempt to stop the flow of blood as he sank to his knees, out of the fight and out of time.


  The mace wielder stepped up and swung again, which Leon deflected with his armored forearm. He felt his arm fracture and grimaced, but used the momentum of the blow to send his offhand dagger punching into the side of the attacker’s helmet. The man’s body jerked like he had been struck by lightning before Leon flung his blade to the side, sending the corpse clattering to the stones below. A guard that had been charging Leon took his fallen comrade to the shins, stumbling forward, where he met another strike from Leon, severing his head in an instant.


  Leon struck out with a foot, opening some room between him and the remaining seven guardsmen. His arm ached and several wounds he hadn’t felt happen were soaking his gambeson with blood.


  [You have used skill: Light’s Recovery.]


  [Your health is partially restored.]


  The fracture in his arm came back together with an audible click, the feeling making him clench his jaws more than the injury had. He would never get used to the sensation of his bones moving inside his skin. The wounds on his body closed up and their pain receded quickly. He flexed his shoulders and placed his weapons on guard as the next attacker rushed him.


  He met the man’s charge with a roar, battering the sword from the guard’s hand with a fist closed around one of his daggers. The second dagger found its home in the guard’s chest with a wet thud. Leon pulled it free and kicked the dying man to the side as another took his place. This man’s spear gave him quite a bit more reach than Leon had, its point seeking openings in his plate armor. Another spearman joined the first, leaving Leon hard-pressed to keep up with the volume of attacks. He felt a spearpoint puncture his flesh more than once as their flurry of blows rained down upon him.


  With a thought, he dismissed his thick daggers and threw himself backwards, summoning a pair of heavy throwing knives from his storage. He launched them in the same moment that he disengaged, giving the spearmen no time to react. His aim was true, and both knives drilled through the thin chainmail armor the two wore, seeking their hearts. Both men dropped their spears and grabbed the hilts that stuck out from their chests, collapsing with twin gasps of pain and fright.


  Leon summoned his daggers again, turning to face the remaining guards. As they gathered themselves to charge him, the elevators from below returned, bringing with them two dozen more. They rushed him as a group, seeing the dead guards on the street enough to make them rabid for his blood. Several launched arrows at him as they ran, even the archers seeming to want to be in melee range, to feel his flesh part before their weapons. Leon sighed, drawing Qi from his dantian and calling forth a skill.


  [You have used skill: Annihilation]


  A sphere of flame as tall as Leon formed around him before rapidly expanding outwards. The flames reached for the guards as if they had a mind of their own. The men were caught entirely unprepared, and their attempts to combat the skill with their own Qi were futile. The stones of the street below were scorched black and melted in places as Annihilation lived up to its name.


  The Qi that was pulled from Leon was immense, the energy needed clearly ramping up with the number of targets in the skill’s area. He felt the rush of energy leave him as he gasped for air, his heartbeat irregular. He sank to a knee as the skill finished, the burnt and twisted bodies of the guardsmen scattered through out the open area. The triage tent that now served little purpose was turned to ash, and the firefighting wagon had been unable to even slow the advance of the flames before it too had succumbed.


  Leon cycled his Qi, wrangling his breathing. His energy reserves were depleted, and he would be a sitting duck should any more guards appear. He quickly connected to the corpses on the ground.


  [Do you wish to loot? Yes/No?]


  Yes.


  [You have received: 7 Gold, 85 Silver, 400 Copper.]


  [Do you wish to absorb Qi? Yes/No?]


  Yes.


  The rush of energy from his kills burst into his strained dantian, filling it instantly and pressing the boundaries of its form. He desperately cycled his Qi, feeling the compression ramp up to a deluge as his lake slowly overflowed its bounds and became something more. He turned his sight inwards and noted that the sea of Qi within him was not the pale blue he expected, but had veins of ugly red threaded through it. He focused on one and felt a sharp pain in his skull as he was rebuffed by the energy it contained.


  He shook his head, resolving to ask Lin Mah or Sataou about it. Nothing could be done at this point in time, so he put the concern out of his mind. It did little to sooth his mental state, his entire being on edge. His heart rate was rapid and irregular, his breathing disrupted even as he attempted to maintain the several second cycle. His skin felt both cold and hot, dry and clammy, and there was a cage around his mind that seemed to be pressing into his psyche.


  Leon staggered to his feet, knowing that his actions would bring others soon. He moved into a nearby alleyway and leaned against a wall in the darkness, hanging his head as his thoughts came in spurts. His memories of the last engagement were unclear, fragmented and confusing. He wasn’t sure where all of his injuries had come from, but he found that he lacked the ability to care. Something within him told him that he deserved the pain, the wounds, that his blood should be spilled. He coughed heavily as his lungs hitched, having enough mental capability to fire off a skill.


  [You have used skill: Light’s Recovery.]


  [Your health is partially restored.]


  The wounds on his body closed, the blood flow cut off. He felt weak and empty, like a wrung out dishrag left on a ledge to dry. He took a deep breath and forced his mind to silence, exerting his willpower to maintain it. Holding the pressure back was a strain, but he maintained it as he considered his next steps.


  His actions would make him a prime target for the guard, and the Bai family. His armor was a dead giveaway, and unless he had left one of his assailants alive, it would be the only way they should be able to easily identify him. Looking over himself, he was shocked at the amount of damage the armor had taken in his recent fights. It would need to be repaired, and soon. For now, he would need to go without for the sake of keeping out of sight.


  With a thought, he willed his armor and arming clothes into his personal storage. His linens were soaked in sweat and blood, so he removed those as well. He replaced the clothing with a set of tan linen pants, a thick forest green doublet with sleeves that reached his wrists, black leather boots that reached his knees, and a dark gray cloak, complete with a deep hood.


  He flicked the hood up over his head, covering his features in its shadow. He affected a different walk, one with a different kind of confidence from that of an armored knight. He slipped his heavy swordbreaker daggers into the sheathes he formed around them and buckled them to his waist. He looked for all the world like a ranger of the deep woods, something far removed from the gallant knight that he was. The only thing visible inside his hood was his eyes, which glowed a deep blue tinged with red.


  He strode down the alleyway, making an easy trip of it. He leapt over refuse and broken crates, his large frame and heavy muscles only slightly concealed within the clothing he wore.


  Along the main streets he could hear movement, whistles being blown and armored men moving quickly. His actions in the square would certainly cause an uproar in the city, and the beehive that it had become would make getting to the house more of a challenge. He moved silently through the darkness, his eyes searching for movement as he used the guards noises to keep them at distance.


  He came to a halt where his alley met a main road. There was no matching side street across the avenue from him, and his only option would be to move in plain sight. His outfit was dramatically different, but he had no doubt that any guard that saw him would at least want to ask questions… ones that he would prefer not answer.


  The street was in the industrial district, dark and quiet compared to the volume that would rattle one’s brain during the day. All the blacksmiths, leather workers, furniture markers, and others had their workshops in the area, and the din from their efforts would be starting up again as soon as the sun hit the sky. The noise would have been welcome to Leon in the moment, as would the crowds of people to attempt to blend in with.


  After what felt like several blocks of walking in the shadows, Leon came to another cross street. He had a vague idea of the direction of the house, but was slightly turned around after Lin Mah’s guidance through the back streets. He decided that continuing on the street he was walking would put him in the best position, so he quickly crossed the intersection, trying to look like he wasn’t hurrying. He heard boots on cobblestones to his right but kept moving, reaching the other side before a voice called out for him to halt.


  Cursing under his breath, Leon ran. He moved down the wide street as fast as his considerably improved body could manage, but the street stretched on for as far as he could see. Up ahead he heard the familiar sound of a hammer striking steel, and something about it called to him from deep in his soul. As if controlled by an outside force, Leon zeroed in on the sound and followed it, finding a single blacksmith already working his forge in a workshop with a door slightly ajar.


  Leon stepped inside, glancing back to see that the guards hadn’t made the turn into the street yet. He looked back forward and straight into a glowing red rod of steel, an inch from his eyeball.


  “Now, what do we have here?” said a gruff voice, “A thief?”


  The blacksmith was a large man, with the classic forearms and wrists of a man who swung a hammer all day. He wore a well used leather apron across his chest and thighs, and was holding a very hot spike of steel with a set of tongs in a threatening manner. He looked Leon over.


  “No, not a thief… I don’t sense that in you, boy.” he continued, “Why are you sneaking into my smithy?”


  “I apologize-” Leon began, raising his hands before a whistle sounded in the street.


  The smith glanced at the partially open door, then back to Leon.


  “Ah, guard trouble. Well, I have no good will towards those lazy sods… dodge back in the back and pick out an apron. You look like you’ve swung a hammer or two- get to work on one of the slips on the desk back there and I’ll cover for you.” he said, gesturing with the hammer in his other hand.


  Leon nodded in thanks and walked into the back. He found a rack of aprons, quickly changing his clothing to something more likely to be found in a smithy. He had no way to cover his face, but there was nothing for it. He slipped on an apron and moved to the nearby desk, selecting a slip that asked for a candle sconce. That he could do in his sleep.


  Heading to the racks of metal against the far wall, he selected a round section of flat stock, a couple of thicker plates, and some bar stock. He carried them to the forge and set the round plate in the fire that was already lit. Working the bellows, he brought the piece up to temperature and then removed it from the fire with tongs, carrying it to a nearby swage block with a bowl form. He dished the plate, creating a small bowl a few inches across that would become the candle holder.


  He carried it back over to the forge and brought it to heat again, this time using a punch to drift a hole in the center. He placed the bowl aside and picked up the other piece of plate, this a rectangular section of thick steel. In the design, it called for a heavy mounting bracket, so he brought the steel to temperature and drifted three holes through it for mounting, forging the plate flat again before hammering a bevel on all four face edges.


  Taking the bar stock, he upset one end to make it thicker, forging it out into a wide taper. He forged a tenon on the end that would become a rivet for the bowl, using a monkey tool to flatten the end of the bar again, repeating the same process to the other side. He bent the hot steel around the horn of the anvil into a graceful curve, then brought one end up to temperature again. He locked the bar into a vise with the yellow-hot tenon sticking up, onto which he slid the bowl. Using a rivet header, he forged the tenon down into a dome, locking the pieces together solidly.


  He put the reverse side of the bar into the fire and repeated the process, this time riveting the bar into the center hole he had drifted through the baseplate. He scrubbed the entire piece with a wire brush to remove the forge scale, and let it cool slightly before applying a coat of beeswax, sending gray smoke wafting from the darkening steel. The smell brought Leon back to childhood, and he sat there watching it move for a moment as his memories swirled through his mind.


  A cough brought him back to reality.


  “I guess I was right in thinking you’d done some hammer work.” the smith said, appearing at Leon’s side and appraising the sconce, “This is good work, too.”


  Leon looked at the older man.


  “Thank you.” he said, glancing towards the door.


  “Don’t worry, the guards came while you were working. You were so in the zone I just told them you were my apprentice and they left. Even a layman could tell you’re a smith from that distance.” the smith said with a chuckle, “You’ll still want to wait them out a bit though- how about starting on another of these in the meantime? If you want to help me clear out the old backlog, I won’t complain about you using my shop as a hideyhole.”


  The older man clapped Leon on the shoulder, seeming a bit stunned when his blow didn’t so much as move the taller man. Leon just nodded silently, heading back to pick up more steel. The hammer blows began anew, filling the space with the sound of production. The smith looked over at Leon several times, as if trying to start up a conversation but unsure of how to do so. Leon’s eyes glowed that odd blue with red streaks, and the smith was glad the guards hadn’t insisted on speaking to the big, silent man in his shop- the phenomenon would have been difficult to explain away.


  Putting the pieces together in his mind, the smith decided to just start talking.


  “So, how long were you working steel before becoming a Cultivator?” he asked, making Leon flinch mid-strike.


  Leon set his hammer down lightly on the anvil, making a tinging sound.


  “I apprenticed at thirteen. Was called away at twenty two.” he said quietly, the feeling of the forge bringing down his walls slightly.


  The smith nodded.


  “You do good work. If you ever decided to give up on the whole immortality thing, I’d be happy to have a partner!” the man said with a chuckle, knowing the likelihood of that.


  Leon glanced over, making the smith wince as his glowing eyes appraised him. Leon assumed the reaction was to the scars on his face and quickly turned back around.


  “I can tell you’ve been through some things, son.” the smith began, “I can only imagine what a warrior has to go through to earn battlemarks like those. You are clearly a peerless fighter, but are you… and I ask this as a friend… are you off of your path?”


  Leon forgot about his scars in the moment and turned around again.


  “My path?” he asked quietly.


  The smith looked at him, making eye contact without fear this time.


  “Your eyes, son. I never made it into Qi Condensation, but I spent my youth reaching for the heavens of Cultivation, same as most, and I’ve heard the stories.” he said, pulling the sword he was working on from the fire and lightly forging the edge as he spoke, “We all have a path we take through this life. It is something that has many branches, every option in the universe, but ultimately it is who we are that sets our direction. When a Cultivator falls away from their ideals, they run the risk of… going off of that path.”


  Leon stared at the smith, thinking about his words. The man put the sword back into the coals and continued.


  “My next words will be a bit taboo, and I must beg your forgiveness, but I feel that you are adrift without knowledge. A Cultivator losing their path is called Qi Deviation. Your eyes are glowing with opposing colors, which is a sure sign of the beginnings of Qi Deviation. Many believe that speaking of it in such plain terms can cause one to experience it, hence my hesitancy, but I get the feeling that a direct approach is what you need.” he explained, “I don’t know what you’re going through, but if you need to talk it out, feel free. I am just an old blacksmith, but I swear on the System that your words will not leave this room.”


  [An oath of silence has been sworn.]


  Leon sat back onto the anvil behind him, considering what to tell the man. He felt that the man’s words were right; they seemed to resonate with his soul. He hadn’t seen his eyes, but the description matched what he was seeing in his sea of Qi. He nodded to himself.


  “My sister was taken.” he said finally, “By a powerful group of people. She is my only family left.”


  The smith nodded in understanding.


  “Ah, I see. And I am assuming, based on the guards looking for you, that the powerful group is connected to the City Lord?” he asked quietly.


  Leon just nodded, not wishing to speak the words aloud. The smith sucked his teeth in thought.


  “I think I understand.” he said, “You’ve been through the fires recently, and have had to do things that are not completely aligned with your code.”


  “I had to kill… people that were following orders. Among other things.” Leon said softly, “I keep losing people.”


  “Something tells me you aren’t from around here.” the smith replied.


  Leon just looked at the man in silence, not wanting to dive deeper into that train of thought.


  The smith turned and took the half-finished sword from the forge, holding the glowing red steel out for Leon to see.


  “A person going through adversity is a lot like this blade.” he said, thrusting the blade into a nearby vat of oil, the liquid sputtering and hissing, small flames shooting up from the surface, “After the steel is forged, it is quenched, as you know. Quenching hardens the steel, allowing it to hold an edge, to hold its shape- without that ability, steel wouldn’t be any more useful than iron, right? But it’s important to remember the step that follows: once the steel has been hardened, it has to be tempered. That hardness has to be dialed back, otherwise the very property that makes steel valuable- its hardness- becomes its weakness, as it is left brittle and can be shattered with little effort.”


  The smith removed the now cooler blade from the oil and slapped it down on the anvil. The brittle steel fractured with the blow, the tip shattering and pinging off deeper into the shop. The man held the broken sword up as he continued.


  “Without hardness, steel cannot be made into an effective tool. Without flexibility, that hardness becomes weakness. One must be tough and flexible, not hard and rigid- the moment you harden yourself to the world, you can be shattered. Strive to be like a well-tempered blade: tough enough to cut through your obstacles, but flexible enough to maintain your sense of self while doing so.” he said, tossing the broken blade into a bucket next to the coal pile, “Remember that your path is your own, and life is what you make it. I’m not saying to abandon your moral code- that is the path of the monster. I’m suggesting that no one gets through this life with clean hands. The balance of Karma is the equalizer- if you must do wrong in the fight for what’s right, make sure you balance the scales by doing right elsewhere.”


  The smith smiled at the troubled young man before him.


  “There are no purely good people, just as there are none that are purely flawed. We all have a single imperative: do the best we can in every situation, given the information and time we have at hand. So long as you can say with honesty that you followed that rule, learn to forgive yourself for your actions.” he said, taking off his apron and handing Leon a small book from a nearby shelf, “Now, I’ve spoken enough. You’ll have to forgive an old man his need to talk, these days I find myself alone more often than not, and I have a good deal of time to think. I picked up this manual in my youth, expecting to become an all-powerful cultivator, but never had the Qi to make much of it. It contains some knowledge of how to apply runes to items- I figure you’ll make better use of it than I will.”


  [You have received: Tome of Runecrafting.]


  Leon bowed to the man, making him jump.


  “Thank you for your teachings.” he said quietly, rising and putting out a hand to shake.


  The smith clasped his forearm in a tight grip.


  “You’ll do well, son.” he said firmly, “Keep true to your friends, and do the best you can in all things. The rest will fall into place.”


  Leon gripped the man’s forearm back and smiled slightly.


  “I will think upon your words.” he replied.


  “Good. Now, go save that sister of yours and get out of my shop. I’ve got work to do.”


  Chapter 10


  Leon made it back to the house just before the sun’s light broke the horizon in shades of orange. His dark clothing allowed him to move unseen once he reached the next alleyway, and aside from a couple of people passed out drunk against the walls, he saw no one during the trip. He could hear guards moving along the main roads on several occasions, but the back alleys were not the place for guards, even in a city as quiet as Wavecrest.


  Leon leapt over the wall to the house from the alley that ran behind the property, landing lightly on bent knees. He stood and faced the house before a sound like paper tearing gave him pause.


  A black-fletched arrow shot in from the graying darkness and slammed into his unarmored shoulder, disappearing to the feathers. A cold voice spoke.


  “The next one will be in your heart. Identify yourself.” said Lin Mah, appearing from a swirling shadow beside the house, bow already drawn again, “Or should I just put you down now?”


  “I would prefer you didn’t.” Leon said quietly, throwing back his hood with his uninjured hand.


  Lin Mah gasped and ran forward, placing a hand on his chest.


  “Leon! I am so sorry!” she said, vanishing her bow and examining the wound she had created, “I didn’t recognize you, and thought you were with the City Lord!”


  Leon grunted as he reached up and grabbed the arrow, pulling it halfway out of his body. He twisted his wrist and snapped the shaft in half, tossing the half he held to the ground.


  “Understandable.” he said, grimacing as he turned away from her, “Now, if you would?”



  Lin Mah bit her lower lip and grabbed the arrow just in front of the arrowhead, pulling it from Leon slowly. He sighed with the last of the arrow was removed, and used a skill.


  [You have used skill: Light’s Recovery.]


  [Your health is partially restored.]


  The wound sealed itself on both sides, and the blood flow that the absence of the arrow had allowed ceased. Leon rolled his shoulders, feeling the pain fade as his body knit itself back together. He turned towards Lin Mah, who looked at him with concern.


  “Glad you fired a warning shot first.” Leon said, a slight smile gracing his features.


  “Me too. Leon, I am so sorry-” Lin Mah said, before he held up a hand to forestall more apologies.


  “You did right.” he said, “My mistake for entering the way I did.”


  He gestured towards the house and they walked up to the rear entrance and inside. Lin Mah led him to a sitting room that he hadn’t been in before, gesturing for him to sit in one of the admittedly comfortable looking chairs before busying herself with making a pot of tea. Leon settled into the chair with a sigh, relaxing his frame for the first time since the day before. Lin Mah brought over a tray with tea, setting it on a small table between them before pouring both a cup and seating herself.


  “I’ve been worried about you.” she said, looking him over for injury, “Since we returned we’ve heard nothing but guards moving about. I assume you got away from the guards?”



  Leon winced but nodded.


  “Something like that.” he said quietly, “The children?”



  “Asleep upstairs. They’re all sharing two beds and a couch, but they’ve certainly been used to worse lately. I can’t believe the Bai family is trafficking demihuman slaves! I hate to say it so callously, but the children will be our ticket out of reprisal once we finish with the Bais.” she said, taking a sip of her tea.


  Leon looked at her over his own cup, a question in his eyes. Lin Mah continued.


  “Trafficking in slaves is officially illegal in the Empire that runs this continent. Given its proximity to a pair of demihuman continents, it isn’t shocking that the Bai family would have access, but it violates any number of accords. When we get done purging the Bai filth from the land, we will be able to use the children as proof of their misdeeds, which will put us in the clear.” she explained.


  “Will they be safe?” Leon asked.


  Lin Mah nodded.


  “Definitely. Sataou will make sure of it- they will be placed back with their tribes, or into another tribe that matches them if their original families can’t be found.” she said, “Something to note, however, is that the Bai family that runs Wavecrest is a branch of the larger Bai family. Their family head resides on the central continent, same as the Satoro Clan. Officially they will have to renounce their branch family and will be unable to bring down reprisals against me, as a member of the Satoro clan… but you don’t have the same level of protection.”


  Leon just shrugged. Lin Mah smiled at him.


  “Fearless as always. Don’t get complacent though, Leon. There are powers on this planet far beyond your reckoning, and the main Bai family certainly has more than most.” she chuckled, “Though at the rate you’ve been advancing, you may not need protection by the time they’d be able to act.”


  “I will need to advance stage soon.” Leon said softly.


  Lin Mah looked at him incredulously before laughing and shaking her head.


  “Of course you will. Monster.” she replied, “Well, more power is never a negative, and we’ve got a cleric to save.”



  Leon looked up at that.


  “What is the next step?” he asked.


  “Given the amount of activity you’ve kicked up, we should probably check our leads outside of the city for now.”


  “The Bai estate?” Leon asked, remembering Timund’s suggestions.


  “Indeed. But we should wait for the cover of darkness.” Lin Mah replied.


  “But-” Leon started, not wanting to rest while Hannah was still missing.



  “Leon.” Lin Mah interrupted, “You need to recover after last night. You are running ragged and are bound to start making mistakes. Hannah will be fine- they’re using her for bait to catch you, so they can’t afford to let anything happen to her.”


  Leon grimaced.


  “Another thing you should consider, Leon-” Lin Mah said, waiting until she had his attention, “Hannah serves a goddess. And given that mark of yours, one who cares deeply about her charges. The Bai family will not do anything untoward to Hannah before you’ve been caught. They might kill her, but they wouldn’t dare try anything more.”


  Leon raised an eyebrow at the beautiful woman across from him.



  “That’s a low bar.” he said slowly.


  “Actually that bar is insanely high.” Lin Mah insisted, “If you knew half of what I do, and disregarded Epione’s protection, you’d be kicking in the City Lord’s mansion doors and getting yourself killed immediately.”


  Leon made to stand, but Lin Mah glared at him.


  “You will rest or I will make you rest, Leon.” she said, “I need you at your best, or you’ll get all of us killed. Do you understand?”


  Leon looked at the woman and saw no give in her eyes. He was aware enough to realize that she was right, and as much as he hated the idea, he couldn’t afford to put her at risk either. He nodded.


  “Very well.” he said, then considered something, “Are my eyes…”


  “Glowing terrifyingly? Yes.” Lin Mah said, setting her tea down and leaning forward to look at him closer, “You have been through an ordeal far beyond the abilities of the vast majority of people, Leon. You have only been on this planet for what, a month? A month and a half? And while you’ve hit the ground running, there is still much that you need to deal with before your soul is centered here. You’ve been experiencing…”


  She trailed off, uncertain if she should say the words. Leon closed his eyes.


  “Qi Deviation?” he asked softly.


  Lin Mah looked at him shocked.


  “Where did you hear those words?” she asked.


  Leon explained his encounter with the smith, and what the man had said about his condition. Lin Mah listened with rapt attention until he finished, then sighed.


  “The old man took a risk that he probably should not have.” she said finally, “But it seems his gamble paid off. Yes, Leon, you are experiencing Qi Deviation. I was unable to explain much, as a Cultivator can be pushed further from their path if you speak deviation into existence while they are on the precipice. Your soul is in combat with itself. I have no doubt that much of it stems from being thrown into an unknown world, forced to fight for your very survival, and learning on the job, as they say.”


  Leon considered her description, and agreed with it. Lin Mah continued.


  “You have done incredibly well for someone going through what you are, Leon. You are finding your path, and your way through this new life you’ve been pushed into.” she said quietly, looking directly into his eyes, “I am proud of you. Sataou is proud of you. I cannot solve your deviation, as much as I wish I could. If I could sacrifice my own power to center your soul, I would in a heartbeat, but this is something that a Cultivator must do for themselves. When you advance today, look within. Take what you’ve learned and what you know to be true about yourself, find your center. Know no matter what, I am here for you, and here with you. You are not alone.”


  Leon’s face was still, but his heart beat quickly at her words. She smiled at him, a radiant smile that brought him some measure of peace. He reveled in it for a moment, then closed his eyes and nodded firmly.


  “I will do so. Thank you, Mah.” he said softly. With his eyes closed, he couldn’t see her face go bright red, nor did he hear her stifle a gasp at his use of her given name.


  Lin Mah quickly schooled her expression, cycling her Qi to remove the blush from her face. Now was not the time.


  “Head up to your room, Leon. Before you advance, I’d recommend doing something to bring your mind into the present- we don’t have a workshop here, but there is a library, perhaps reading would help?” she suggested, standing and leaving the room, “The clearer your mind going into advancement, the more stable you’ll be coming out of it.”


  Leon opened his eyes and watched her go, his feelings complicated but his mind more stable than before. He shook his head to banish the thoughts and stood, heading up the stairs. At the top, he considered checking the library as Lin Mah had suggested, but remembered the small book that the smith had bestowed upon him. He walked into his bedroom and shut the door behind him, changing his clothing into something more comfortable from his personal storage.


  He pulled the book out and examined it with Inspect.


  * * *


  Tome of Runecrafting (Unknown Grade)


  Condition: Pristine


  Use: Can be read to gain insight into the art of Runecrafting. Can be Absorbed to add Runecrafting skill.


  Requirements: None to read, Willpower 50 to Absorb. Willpower 100, ??? to receive author’s inheritance.


  * * *


  Leon tapped a finger on the cover.


  [You are holding a skill tome. Do you wish to attempt absorbing it to learn the skill: Runecrafting? Failure will destroy the tome. Yes/No.]


  Leon mentally shrugged before selecting yes.


  [You are absorbing the skill: Runecrafting. You meet or exceed all requirements to receive the inheritance of the tome’s author. Transferring now.]


  As the tome began to dissolve in his hand, Leon’s vision narrowed until he was gazing down a dark tunnel. He felt his knees give out as he collapsed to the floor, narrowly avoiding cracking his skull on the bed frame. The light blinked out and he was left in darkness.


  A moment later, a torch flared to life and Leon found himself sitting in a stone chair beside a fire, the torch in a sconce to his left dimly illuminating the scene. Before him, in another stone chair, sat a stocky older man with the longest beard that Leon had ever seen. His hair was also long, flowing over his shoulders and down his chest to combine with his beard. He was clearly a redhead at one point in time, but had lost the battle with age, gray having taken over nearly all of the color. Leon recalled the teller he had met when he first arrived at Red Grass Town.


  “Dwarf.” he said aloud, intending to keep his thought to himself but failing.


  The old man’s eyes shot open, glowing a faint green.


  “Aye, I be a dwarf. I’d say ye’ve a keen eye, but ye’d need to be blind to miss the glory of the mountainborn in my distinguished features!” the man rumbled, his voice like stones tossed in a rotating barrel, “Ye don’t look like what I’d have expected the one to earn me inheritance to end up being, lad.”


  Leon just looked at the man, unsure of how to respond. The old dwarf chuckled.


  “Oh but ye do know to respect yer elders!” he said, slapping a hand on the stone chair and leaning forward to look at Leon closer, “Tell me lad, do ye have knowledge of runes?”


  Leon tilted his head.


  “I can read and write in runic.” he said, “But beyond that, no.”


  The old man’s eyes widened.


  “Ye can read an’ write in runic. And that’s all, he says! Pshaw!” the man coughed, “Boy, whatever it was that gave ye that skill… At the heights of my abilities, I’d still have killed for what ye’ave. Only read and write, ONLY..”


  The dwarf petered off, grumbling to himself. Then, seeming to come back to reality, he snapped his eyes to Leon.


  “And yer Willpower stat, young one? Yer not yet even to core formation, an’ yet ye’ve managed to activate me tome… what’s yer Willpower?” he asked, eyes boring into Leon’s.


  “One hundred and ten.” Leon replied, seeing no reason to lie to the man.


  “A HUNDRED AND T-” the dwarf roared before choking himself off, “A hundre- Aye, that’ll explain why we’re talkin’.”


  The dwarf rubbed his chin beneath his beard, thinking as he stared off into space for a moment, then looked at Leon again.


  “Alright lad, I be havin’ a proposition for ye.” he said.


  “I’m listening.” Leon replied, nodding.


  “I’d intended to leave some portion of me legacy to the reader of this tome, hopin’ against hope that me work would not die with me. I bound a piece of me soul to its pages, allowin’ me to wait for the gods only know how long to get to this moment.” he said, “I never guessed that the one who’d come lookin’ would have your unique abilities!”


  The dwarf leaned back in his chair, looking over the space between them. Leon could feel a wave of Qi hit him as his status screen was viewed whether he wanted it to be or not.


  “Aye, yer a right monster in human skin, it seems. Ye indeed have the Affinity I lacked in life. I won’ pry- well, not any further than I just did, if ye’ll pardon me. I had to know who my legacy would go to.” he said, waving his hand, “I would bestow upon ye the full legacy of me life’s work in runecrafting, an’ hope ye’ll be able to achieve what I couldn’t.”


  “And what was that?” Leon asked, feeling irritated at the dwarf for his invasion of his privacy, but not one to turn away a boon.


  “The runic core, lad.” the dwarf said slowly, “A core formed of a runic dantian, which in turn was formed of a runic sea of Qi.”


  Leon stared at the old dwarf, waiting for him to continue.


  “I’ll give ye a rundown to save us both time. Undoubtedly ye’ve come across runic weapons an’ armor, yeah? They’ll usually be called ‘sword of the inescapable void’ or some such nonsense. Runecrafters tend to be an ostentatious lot.” when Leon nodded, he continued, “These are weapons an’ armor that’ve been engraved with runes of power. They act like enchanted items, but have to be recharged, an’ lack the ability to bind to one’s soul. They be a laughable copy, if we be honest lad, but they’re the best we can do without the ability to control souls.”


  Leon’s eyes widened at that as he considered his Soul affinity.


  “Aye, exactly thus, lad. Ye, through some stroke of god or magic, have the Soul affinity- something that I searched for for millennia an’ failed to find. Adding to that yer ability to read and write in runic, an’ yer a walkin’, talkin’ Enchantin’ workshop.” he said excitedly, “Ye can do what I an’ so many before me have strived for an’ failed! I offer ye my entire legacy, to give my dreams a chance to come to fruition.”


  Leon considered the offer for a moment.


  “And what of you?” he asked finally.


  “Me? Oh, I be long dead, lad. The only reason this fragment of me soul has been able to hang about so long was for the hope of this meetin’. Once I bestow my legacy upon ye, my soul will again be whole and I’ll finally be reborn somewhere new.” he said, a wistful look on his hairy face, “Hopefully somewhere with beautiful elf women who like a short king, aye?”



  Leon smiled in spite of himself.


  “Very well. I will accept your legacy.” he said, “What is your name?”


  “Oh! I guess it has been a few thousand years since I’ve had to have any semblance of manners! I be Sonnlil de’Moradin.” he answered with no small amount of pride.


  “Moradin..” Leon said to himself.


  “Aye, ye be havin’ one of my clan’s signature abilities in that skill set of yours!” Sonnlil said, “Odd that, a human havin’ a dwarf skill, but our god must have taken a likin’ to you at some point.”


  Leon was lost in thought, and before he could ask more questions, Sonnlil rose from his stone seat with a smile.


  “Lad, it be time. I thank you for accepting my legacy, and hope you find value in my knowledge. I, Sonnlil de’Moradin, The Searching Soulsmith, bequeath all that is my legacy in Runecrafting to Leon Jäger, The Indomitable Knight. May he find a path in the darkness and always know the warm embrace of the mother stone.” he intoned, his body becoming translucent as he spoke.


  Leon bowed to the man as he slowly disappeared with a smile on his face, his essence gathering in a stream of light that entered Leon’s body. It felt like lightning coursing through his veins, burning pathways through his frame until it reached his dantian, where the energy formed the symbol of a lightning bolt that began to circle the orb of fire that was his soul.


  [You have learned skill: Runecrafting.]


  [Your skill: Runecrafting has been upgraded to Mastery level.]


  [You have learned skill: Soulforging]


  [Your skill: Soulforging will need to be initiated into your dantian before it can be used.]


  When Leon opened his eyes and blinked away the notifications, he found himself on the wooden floor of his bedroom, staring at the underside of his bed. It took him a moment to recall why he was lying where he was, and then the information he had been gifted by Sonnlil came flooding into his brain. It carried with it a splitting headache as mountains of information were forcibly carved into his memory. He grabbed the sides of his head and groaned before turning over onto his knees.


  He understood Runecrafting to a degree that surpassed even his ability as a blacksmith. He could recite runic patterns by the hundreds, intrinsically understanding how runes had to be carved, how the patterns had to be laid out in order to work efficiently. He could envision the best runic pattern for any given application with a thought, and determine the quality of a runic item just as easily. As his brain raced through the new information, he had already determined just how low quality the gear he had in his storage was in the grand scheme of things, and how he would improve them if he so chose.


  The pain receded slowly, and Leon’s mind settled. He sat up from where he had been kneeling on the floor and climbed to his feet. He swayed slightly as blood rushed to his brain, but quickly overcame the feeling. In addition to the Runecrafting knowledge, he had a grasp of the concepts that Sonnlil had been working with in regards to Soulforging.


  While the old dwarf had been working in the dark, without the required affinities, he had been a foremost expert in his field for a reason. His ideas were solid, and resonated with Leon’s Soul affinity- though something was missing from them. Leon couldn’t put a finger on what, but he could tell that a single puzzle piece was all that needed to fall into place to make Sonnlil’s dreams a reality. In a way, Leon felt remorse over that, but vowed to make sure that the dwarf’s trust in him was repaid with effort and success.


  Leon stretched his back and prepared to advance. He sat down on the bed and crossed his legs, placing the backs of his hands on his knees with his thumbs and middle fingers touching. Closing his eyes, he worked to clear his mind. The rush of information actually seemed to help with this process, as his worries and fears were pushed aside by the cascade of knowledge that Sonnlil had provided. He cycled his breathing, three seconds to a side, as his heart-rate slowed to below a normal rate.


  [You are advancing to High stage Qi Condensation.]


  Leon felt his dantian expand as his new stage took effect. Looking within, he observed the fiery ball of Qi and forced his sight deeper, past the flames and into the gaseous cloud of energy within. The Qi was churning, his cyclical breathing causing it to rotate within its containing sphere. The cloud was thick and had a mass that far outstripped what would fit within a human body. As it rotated, drops of pure liquid Qi fell like rain into the pool below.


  His sea of Qi had truly begun to live up to that lofty name, as it expanded to the point where Leon couldn’t see across it while his vision ‘stood’ upon its shores. He attempted to see into its depths, but was rebuffed by the energy it held.


  He could see the same strands of pulsing red energy that seemed to infest the wide body of blue liquid, and he focused on them. They had a vile aura, one that went against his very idea of what life should be, and he intensely disliked them immediately. He attempted to pull one from the sea, but even here in his soul he lacked the ability to control the contagion. Frustrated, he zoomed out from his place upon the shore and found a perch in the center of his Qi cloud above, in the eye of the storm that his cycling created.


  It was clear of the energy there, with swirling mists to all sides and the sea of Qi below him, the fires of his dantian showing above. His psyche hovered there as he envisioned himself in lotus pose with his eyes closed. He meditated on his goals, what he felt was the path for his life, and what of his past might be impacting his future.


  He could clearly see how his upbringing on Earth was discordant to life here on his new world. His preconceptions about how he should act were colored heavily by the views of those in his former life, views that in turn were colored by their staunch religious environment. While he had never been a religious man, he had always tried to live in harmony with those around him, not wanting to rock the boat with his own thoughts. He realized that his view of the universe on Earth could not hold a candle to the views he was subject to now.


  With his inner self still meditating, floating in the center of his soul, he began to formulate a runic pattern. He brought forth images of his past life and intermingled them with those of his new existence, choosing which would stay and which could be discarded. He would not rebuild himself entirely based on this new world; his principles of justice would not allow him to align with the ‘might makes right’ mentality that so many in this world held to, for example. He would take what he felt he should from both and forge a path from them, one that was uniquely his.


  His inner self stretched out an arm and extended a finger, slowly beginning to draw glowing lines in the space before him. With every rune he completed, he turned to his right, the pattern beginning to form a continuous circle around him. He carved out the runes that coincided with his new self: family, justice, defense, protection, growth, strength and will. He combined runes as he went, forming phrases. Repay kindness many-fold. Suffer not the slights of the arrogant. Defend the weak. Grow with the strong. Turn not a blind eye to injustice. Family above all.


  The runic patterns intertwined, building a ribbon of glowing characters that began to rotate around his inner self the moment he completed the final stroke. His manifestation remained in place there, floating in the center of his soul, as he pulled his vision from the construct. He saw the runic scripts spinning in a circle in time with his inner self’s breathing, its speed rising and falling with his chest. He felt at peace for the first time in a long time, as his path rose to meet him. Not the path of his parents, or that of his friends or those that thought to be above him. His own path, one that was of his creation, and one that he could walk without faltering.


  He pulled his vision out from his dantian and came back to reality. He found himself sitting on his bed as expected, but found that his breathing was as calm and placid as a lake on a windless day. His heart rate was steady, and he could almost feel the rotation of his runic pattern as it served to steady him with its force. The spinning within his dantian took on a life of its own, as he felt the need for Qi Cycling fall away. He knew that the runic pattern would maintain the mists on its own, and further his advancement speed by its very existence.


  He opened his eyes and called forth his status.


  * * *


  Leon Jäger


  Title: Indomitable Knight (+)


  Realm: Qi Condensation


  Stage: High


  Affinity: Fire, Soul, Light


  Attributes:


  Strength: 120


  Endurance: 100


  Agility: 81


  Spirit: 80


  Willpower: 125


  Traits: Resolute


  Skills:


  Martial Weapons: Mastery


  Unarmed Combat: Half-step Mastery


  Ranged Weapons: Journeyman


  Heavy Armor: Mastery


  Blacksmithing: Half-step Mastery


  Inspect: Advanced


  Stealth: Journeyman


  First Strike: Journeyman


  Aura Suppression: Beginner


  Hammer of Moradin: Journeyman


  Intimidation: Journeyman


  Light’s Recovery: Journeyman


  Purge In Flames: Journeyman


  Annihilation: Beginner


  Qi Sense (Evolved): Journeyman


  Bastion of Resolve: Journeyman


  Runecrafting: Mastery


  Soulforging: Beginner


  Applied Modifiers:


  Mark of Epione: Hannah of Epione


  Favor of Satoro: Satoro Sataou


  Disciple Bond: Satoro Sataou


  Soul-Binding: Yin-yang Souls(Hannah of Epione)


  * * *


  He had seen gains to all of his attributes, especially in Strength and Willpower. His Endurance attribute hit 100 points, which meant it had evolved in some way similarly to Strength and Willpower- Leon couldn’t be sure in the moment; he would need to do some testing of his limits to find out exactly what had changed.


  Hopping from the bed, he glanced outside and noted that the sun was falling beneath the city walls. He had been meditating for the entire day, and was ready to get moving. Hannah needed saving, and the Bai family needed to be shown the errors of its ways. Leon’s sea of Qi resonated with that thought, sending a warmth through his body.


  Leon changed back into his ranger gear and stepped from the bedroom. He walked down the stairs and was met by Lin Mah, who stood at the front door with her black leathers on once more. She looked up as he approached and smiled.


  “Leon!” she said, glancing up and down, “You’ve advanced! Congratulations.”


  “Thank you.” Leon said, “Your advice proved to be very beneficial.”


  Lin Mah’s smile widened.


  “I am glad to hear that. Your eyes are back to normal… Did you already manage to overcome your obstacle?” she asked.


  “I have forged my own path.” Leon said quietly, “I have some work to do to repair the damage done, but I am no longer deviating from who I am.”


  Lin Mah stepped forward and hugged him tightly, shocking him. He put his arms around the slender woman lightly, unsure of the proper procedure. Lin Mah broke off the hug quickly, her face slightly pink.


  “I am so proud of you.” she said, her eyes misty, “Now, lets go see some people about a cleric.”


  Chapter 11


  After leaving instructions with the staff to keep the children fed and safe, Lin Mah and Leon headed out into the growing dusk of the late evening. The streets weren’t as busy as one would expect, but the increased patrols of angry guards looking for a reason to detain citizens could be the culprit behind the change. The two adventurers ducked through the last side street before reaching the eastern wall. Leon leaned against the structure and glanced upwards, then at Lin Mah.


  “Up and over?” he asked quietly.


  Lin Mah nodded.



  “I can drop a rope down once I’m up. Climbing the wall should be manageable, I hope.” she replied, putting away her bow and beginning to adjust the straps on her armor.


  Leon shook his head and stepped closer to the woman.


  “Deep breath.” he said, and grabbed her waist.


  Lin Mah gasped and then was airborne, Leon having physically tossed her up the sheer wall. The height was easily taller than the nearest two-story building but with Leon’s Strength stat it was a simple task to get her to the top. Lin Mah reached out and grabbed the lip of the wall, looking down at Leon with a glare. She couldn’t see his face from inside his deep hood, but she bet herself that he was smiling at his own antics.


  She pulled herself over the lip quietly, looking left and right. No guards were seen on this section of wall, so she quickly attached a length of rope to a crenelation and dropped the trailing end down the side. Leon gave the rope a tug and then pulled himself up the wall hand over hand. In moments he was crouched beside her in the shadows. She looked at him, face unreadable. He stared back, but his hood made this a losing battle for the woman.


  “What?” he asked finally.


  “I will get you back for that.” Lin Mah said, shaking her head, “Just you wait.”


  “Ah. Well, add the next part to my tab then.” Leon replied quietly.


  Lin Mah had enough time to wonder what he meant by that before Leon had pulled the rope into his storage, grabbed her, and thrown both of them off the far side of the wall. It took everything she had to keep a scream from escaping her mouth as she was cradled while falling through the air. Leon kept contact with the outside of the wall, which had a slight slope unlike the sheer surface of the interior. He used his feet and free hand to slow their decent, before landing hard on packed earth at the foot of the structure. 



  He rolled with the landing, keeping Lin Mah tucked inside his guard. When they stopped, they were safely under the canopy of the small trees that spread close to the city limits. Leon ended up flat on his back with Lin Mah resting on his chest. When she opened her eyes to see her predicament, she launched herself up into the air, knocking the wind from Leon as she did so. He coughed and sputtered for a moment, then winced as he moved his legs. At least a couple solid fractures from that maneuver. He used a skill.


  [You have used skill: Light’s Recovery.]


  [Your health is partially restored.]


  Leon sighed as the pain receded from his lower half, right before Lin Mah kicked him in the shin. He grunted and looked up at her.


  “Ow.” he said, though she’d definitely pulled her kick to keep from actually injuring him.



  “What was that?” she said through her teeth.


  “Expedited exit.” Leon replied, getting to his feet, “There was a patrol coming.”


  Lin Mah looked at him and then up at the wall. She could see the tips of spears waving above the crenelations as a group of guards walked by on patrol. She glanced back at him and narrowed her eyes.


  “I suppose.” she responded, giving him a dirty look, “Next time ask before grabbing a woman.”


  Leon, suddenly realizing what he’d just done, flushed a bit inside his hood.


  “I- ah. Right.” he said, “Sorry about that.”


  Lin Mah stared at him incredulously, then burst out laughing.


  “Unbelievable.” she said, wiping her eyes, “Alright, let’s get moving. The sooner we get your sister back the sooner you’ll have someone to explain these things to you.”


  Leon made a face at her that she couldn’t see and gestured for her to lead on. She grinned impishly back at him and turned, heading into the woods.


  The route to the Bai family’s estate took a similar direction to the path Leon had taken with Hannah to the forest. Lin Mah led through the trees near the city and then out onto the main road. Darkness fell like a hammer once the lights of Wavecrest were left behind, and the two traveled without fear of being spotted thanks to their dark clothing. Leon’s heightened eyesight allowed him to see further than any in the Foundation realm, though it was far from true darkvision. He looked over at Lin Mah, who was having zero issues with the low light, and she acknowledged his attention with a wink.


  “Silence affinity comes with some perks.” she said, and he noticed that her eyes were very slightly glowing around her irises, “Darkvision was one of the first skills I gained.”


  Leon grumbled about that as his toe struck a rock that he hadn’t seen, causing him to stumble. Lin Mah giggled lightly, then turned her attention back to the treelines either side of the road.


  The walk out towards the forest was quiet, the auras that the two put off more than enough to deter any curious beasts. Leon’s recent advancement had left no time for him to solidify his new stage, and his Qi was not as subtle as it might otherwise have been. By comparison, Lin Mah was a ghost, but she was still well above the power level of anything this close to the edge of the forest.


  Overhead, a flock of birds shot out from the trees and up into the night sky, disappearing into the inky darkness with a rustling of feathers. Leon drew the Hammer of Brokrr from storage, shaping it into his favored longsword, ready to intercept whatever it was that had frightened the flock. Lin Mah looked out at the trees and laughed softly.


  “No need, Leon. It’s a sprite.” she said, “A young one, but harmless unless you harm them first.”


  Leon peered deeper into the woods, his eyes locking onto a small glowing sphere that bounced along between the trees at about the height of his chest. It was only a few inches across, and pulsed in time with its bouncing in a pale pink light that reminded him of…


  “A sprite?” he asked, “So like-”



  “Yes, like Elzbeth back in Red Grass Town.” Lin Mah replied, walking closer to the orb as it broke from the line of trees, “Sprites are a magical people, and can’t be thought of in the same way as humans.”


  She reached out a hand and the glowing orb vibrated in what felt to Leon like happiness, settling itself in her palm. She walked back to Leon and showed him her new charge, as she lightly stroked the wispy strands of energy that floated out from it like hair. Leon bent slightly to get a closer look.


  “This is.. a child?” he asked softly, marveling at how expressive a simple ball of light could be.


  Lin Mah nodded, smiling.


  “Indeed. This is their youngest phase, and when they are at their most vulnerable. Though even now, this little one would be difficult for even you to injure.” she said, the pink light splashing across her features, “Sprites are… inherently powerful beings. They are entities of nearly pure Qi, and their entire existence revolves around a symbiotic relationship with Cultivators. Sprites can only absorb Qi from their surroundings, whereas Cultivators are able to absorb it from their kills, Qi crystals, and other sources. Once they are fully grown, they will generally bond with a single powerful Cultivator for life. When the Cultivator cycles Qi the sprite will enhance the process, while siphoning off a portion for themselves. The result is a net positive for both beings within the bond, making a bonded sprite one of the signs of a truly powerful Cultivator. Sadly, sprites are often hunted, in an effort to force them to bond- the result of a successful hunt is misery for the sprite and Qi deviation for the Cultivator… but that is not nearly enough to stop those who seek power with no thought to cost.”


  Leon nodded, saddened at the thought.


  “So then Elzbeth is bonded?” he asked, thinking about the small pink haired woman.


  “No, she was not. If I had to guess, she came to this area to escape a bond she didn’t want. Powerful Cultivators can’t stand low-Qi density areas such as this one, so they would avoid searching for her here. It feels like they’re suffocating constantly, from what I’ve been told.” she answered, “Though I’d imagine its even worse for a fully grown sprite. I can’t begin to fathom her reasons for putting herself through that torture, but she wouldn’t do it if she didn’t have to.”


  Leon stretched out a hand, and the tiny sprite floated out of Lin Mah’s to settle into his palm. It felt warm and soft, like the smallest hug. A feeling of untapped energy came from the orb, along with a feeling of what Leon could only describe as hunger. He glanced at Lin Mah.


  “Do they eat?” he asked.


  Lin Mah giggled and nodded.


  “They do, yes. While they maintain their bodies with ambient Qi, they are also notorious little gluttons and will eat you out of house and home if you let them.” she said, smiling at the sprite in Leon’s hand.


  With his free hand, Leon summoned a sandwich. It was made from thin slices of meat, cheese, and assorted vegetables on a thick light colored bread. He held it up to the glowing orb in his other palm.


  “Would you like a-” he began, before staring in shock as the sprite leapt from his palm onto the sandwich with a peep of excitement.


  The small orb tore into the food, opening on one side like a mouth in order to take large bites of the offered sustenance. In moments, the sandwich was gone, replaced with a slightly larger sprite, who rolled around on Leon’s palm happily before letting out what Leon assumed was an imitation of a burp. Lin Mah giggled happily at the sight.


  “Told you.” she said, “Little thing ate its weight in sandwich and will still probably ask for more if you let it.”


  The sprite seemed to perk up at that, turning to ‘look’ at Leon with a feeling of hopeful optimism emanating from it. Leon chuckled and shook his head.


  “Sorry little one, but you’ll ruin your supper.” he said softly, stroking the sprite’s ‘head’ with a finger tip. He could have sworn it purred.


  The sprite lifted off of his palm and floated lazily up into his hood, gently caressing the side of his face. It didn’t seem put off by his scars as it showed its affection. It flew back out and over to Lin Mah, repeating the same motions on her cheek. She kissed it lightly and it bobbed happily before floating back into the woods, listing to one side as it compensated for the added weight it had taken on.


  Leon watched it go with a smile on his face before he came back to reality.


  “Could you send a letter-” he began.


  “To Elzbeth? I will. I’ll also have a member of the clan keep an eye out for her. We have several people stationed in the Alchemist’s Guild that will gladly do that for me.” Lin Mah replied, smiling at Leon, “You really are a big softy.”


  Leon scoffed, turning away so she couldn’t see the smile still on his face from the interaction with the tiny sprite.


  “Let’s go see to some Bai family members about my sister.” he said, leading the way down the dirt road.


  “Ah, and there’s the other side.” Lin Mah said, still grinning, “Such a complicated man you are, Leon.”


  “I am what I am.” came the reply.


  The rest of the trip to the Bai estate went quickly and quietly. The darkness lightened slightly as the twin moons appeared in the sky, casting a fraction of the sun’s rays back to the surface, creating deeper shadows. The pair of adventurers left the main road, following perpendicular to a path that left it to the north, winding through obviously cultivated woodlands. The trees here were uniform in size and spacing, as if planted by human hands at the same time. The brush was short and low to the ground, and the path was swept clear of any debris. All of this made trailing alongside the path easier for Leon and Lin Mah, and they quickly came to a clearing in which stood the walls of the Bai estate.


  They were not as high as those of Wavecrest, coming to a little over twice Leon’s own height, but they were made from well-cut stone blocks, each inscribed with a rune in the center, which glowed slightly from the charge that was left them. Leon knew at a glance that the runes were for density, clearly adding weight and damage resistance to the blocks. Battering through the wall would not be a fruitful endeavor, but given that their operation was one that would start with stealth, that didn’t change their plans.


  Creeping closer to the wall, Lin Mah tracked the few visible guards movements with her darkvision. They slipped through a gap in the patrols and found themselves up against the stone blocks, invisible from above. Leon looked at his partner.


  “What’s the plan?” he asked softly.


  “Oh, now you ask for the plan?” she replied at a whisper, “Not content to go in with skills blazing this time?”


  Leon raised an eyebrow at her, his hood far enough back for her darksight to catch it.


  “Don’t look at me like that!” she said, lightly cuffing his shoulder, “You have all the subtlety of a meteor strike in these situations. Lucky for you, you’ve got a similar level of firepower.”


  Leon just shrugged, conceding the point.


  “So, the plan?” he asked again, risking more chastisement.


  “The plan is I go over the wall, knock out the guards up there, then drop a rope down for you.” she said, gesturing in the air.


  Leon looked up at the wall, and back to her.


  “I suppose.” he said slowly.


  “What?” she asked, not sure of his tone.


  “I could just… jump.” he replied, mimicking the movement.


  Lin Mah stared at him, narrowing her eyes.


  “Monster.” she muttered, “Absolutely broken.”


  She coughed lightly.


  “Alright, so I’ll go up the wall, knock out the guards, then you can JUMP up and we’ll go from there.” she said.


  “You want a uh…” Leon replied, miming tossing her up, to which her eyes widened and she shook her head violently.


  “No! Ahem, I mean no, thank you. I will be fine.” she answered, flustered.


  Leon raised his hands in surrender and stepped back. Lin Mah crouched low and the launched herself up, making it a significant way up the sheer wall before kicking off of it and using the push to barely reach the lip. She pulled herself up enough to glance at the other side, then slipped her body over the ledge.


  To Leon, the wait was interminable, as he anxiously tapped a foot in anticipation of Lin Mah being in danger. Suddenly, a coin fell from above and smacked into the top of his hooded skull with a thud. He winced and looked up. Lin Mah was grinning down at him.


  “Up you come.” she said softly, “Try not to land too hard.”


  Leon rolled his shoulders, making her roll her eyes at the same time. He crouched down slightly before pushing off with his legs with an exhale. He rocketed up into the air, easily clearing the wall, to land with one knee and a fist on the stone surface of the wall top.


  “Nice landing.” Lin Mah said, smiling behind a hand, “Very heroic.”


  Leon looked around, noting four guards in various states of disarray and unconscious on the ground. Her engagement had been silent and quick- he hadn’t even heard them fall. Looking over at the tall woman, he nodded. She smirked at him.


  “Been doing this a lot longer than you, Leon. Don’t forget that.” she said.


  They looked over the other side of the wall and into the compound. There was a main house in the middle, clearly designed to impress any visitors with its position looming over the main gate. There were a scattering of smaller outbuildings, one clearly a guard barracks, the others looked to be for storage or cooking. The primary residence was four stories tall, each floor narrower than the last, giving the entire building a pine-tree like appearance. The corners of each square roof bent up at the ends, and the roof itself was built from red curved tile.


  There was no movement inside the walls, as the occupants clearly expected the wall guards to be enough warning should anything happen. Leon pointed to the largest outbuilding.


  “Storage?” he asked, “Maybe we check there first.”


  Lin Mah nodded.


  “Worth a check. Once we go for the main house, things will get hectic.” she replied.


  Leon led the way down a nearby set of stone stairs, keeping to the wall to stay cloaked in shadow as they moved towards the warehouse building. Nearing it, the structure seemed even larger than it had from the wall, fully two stories high with no windows. The main door was solidly shut but around the side, Leon found a single entrance. He closed his fist around the handle and squeezed until he heard the mechanism inside snap. With a twist, the handle came apart in his hand, which he tossed to the ground before pushing the door open and walking inside.


  The warehouse was dimly lit, with a large open area full of shelves, each loaded down with crates and barrels. Along the back wall, a steel gate separated the stores from a series of large iron-bound wooden chests of various sizes. There was no one in the building, which wasn’t a shock given the time of night. Lin Mah looked around.


  “Clearly business has been good for the City Lord.” she said, peering into one of the crates at ground level, “Food, ores, wood- you name it. You could build a small town with what they have stored in here.”


  Leon lifted one of the barrels, testing its weight. It was labeled ‘Nails’ and seemed to be full. He sent it into his personal storage space, making Lin Mah look over at him.


  “Did you just…” she began, before shaking her head, “Right, storage. How much can you take, do you think?”



  Leon looked around at the warehouse, then cast his mind into his storage space.


  “Only one way to find out.” he said, and began to strip the place clean.


  One by one, hundreds of crates, barrels, and sacks of goods and materials made their way into his personal storage. He took the time to organize as he went, envisioning his space as a warehouse not dissimilar to the one they were standing in. The biggest difference was that his could fit the entirety of the physical version with ease. He moved down the line, willing each container into his inventory, stacking it with care and labeling the shelves he created within it.


  The total weight of the materials he was taking was immense, but his storage space didn’t seem to mind, as his latest advancement had enlarged it even past the seemingly unlimited space he had before. He went so far as to take the piles of coal, iron ore, and sand that stood in vats along the far wall. He came across a set of large urns, flicking one with a finger and making a deep gong noise. Lin Mah looked them over.


  “Alchemy furnaces.” she said, “Sataou would like those. He goes through them quickly with all of his experiments.”


  Leon shrugged.


  “Good enough for me.” he said, pulling them into his storage space.


  Finally, the main room was stripped to bare shelves, only the dust remaining where once a city’s worth of embezzled goods once stood. Leon walked back to the gated area, peering between the bars. Lin Mah joined him.


  “Those look exciting.” she said, rapping her knuckles on the steel keeping them out.


  Leon gripped a bar in each hand and pulled, the groaning of the steel loud in the empty warehouse. He slowed his movement, easing the bars from their settings and placing them on the floor gently. He stepped into the small, protected area and began to pull the heavy banded chests into his inventory. He stopped at the last one, instead opening it with a kick to the hasp.


  It was full of gold coins, cut gems, and some form of certificates that had numbers written on them. Lin Mah whistled.


  “That looks like tribute coinage to me.” she said softly, “If I had to guess, the Bai family is nearing their annual tribute accounting. The Emperor sends collectors out to audit the cities’ lords and take the empire’s cut. If we take this, the Bai family will suffer the wrath of the Emperor himself.”



  “Hard to be concerned with that when they’ll be dead soon.” Leon said.


  Lin Mah chuckled.


  “Ever the pragmatist. That’s true, but we should go through those chests at some point. If we were to ‘find’ the Emperor’s tribute and return it, it could be worth a boon.” she explained, “And keeping it could end up with us the ones in trouble.”


  Leon nodded.


  “Fair. Not like I have need of the coin right now.” he replied.


  “Well, this has already been profitable- let’s just head into the main house and see who’s up.” Lin Mah said with a dark smile.


  She led the way from the warehouse, this time opening the door facing the center of the compound. The walk to the pagoda was a short one, and they wasted no time when they arrived, simply opening the front door and walking in.


  The interior of the home was as well-appointed as the outside, which did not come as a shock to the two intruders. Lin Mah stood in the entryway with her hands on her hips, waiting for someone to notice that they had guests. It wasn’t long before a maid happened by and saw her, with Leon leaning against the door behind. The maid gasped, dropping the plate she had been carrying, which shattered on the ground loudly enough to wake the dead, much less those sleeping nearby. The maid’s hands flew to her mouth and she stared at the two adventurers with fear in her eyes, cowed into silence.


  Leon stood aside and opened the door. Lin Mah gestured to it.


  “You’re going to want to be on your way out, miss.” she said softly, “You and any others not of the Bai family. We’re here for a chat and it may get loud.”


  The maid nodded woodenly and skirted around Lin Mah, making for the door. When she saw safety in sight, she bolted from the house, running outside and towards the postern gate. To her credit, she did so without raising an alarm. Lin Mah looked at Leon.


  “Let’s head upstairs, see if the man of the house is available.” she said.


  They mounted the stairs and headed to the top floor. The breaking of the plate had somehow not caused anyone to come investigate, which Leon found odd. The second and third floors were quiet and still, any occupants clearly asleep. The central staircase opened on all sides at each floor, giving the two a view of the interior, and there was not a guard or sleepwalker in sight.


  Upon reaching the top floor, they came to a door instead of the open common area they had expected. Lin Mah turned the handle and opened the door slowly, creeping inside. Leon followed close behind, trusting her vision to spot any threats he missed. The first sound he heard was a loud snore, more of a snort than anything, and it made him jump.


  Turning towards the sound, he spotted an enormous bed against the far wall, with an equally enormous occupant atop it. Three women were laying in various states of undress around the fat man, each with a chain leading from one of their ankles to a ring secured to the floor under the bed. Lin Mah appraised the scene with intense dislike on her face.


  “More slaves.” she said quietly, “What a surprise.”


  Leon stepped up to the bed and kicked the footplate, rocking the frame into the wall. The fat man snorted loudly and cried out as he woke.


  “Wha? S’earthquake?” he slurred sleepily, eyes blinking into the darkness, “Who’sere?”


  The three women opened their eyes silently, but didn’t sit up. They looked around to the foot of the bed and saw Leon standing there, a cloaked and hooded figure. All three closed their eyes again and simply waited for death. The fat man struggled to pull himself to a seated position, rubbing his bare stomach.


  “Who are you? What time is it?” he said, seeing Leon’s silhouette in the darkness, “Are you here from uncle?”


  Leon looked over at Lin Mah, who had glided silently to stand next to the bed, facing the shaking back of the naked woman who lie chained there. She snapped her fingers and the lamp beside the bed flared to life, making the man in the bed recoil and cover his eyes with an undignified squeak. Lin Mah reached out and backhanded him across the face, eliciting another high pitched noise.


  “Wake up, scum. You are wasting our time.” she said with venom.


  The man uncovered his eyes, which grew wide as he took in the sight before him. Leon was unreadable but clearly a large and imposing man. The woman to his right was a peerless beauty, but her eyes were cold and the knife she held spoke of blood and pain. His mouth opened but no words came out.


  “Very good, at least I have your attention.” Lin Mah continued, “I will ask you a question, and I expect an answer. Should you provide, I and my partner here won’t kill you.”


  Leon grunted, displeased at the promise, which made the fat man shake with nerves.


  “Y-yes, my lady! I will answer whatever question you have!” he said, bowing what little he could over his prodigious gut, “Please, spare me!”


  Lin Mah smiled darkly.


  “The Bai family has captured someone. A woman, a cleric of Epione. Where is she?” Lin Mah asked pointedly.


  The man shook his head slowly, thinking hard.


  “I don’t-” he began, then swallowed the words, “That is to say, I am not sure, my lady. I heard that the family was mobilizing, but I was not included in the erm.. operation.”


  Lin Mah picked at her perfect nails with the small knife in her hand and said nothing. The fat man broke first.


  “But! But um, if they took someone, there are only a few places that they would bring them. The compound in the temple district, or the City Lord’s manor if they were really concerned with security. Oh! And um, here- but I assure you we haven’t taken any new prisoners in a long while!”


  Leon looked over the three miserable women in the bed, their eyes still closed tightly as they shook with fear but were powerless to resist. The fat man followed the movement of Leon’s head and spoke.


  “These have been here a while! I swear, none of them are the one you seek!” he said in rush, “Their families have refused to pay the ransom we demanded, so I have been keeping them… company.”


  Leon gripped the solid wood foot of the bed so hard that it shattered in his fist, two large chunks of the frame fragmenting into bits and falling to the floor. All four occupants in the bed flinched at the noise, and the fat man blubbered.


  “I have answered your questions my lady! You swore you wouldn’t kill me! You wouldn’t break that promise, would you? Have you no honor?!” he nearly screamed, wetting himself in fright.


  Leon looked down at the man in disgust.


  “One such as you should not speak of honor.” he said, kneeling to reach under the bed.


  He gripped the ring embedded there and twisted, wrenching it from the floor in one movement. He broke the steel band in two, allowing the chains to slide free. He then went to each of the women on the bed and pried open their manacles with his fingers, careful not to injure them any more than the restraints already had. He used a skill on each of them.


  [You have used skill: Light’s Recovery.]


  [Target’s health is partially restored.]


  [You have used skill: Light’s Recovery.]


  [Target’s health is partially restored.]


  [You have used skill: Light’s Recovery.]


  [Target’s health is partially restored.]


  Their wounds sealed themselves, the infection that had been running rampant blotted out in an instant. All three women gasped at the pain disappearing, opening their eyes to look at the man who had healed them. They bowed on the bed.


  “Thank you, benefactor.”


  “Bless you sir.”



  “We are in your debt.”


  Leon waved off their words, pulling forth three sets of simple clothes from his storage that would fit them well enough. The three women stood and dressed, leaving the fat man in the bed, trembling but unable to speak. The women bowed again once they had clothed themselves. Leon bowed back slightly, making them look at him in confusion before he turned to face the bed, drawing a short sword from his storage space. The fat man’s face paled.


  “What! You swore you wouldn’t kill me! You will face karma for your actions! Vile scum!” he shouted, struggling to move his bulk on the soft mattress.


  Leon smirked inside his hood before handing the short sword to one of the women, then pulling out two more and likewise arming the rest.


  “She did swear that neither she nor I would kill you. I intend to keep that oath, as much as it pains me.” he said softly, “Ladies, if you would?”


  The fat man looked at the three women, who’s faces morphed from hopelessness into that of a predator, a panther in crouch. He screamed wordlessly as the first sword descended, removing the hand that he held out to block the strike. Another blade removed his leg at the knee. A third struck him between his legs, his screams turning even more falsetto. The last attacker seemed content to leave it at that, but the first woman to strike drew back her blade and removed the fat man’s head.


  “The noise was getting annoying.” she said, glaring at the corpse.


  Leon chuckled, making all three turn to look at him.


  “You did well. The path out is clear.” he addressed them, “Take this, with my blessing. Tell all what the Bai family is capable of.”


  He tossed each a small sack of coins and rations. They held their newfound wealth to their chests, tears streaming down their faces.


  Lin Mah stepped up and smiled at the three.


  “You all have been through much. Should you require assistance to get home, seek out any branch of the Alchemist’s Guild and tell them that the Bane Queen has promised you safe passage.” she said, making eye contact with each in turn.


  They bowed low, one speaking to the floor.


  “You have our undying thanks. May we know our benefactors’ names?” she asked.


  Lin Mah glanced at Leon, seeing his reticence to take credit.


  “I am the Bane Queen, and this is the Indomitable Knight. Our true names will remain unspoken, but I trust that our titles will be enough to sate your curiosity?” she said, smiling at the woman.


  “Yes, of course. Thank you, benefactor. I will tell my family what you have done here this night.”



  “As will I.”



  “All will know of your heroics.”



  With that, the three women walked to the stairs and left.


  Leon glanced around at Lin Mah.


  “One down, two more to go.” he said.


  “Three.” Lin Mah replied, “The auction house shouldn’t be dismissed as a potential. And I have a score to settle there. Breaking the Bai family’s hold will further cripple them.”


  Leon nodded.


  “Very well. Let’s make their downfall complete.”


  Chapter 12


  Leon and Lin Mah left the estate through the main gates. They had cleared the main building before setting fire to it, and the roaring flames that seemed to lick the moons above stood out like a beacon in the night. The glow was undoubtedly visible from the city walls, bright as it was. Any resistance that the two might have encountered while leaving never materialized, the remaining guards having long since made the smart choice to vanish into the night.


  Heading into the treeline, Leon led Lin Mah away from the estate and deeper into the forest, not heading towards the city. Lin Mah looked around before speaking.


  “What’s the plan?” she asked quietly, stepping over a pile of branches.


  “We find a place to wait out the day, and enter the city when darkness falls again.” Leon replied, scanning the trees for threats.


  Lin Mah nodded.


  “They will certainly be out for blood after what we did back there.” she said, “I’m afraid I don’t know of a place to shelter nearby, however.”


  “I have shelter.” Leon said simply.


  The two moved deep enough into the woods that the city guards would hesitate to follow, even if they were sure where their quary was located. The deep woods held spirit beasts and monsters that were many times more powerful than those on the outskirts, with the center of the forest being the domain of an entity that most agreed was strong enough to take the city on by itself, should it be so inclined.


  Even with Leon’s newfound power, he dared not intrude on that sovereignty. Hannah had mentioned the overall layout of the forest during their walk out to explore it. The memory made him grimace, his worry for his sister like a sharp stake in his chest. He skirted around the what he hoped was the center of the forest, his objective to be able to approach the city from a different direction than that they had left from.


  Soon the woods opened up slightly, revealing a small glade. There was a tall, wide tree standing in the center, with a small spring bubbling up from between its roots. Small orbs of light hung from the branches, from the lowest tendrils that touched the ground all the way to the topmost heights. A feeling of peace washed over Leon as he gazed upon the clearing, and Lin Mah stopped beside him with a gasp.


  “It’s a sprite glade.” she said softly, “We should not intrude.”


  Leon nodded, feeling in his soul that stepping foot within the clearing without permission would be a sin of the highest order. He made to turn away when a voice called out in a wizened warble.


  “Young ones, please. Enter.” it said, the power behind the words evident.


  Leon took an involuntary step forward before shaking himself free of the compulsion. He looked up at the tree and saw an old man with faded blue green hair and a tattered robe step out from the branches and wave a gnarled hand with a smile.


  “You are welcome here.” the old sprite said, “I sense that you are in need and hold no ill will towards me or mine.”


  He gestured at the glowing orbs on the tree and Leon realized that they were all sprite children. He nodded slowly before stepping forward, Lin Mah following his lead.


  They walked sedately into the clearing, their footsteps silent in the soft grass below them. As they approached the smiling old man, the sprites in the trees began to wake, their glows brightening as they did so, detaching from the limbs and floating into the air to appraise their new guests. A familiar looking sprite shot forward, thumping into Leon’s chest and bouncing off to float around him, seemingly looking for something. Lin Mah giggled.


  “She wants another sandwich.” she said, watching the orb’s antics with a twinkle in her eyes.


  Leon put out a hand and the little sprite landed in his palm instantly, cuddling up to his fingers. He could feel a slight warmth on his skin, and the energy that the sprite released seemed to curl around his fingers in a way that instinctively felt like a hug. He smiled at the sprite, stroking it with his thumb.


  They approached the old sprite under the tree, who laughed at Leon’s large form gently stroking the small orb.


  “Welcome, young ones! Welcome. I am Keeper Mergel.” he said in a shaky voice, “I watch over these children until they are ready to go out into the world.”


  Lin Mah bowed.


  “Greetings, Keeper.” she said, “Thank you for your hospitality.”


  Mergel smiled wide, waving a hand.


  “Not at all, young miss. All who would treat my younglings with such kindness will always be welcome at my glade.” he replied, gesturing at Leon and the sprite he held, “This one hasn’t stopped speaking of the sandwich she was given since she returned.”


  “They speak?” Leon asked softly, still looking at the small orb in his hand.


  “If you know how to listen.” Mergel replied.


  “Keeper, how is it you are able to maintain a glade here?” Lin Mah asked, “Forgive my impropriety, I am simply curious.”



  “No need for such formality, my dear!” Mergel said, “You are well traveled to know to ask such a question, and I will reward that knowledge with some of my own. The spring is the reason we are able to safeguard our young here. It is a source of earth Qi, which resonates with our people- combined with the fact that even in their orb states there is very little in the area that could bring harm to them, this is the perfect place for their growth.”


  Lin Mah nodded.


  “Thank you for your wisdom, Keeper.” she replied, bowing again.


  The old man’s eyes twinkled as he looked between the two adventurers before him. The tall, statuesque beauty was clearly knowledgeable and intelligent, aware of the old man’s power and that of a sprite’s glade. The silent one who thought his face better hidden than it was, however, seemed entirely content to experience the joy of the sprite children and the sights before him without reservation.


  To some at the level of power that Mergel possessed, such disregard would be seen as offensive, but to the old sprite it was a breath of fresh air. For a Cultivator to not be inherently afraid of him was a delight, as it allowed him to speak more freely. Coupled with the fact that the tall, silent man held no ill will towards any in the glade, Mergel was delighted at his first visitors in centuries.


  “Young man, thank you for your care of young Sarai there.” he said softly, “It is not often that a Cultivator would see such a young, impressionable sprite as anything more than a source of power. Most would use her as a Qi battery, draining her life force to build their own strength.”


  Leon’s face went flat at the old sprite’s words, staring at the orb in his hand before looking around at the dozens of others floating happily in the air around them. His eyes narrowed.


  “Should I meet one such as you describe, it will be their last opportunity for atonement. " he said quietly, his empty hand clenching into a fist even as he gently held the sprite child in his other.


  Mergel nodded slowly.


  “You are a man of conviction.” he said, “And of justice. Which is a rare thing to find. I would see you thrive in this world, Traveler.”


  Leon looked at the old sprite sharply, his eyes widening at those words.


  “You-” he began, before Mergel waved a hand.


  “Your secret is safe with me, young one. Be not afraid to be who you are- there are very few such as I, able to discern your origins. You have come a long way, and have even further to go. I only hope that in your travels, you do not lose that sense of right, and you continue to safeguard those who cannot defend themselves.” he intoned, walking closer to stand in front of Leon.


  Leon nodded, pulling back his hood to reveal his face.


  “I shall.” he said simply, “Should you have need to protect your children, call upon me. I will come.”


  Mergel gestured for Leon to lean down, as the man towered over the sprite’s diminutive form even without the hunch that came from old age. Leon took a knee before him, so that Mergel could say what he wanted to at eye level. The old sprite simply raised a hand that had seen millennia pass and placed his palm on Leon’s forehead.


  “You are a good man, Leon Jäger. You have overcome much, and the path you walk is one of trial and fire. Stay true to yourself, and those around you. Never waver in your convictions, forge your own path in this new world. Know that you are a friend to me, and to those I tend. Go forth with my blessing.” he said slowly, every word pulsing with power.


  Leon felt something settle upon his soul, his dantian resonating with the old sprite’s words.


  [You have been granted a boon. You are marked as having the favor of Sprites.]


  Leon looked deeper at the notification, expanding it.


  * * *


  Favor of Sprites


  Description: You have been blessed with the favor of Sprites by the eldest Keeper of their young. You are able to enter sprite glades and will be received as a member of their family. You incite no fear in Sprites, and are seen as a protector and friend. When able and willing, Sprites will come to your aid in times of distress, and you will be able to sense when those nearby are in need. Should a Sprite choose to bond with you, you will receive a far greater benefit than that seen in a standard Sprite-Cultivator bonding.


  Duration: Only upon willful endangerment of Sprite kind.


  * * *


  “Thank you, Keeper.” Leon said quietly, bowing his head.


  Keeper Mergel smiled at him.


  “Favor is earned, not given, young one. Continue on your path, be true to yourself. We will not be the last to see you for the man you are.” he replied, patting the larger man on the shoulder, “Now, you may rest here in the glade as long as you wish. You are one of us now, and we are with you. Your actions tonight were just, and none shall harm you here.”


  Leon looked at the old sprite with a bit of shock. Mergel smiled slyly.


  “You will find that little occurs in the forest without my knowledge, young Leon. I have been aware of your actions since you arrived from the very sky- You need not wonder why I have granted you the favor of my kind.” he replied with a wink.


  Lin Mah stared at the scene before her, unable to comprehend what had just occurred. The Eldest Sprite, a mythical figure, spoke to Leon like an old friend and bestowed a boon upon him after intuiting his very origins with a glance. Her mind raced, considering the ramifications of Mergel’s actions. All she knew for certain was that Master Sataou was going to get a kick out of the story- beyond that, who could say how far-reaching the effects of this event would end up being.


  Leon stood slowly, releasing the little sprite Sarai from his hand. She floated up to rub against his face before flitting away to play with the other children. Multicolored lights bobbed and zipped around the glade as the young ones silently went about their games, leaving the adults to do boring adult things. Leon glanced around and found a spot near the tree that was flat and wide open.


  “Keeper, may I set up a tent here?” he asked.


  Mergel laughed and nodded.


  “Of course dear Leon, if the children get in the way simply ask them to move.” he replied, “They are willful little scamps, but good ones.”


  Leon nodded, smiling at the orbs of light playing above him. He walked over to the open area and willed the Tent of Khonsu out of his dantian. The thick canvas campaigner’s tent appeared in a flash, looking for all the world like it had been there all along. The stable was missing, and the overhang above the entry had not appeared, the tent reading the needs of Leon and his companions before materializing. Keeper Mergel smiled at the construct, watching as the little sprites flitted around it, shocked at its sudden appearance. They bounced themselves off its sides and roof, quickly determining that the slanted top would serve as a perfect trampoline. The fusillade of tiny sprite orbs soon pelted the roof as the impacts sent each falling sprite rocketing up into the sky once more.


  Lin Mah giggled at their game.


  “Well, at least the inside of the Tent shouldn’t be affected by their new activity.” she said, watching as one enterprising blue sprite attempted to use the side of the tent as a target, bouncing off and hitting the dirt hard enough to leave a furrow. It shook itself clean quickly and rejoined its friends, who unanimously decided that the roof was the superior choice.


  She turned to Keeper Mergel.


  “Keeper, would you care for a cup of tea?” she asked, “Assuming the children can be left unattended for a period.”


  Keeper Mergel chuckled.


  “Yes, that sounds lovely my dear. It has been a very long time since I have had the opportunity to have tea.” he replied, looking at his young charges above, “And I doubt they will tire of their new game for a good while.”


  Leon held the flap open to allow Keeper Mergel and Lin Mah to enter before walking in himself. To his surprise, none of the sprite children followed him, their bouncing game decidedly more interesting than whatever the tall ones were up to.


  He walked down the short hallway into the main room, which was warmed by a fire in the hearth. Lin Mah had seated Keeper Mergel on the wide couch before the fire, and was busying herself in the kitchen with a tea service that she pulled from her storage ring. She waved Leon off when he moved to assist, gesturing for him to sit. He nodded and moved to sit in a chair next to Mergel.


  “This Tent of yours is a wonder, young Leon.” Mergel said, bouncing slightly on the couch cushion, his feet not reaching the floor, “I can feel its connection to your soul, and it seems to be waiting for you to have a request it can fulfill.”


  Leon nodded, looking at the ceiling.


  “Indeed. It has been very helpful already, and I have no doubt it will continue to be so.” he said, “It appears to be able to change its appearance at will.”



  Lin Mah approached, carrying a tray. She sat it on the short table in front of the couch and poured a cup of tea, serving Keeper Mergel. She then repeated the process to serve Leon before finally pouring herself a cup, settling into a chair on Leon’s right.


  Keeper Mergel winked at her, not having missed the order, nor the manner in which she served Leon his tea. The tall man seemed oblivious, but Mergel had no trouble seeing the intent behind her actions. The beauty blushed at the old man’s silent humor, opting to take a sip of tea over responding. Mergel chuckled softly before taking a sip of his own.


  “Ah, that is a wonderful memory in a cup.” he said softly, “Thank you, dear Mah. It has been many, many years since I have had tea this fine.”


  Lin Mah nodded.


  “Of course, Keeper.” she said, “Master Sataou isn’t here, but he would wish you to have the best I have to offer.”


  Mergel smiled at the name.


  “And how is the old monster?” he asked, looking between the two adventurers and chuckling, “I must say I was shocked when I heard he had taken a disciple. I can only imagine the reaction of the other clans when they were told.”


  Lin Mah grinned impishly before schooling her expression.


  “The Master is well. Are you two acquainted?” she asked, leaning forward in her chair.


  Mergel laughed aloud at that.


  “I should say we are!” he replied, “Sataou and I met before the Central Continent Divide, and we were old even then. We got into an argument about something- I can’t rightly recall what it was- and the ensuing fight is still talked about to this day! We fought for thirteen months, neither side willing to admit defeat, until finally the Dragon Empress herself showed up to tell us off like a couple of errant teenagers!”


  The old sprite laughed at the memory, wiping his eye with his free hand.


  “Ah, that old dragon lady is still telling people about that I’m sure, how she scolded us for being so destructive and then made us travel together for a century so that we could ‘work out our differences’. Well she wasn’t wrong there, as we became fast friends.” he said, “I haven’t seen the old goat in a century, but I can’t imagine he’s changed much. He always was such a prankster. This one time he slipped itching powder into the Emperor’s smallclothes drawer… well, maybe I should let him tell that story. Got to keep up appearances, even at our age! Anyway, when you make your way to the Central continent, should you get a chance to visit the Grand Palace, the lake they built it on was the result of our little scuffle.”


  He looked at the two adventurers, who were struggling to grasp the level of power that was required to create a lake during a ‘little scuffle’ and chuckled.


  “Well, I best go mind the young ones. If you need anything, please let me know.” he said, standing and walking towards the entrance.


  Leon and Lin Mah thanked him as he ducked out of the Tent. Lin Mah looked over at her companion. Leon seemed lost in thought for a moment before coming back to reality.


  “I need to fix my armor.” he said suddenly.


  The Tent seemed to vibrate slightly, and a door appeared on the wall next to the stairs. Lin Mah stared at it before speaking.


  “If I was a gambler, I’d bet that door leads to some sort of workshop.” she said slowly.


  It was a safe bet, turns out. The two walked through the doorway and into a good sized workshop space, with similar equipment to those found at the Alchemist’s Guild warehouse. The back wall was taken up by an expansive forge, with the requisite racks of tools, tongs and metals. Several anvils and swage blocks were scattered around on stands, and a large forge hearth sat beside a pile of coal. Leon headed over to investigate, examining the forms he had to work with for repairing his armor.


  He took his plate harness out of his personal storage and laid out each piece on a pair of workbenches. The majority of the damage was on the front of the armor, as nearly all of the attacks that managed to pierce his defense came from that direction. The breastplate was especially torn up, with a large rend in one section, and several holes in others. He stuck a finger through the torn gap and hummed to himself, considering his options.


  Going through the memories from his newly acquired legacy was like skimming the glossary of a large tome; he needed to focus on specific concepts in order to call them up. Given how overwhelming it would have been to suddenly gain immediate recall of a thousand years of research, trial and error in an art form he was otherwise unfamiliar with, Leon was happy to have this particular struggle.


  He focused on the concepts of armor in regards to runecraft, specifically when it came to the maintenance and repair of said. Immediately a number of options jumped into his mind, along with several instances where attempts to do what he wanted had failed. He considered the successes carefully, and selected a series of runes to work with. He turned the breastplate over to gain access to the near side of the armor. Running a hand across the dented surface, he planned out where he would place his runes.


  Taking an awl with a fine point, he lightly scored the steel with the tip, drawing out a series of characters. He chose runes that resonated with the concepts of toughness, protection from the elements, and self-repair. He laid the runes out across the center of the plate, surrounding an open center circle, deciding that a penetrating hit to the area would cause enough damage to his body that damage to the runes would be the last of his concerns. Selecting a chasing chisel and shaping the Hammer of Brokrr into a small, light hammer, he got to work on carving.


  Fine strips of steel peeled away under the chisel as he tapped on the handle with decisive motions. He guided the point around the design he laid out, ensuring that the runes were formed perfectly. One of the memories of failure revolved around a rune being off by a tiny fraction, but enough to cause a devastating explosion when it was charged. Something to be avoided, certainly. The carving was fairly deep, enough to catch a fingernail on. Leon’s instincts as a smith told him that this would damage the plate’s integrity but he forced himself to remember that this was not his old world, and the benefits of the runes would far outstrip any potential weaknesses the carving created.


  In a few minutes, he had completed the set of runes, each one interlocking with the other while leaving areas for more runes to be added later, should Leon choose to do so. Lin Mah had remained silent while he worked, only now speaking.


  “How… How do you know Runecrafting, Leon?” she asked, “This is the work of a master! I don’t…”


  Leon looked up at her, seeing no reason to hide anything from his partner.


  “I received a legacy.” he said, “Allow me to test my work and then I will tell you the story while I repeat my actions.”


  Lin Mah nodded, standing by Leon’s side. She knew that a failed rune would cause them both incredible damage, but she trusted the man wholeheartedly. Leon smiled at her lightly before turning back to his work.


  He placed a hand over the runes, his palm touching the cool metal. He willed his Qi out from his hand, careful to keep the energy un-aspected so as to not taint the runic charge with any of his affinities. He felt a connection as his Qi made contact with the runes, and he pushed with his dantian, forcing the energy to fill the space now made available by the carvings. The runic characters slowly filled with blue light until they were flush with the surface of the steel once more. Leon knew that the level of the carvings would indicate when they would need to be recharged again, though he had some ideas to help mitigate that need in the future. Once full, the runes flashed a deeper blue as the glow faded, leaving the lines dim but otherwise the same.


  Leon looked at his first completed rune and smiled, then turned the breastplate over. He mentally connected to the plate’s runic script and willed it to activate.


  Instantly the metal of the breastplate began to shift, the damaged areas morphing as the steel flowed back to its original position. The pattern that was etched into the surface of the steel repaired itself, and even the scratches smoothed over. The large rend took the longest time to repair, though it still moved at a pace that would shock a mortal smith unfamiliar with runic equipment. Once back in one piece, the steel took on a slight sheen, as though an oiled rag had been wiped across the surface to protect it from rust. Leon lightly tapped the plate with a knuckle, happy with the result.


  [You have created a piece of runic equipment. The equipment will now be named. As this piece is one of a set, the name and set bonus will not be applied until the entire set has been crafted.]


  [You receive item: Breastplate of Bastion]


  The outer edge of the breastplate flashed blue once as the notifications popped up in Leon’s vision. Lin Mah just shook her head.


  “It worked. Now explain yourself.” she said, exasperated at her world view shattering with every interaction the big man had with it.


  Leon began to carve the runic script onto each piece of his armor as he told the story of meeting the dwarf in the book. He explained his interactions with Sonnlil, and how he had gifted his knowledge of Runecrafting to Leon. He spoke quietly, Lin Mah hanging on every word with her mouth agape. He was clueless to her reaction, as he was deeply absorbed into his task. He finished his story and the last rune at the same time. He connected his Qi to all of the finished runic scripts at once and pushed, filling the carvings. Every piece of his armor began to repair itself and then glowed blue before fading.


  [You have completed a set of runic equipment.]


  [You receive: Bastion]


  Leon quickly pulled up the armor’s information.


  * * *


  Item


  Bastion (Quasi-Celestial Grade)


  Condition: Pristine


  Equip: Provides reduction in damage from all sources. Self-repairs from damage using Qi. Self-maintains using Qi. Impervious to environmental damage.


  Runic Slots: 3 of 8 (Expandable)


  Soul Slot: Empty


  Description: A set of runic steel armor that has been meticulously worked by a Runecrafting Master. Contains slots for runes to be added. Has been worked to allow for the future inclusion of a soul, creating a Soulforged item.


  * * *


  Lin Mah ran a hand across the breastplate on the workbench and shuddered when she read the information that popped up for her.


  “You just created a Quasi-Celestial grade item.” she said, as though disbelieving her own words, “In a tent, in the woods. I need to sit down.”


  She stepped backwards and sat on the top of an anvil, staring at Leon, who turned to face her. She ran a hand over her face and sighed before speaking again.


  “Leon, a couple things- First, Sonnlil de’Moradin? Godlike figure. Mythical. Father of Runecrafting. The fact that he spoke to you, much less gave you his legacy…” she trailed off, closing her eyes as a headache came on, “Well, all I can say is the Runecrafting Guild is going to have no idea how to handle you. And your new armor? It’ll suffice to tell you that wars have been fought over something like that. Small wars, but wars. When you’re wearing the armor, your aura will keep people from being able to inspect it clearly… but if you leave it lying around…”


  Leon nodded, pulling Bastion back into his storage space.


  “That’s better. Don’t forget that.” she continued, “I am going to let Master Sataou deal with the rest. This is all well above my paygrade.”


  “You are getting paid?” Leon asked, confused.


  Lin Mah just stared at him, her eyes narrowing.


  Chapter 13


  Leon followed Lin Mah back out into the living area of the Tent. The workshop door closed behind him and disappeared into the wall as if it had never been. He looked over his shoulder at the blank wall and raised an eyebrow but didn’t comment. Lin Mah flopped down onto the couch and looked up at him.


  “We should try to reach the city walls by nightfall. Thanks to the glade, this area is dense with Qi- we should Cultivate while we wait. Well, I’m going to anyway. You’re catching up to me fast enough as it is- I won’t be left behind, Leon Jäger!” she said, waving a finger in his direction before settling into a lotus pose and closing her eyes.


  Leon smiled at her before finding his own seat beside her.


  “I would never leave you behind.” he said quietly, his own eyes shutting and missing the smile and blush that graced Lin Mah’s features at his words.


  The two fell into a cycle of Cultivation as they both strived to increase their power to help the other. The Qi around them responded, providing as much as their dantians could handle. Both adventurers were quickly lost in their own worlds.


  Outside the Tent, Keeper Mergel raised an eyebrow as the Qi in the area was pulled towards the canvas construct next to the tree.


  “Interesting.” he muttered to himself, “That feels like a sprite bond, and yet it isn’t… How peculiar.”


  With a wave of his hand, he directed the Qi from the spring towards the tent, keeping the pull of the Cultivators from effecting the young sprites in his care, which were happily flitting back and forth around the clearing. He smiled as the spring’s Qi connected with the tornado-like vacuum that the two adventurers were generating.


  “Let us hope you make the most of the opportunity, young Leon.” he whispered, pushing his own Qi out to join the march towards the Tent.


  Inside, Leon felt his runic cyclone ramping up to speeds unimaginable. Gazing within, he saw a whirlwind of energy rushing towards his dantian and being pulled into the spinning cloud of Qi within. The rain of liquid Qi that fell from the cloud became a deluge, like a typhoon crashing upon dry shores. The lake of pure energy that sat within his dantian rapidly expanded, the space within growing to accommodate the fluid body to keep it from overflowing.


  Leon’s chest felt tight, like someone had stuck a pair of bellows into his side and was industriously pumping away at them. The pressure built and built, until it threatened to burst him. He pushed at his dantian with his Will, clamping down on the ball of fire with all his might. The pressure ramped up another notch but he now had a way to fight back, and fight he did. Sweat erupted from his brow and his body shook in its spot on the couch as he threw himself into combat with his soul. Beside him, he heard Lin Mah cry out in pain.


  Without opening his eyes, he put out a hand, finding hers already questing out at the same time. Their fingers interlocked as the pain rose in them both, their dantians full to overflowing with no sign of slackening.


  [You are advancing to Peak Qi Condensation.]


  The pressure mounted to its highest point, then erupted from them both as they forcibly advanced to the next stage simultaneously. Leon felt his Qi connect with Lin Mah’s as their energy intertwined, cycling through their dantians, along their connected hands, and back out. This cycle continued unabated as more Qi poured into them both from the spring, the pressure instantly reappearing. As it did so, a symbol appeared on Leon’s dantian, as if carved into the sphere of fire itself.


  It was three equal teardrops, identical in size, twisted together to form a circle. One of the drops was fiery red and seemed to be made of living flame. The second drop was carved from ice, deep blue as the heart of a glacier. It pulsed with biting cold, but somehow fit contentedly next to the flame. The third drop was empty, void of all color or substance.


  While the first two drops seemed right to Leon, the empty space made him feel inexplicably incomplete, as though something vital had been removed from his soul. He found that focusing on the shadowy drop, he could see Lin Mah’s Cultivation laid out before him. Her dantian seemed to be visible through the smoke, and he could make out the same symbol etched into the side of it, also missing the third drop. Her dantian was a ball of frozen crystal, like an iceberg had been plucked from the sea and carved into a perfect sphere. It pulsed as his gaze fell upon it, but seemed to open itself to him. He felt Lin Mah’s gaze upon his own soul and similarly allowed the connection.


  The Qi in the room stabilized suddenly, as though a large portion of it had been cut off. Both adventurers breathed out identical sighs of relief as they opened their eyes and looked at each other.


  Lin Mah was the first to glance down, seeing her hand still held tightly in his larger one. She squeaked and withdrew her grasp, blushing deeply. Leon’s cheeks also tinged with red as he cleared his throat.


  “Let us see what we’ve gained.” he said, desperate for a topic.


  He called up their statuses.


  * * *


  Leon Jäger


  Title: Indomitable Knight (+)


  Realm: Qi Condensation


  Stage: Peak


  Affinity: Fire, Soul, Light


  Attributes:


  Strength: 125


  Endurance: 110


  Agility: 101


  Spirit: 95


  Willpower: 115


  Traits: Resolute


  Skills:


  Martial Weapons: Mastery


  Unarmed Combat: Half-step Mastery


  Ranged Weapons: Journeyman


  Heavy Armor: Mastery


  Blacksmithing: Half-step Mastery


  Inspect: Advanced


  Stealth: Journeyman


  First Strike: Journeyman


  Aura Suppression: Beginner


  Hammer of Moradin: Journeyman


  Intimidation: Journeyman


  Light’s Recovery: Journeyman


  Purge In Flames: Journeyman


  Annihilation: Beginner


  Qi Sense (Evolved): Journeyman


  Bastion of Resolve: Journeyman


  Runecrafting: Mastery


  Soulforging: Beginner


  Applied Modifiers:


  Mark of Epione: Hannah of Epione


  Favor of Satoro: Satoro Sataou


  Favor of Sprites: Keeper Mergel


  Disciple Bond: Satoro Sataou


  Soul-Bindings:


  Yin-yang Souls: Hannah of Epione


  Sam-Taegeuk Trigram: Lin Mah, ???


  * * *


  Lin Mah


  Title: Bane Queen


  Realm: Qi Condensation


  Stage: Peak


  Affinity: Ice, Silence


  Attributes:


  Strength: 75


  Endurance: 75


  Agility: 101


  Spirit: 70


  Willpower: 80


  Traits: Precise


  Skills:


  Martial Weapons: Advanced


  Unarmed Combat: Advanced


  Ranged Weapons: Half-step Mastery


  Light Armor: Advanced


  Inspect: Advanced


  Stealth: Advanced


  Darkvision: Advanced


  Silent Strike: Advanced


  Rapid Shot: Journeyman


  Aura Suppression: Journeyman


  Qi Sense: Journeyman


  Applied Modifiers:


  Favor of Satoro: Clan Sataou


  Clan Heir: Clan Sataou


  Soul-Bindings:


  Sam-Taegeuk Trigram: Leon Jäger, ???


  * * *


  Their gains were impressive. It seemed that each of their strongest areas had bled over into the other, causing their attribute increases to change. Leon’s biggest increase was to his Agility, which was suddenly over the 100 point mark. Similarly, Lin Mah found her Strength and Willpower drastically increased in response to Leon’s overwhelming power in those areas. Both of their statuses had changed to add a Soul-Bindings section, where they found the same information:


  * * *


  Soul-Binding


  Sam-Taegeuk


  Description: A three sided yin-yang, a triple-pairing of Cultivation. Sam-Taegeuk occurs when three souls have met and are found to be in resonance. Upon advancement, should specific requirements be met, those souls present will be bound to one another on their path of Cultivation. Should one be missing, the final soul must be found and the pact completed.


  Effect: Effectiveness in combat, Cultivation, and other endeavors increased when in the presence of bonded souls. Upon pact completion, this effect is tripled.


  * * *


  At that moment, Keeper Mergel entered the Tent and walked in on the two adventurers, who were blushing like school children.


  “Did I… interrupt something?” he asked with a laugh.


  Lin Mah recovered first.


  “No, Keeper.” she said quickly, standing, “We just advanced to Peak stage and had some… unusual changes occur.”


  The Keeper looked them both over with a grin on his face.


  “Ah yes, I felt the pull of Qi and wondered what you two had gotten up to.” he replied, “I take it everything went smoothly beyond the… oddities?”



  Leon nodded.


  “Yes, we just had a strange binding of-” he began, before Lin Mah cut him off.


  “-of hands!” she finished lamely, “We uh, ended up holding hands. Which we will discuss later.”


  She glared at Leon as she finished the sentence, as if daring him to contradict her.


  Keeper Mergel laughed loudly.


  “Very well then, keep your secrets.” he said, then winked before heading towards the entrance again, “Though if I were you, I’d focus on finding your third bound partner instead of holding hands. I’ll see you both outside, dusk has fallen.”


  Lin Mah groaned as the old sprite left the Tent with a spring in his step.


  “He’s just like Master Sataou…” she said with a grimace, “And you! We will discuss all this later!”


  She pointed at Leon as she spoke, then glared at him and left the Tent.


  Leon was left sitting still, wondering what exactly he had done to upset her. With a shrug, he stood and stretched his back, feeling the new power he had gained in his muscles. He took a look around the living area and then strode from the room, leaving the Tent, which vanished into his dantian the moment he was clear. He found Lin Mah and Keeper Mergel waiting for him, the first looking dour and the second with a radiant grin on his face.


  “So, Leon, young Mah here tells me you are planning to head back into the city?” he asked.


  Leon nodded.


  “I must find my sister and punish those who dared to take her.” he replied.


  “As you should. A path like yours cannot look the other way when a stranger is in danger, it would be unthinkable for you to abandon your kin.” the old sprite said, smiling at him, “I have no doubt you will find her, and make those arrayed against you regret their actions before their ends.”


  Leon’s smile in return was feral. Lin Mah walked over and lightly punched his arm.


  “Alright, enough of that. The last thing we need is for you to end up deviant again and take me down with you.” she said, her glare softening as she looked up at him.


  “My path is not one of peace, Mah.” Leon replied, missing the widening of her eyes at his use of her given name, “There will be blood on the ground before I finish, but I know now that that blood has a purpose, and that my path is solid.”


  Lin Mah nodded, lowering her hand from his arm.


  “Very well. Just remember I’m on this path with you.” she said quietly, “Don’t leave me behind.”


  “Never.” Leon replied, looking at her.


  Keeper Mergel cleared his throat.


  “Yes, indeed. One must of course walk the path they have forged…” he petered out, looking embarrassed, “And with those they are bound to, naturally.”


  Lin Mah struggled to keep her face blank, but Leon just nodded, oblivious to the undertones in the sprite’s words.


  “Thank you Keeper, we will remember.” he said seriously.


  Mergel shot Lin Mah a commiserating look before speaking.


  “You are welcome, young Leon. Now, if you head towards the city you should arrive just after nightfall. I will have one of the children lead you on the optimal path.” he said, gesturing at one of the larger orbs nearby.


  It floated down and alighted on Leon’s shoulder.


  “This is Pek.” Keeper Mergel said, “He knows these woods better than most. Pek, guide them well and then return. No side quests!”


  Pek bounced up and down in what Leon took to be a nod. Mergel smiled.


  “Good lad. Now, all of you be gone! You have places to be, and I have a nap to catch up on.”


  Leon and Lin Mah bowed to the Keeper, who waved them off, before they followed a bouncing Pek through the clearing and into the forest.


  Dusk had fallen, and the shadows were long upon the ground as they traveled, the canopy above still alive with birdsong even this late in the day. The area surrounding the sprite glade was peaceful, as even the most powerful spirit beast would avoid someone like the Keeper. Pek meandered a bit, leading the two in a weaving manner through the old growth, but neither opted to question the sprite. The pair was content to walk in silence, their new bond capturing their attention but neither willing to have the conversation yet.


  Within them both they could feel a distinct empty space, as though something was missing. It was not unlike the feeling you get when you’ve realized you’ve forgotten something important but are unsure what it is. At the same time, they were pointedly aware of each other, their dantians linked and spinning in tandem. Leon felt that he would be able to pinpoint Lin Mah’s location and condition with his eyes closed and a large distance between them. He found himself wishing that he had a similar ability to find Hannah.


  Lin Mah seemed to instinctively understand the cause of his turn in emotional state, nudging him with her shoulder.


  “We’ll find her soon.” she said quietly, “We will all be together again.”


  Leon nodded.


  “Yes. A family should not be apart.” Leon replied without thinking.


  Lin Mah fought the blush on her cheeks and fell silent.


  They soon found themselves nearing the edge of the forest nearest Wavecrest’s walls. The trip back had been quick and painless, Pek clearly being a fantastic guide. Leon thanked the small sprite child and took a sandwich out of his storage space, holding it up to him. Pek flashed brightly and pounced on the meal, tearing it to pieces as he ate. Some scraps fell to the forest floor, but the majority made it into the orb as it pulsed in happiness. Lin Mah patted the now even larger sprite.


  “Thank you Pek. Be safe returning.” she said quietly.


  The orb bobbed up and down in answer, and then lazily floated away, listing to one side.


  Leon watched him go with a smile, then turned to survey the walls. They stretched high into the night sky above him, too far to jump.


  “Thoughts?” he asked Lin Mah.


  “Depends on how many outfits you have in that storage space of yours.” she replied.


  She quickly outlined her plan and they set it in motion.


  Leon changed into a set of clothes that he considered ridiculous, the bright contrasting colors and gold accents painting a garish picture. He wore a large hat that flopped conveniently over one side of his face, equally appalling in its color scheme. Instead of plate armor or even leather guards, he wore cloth tights on his legs and topped the outfit off with a pair of pointed shoes. He spread his arms and turned in a circle to show off the fruits of his efforts to Lin Mah.


  The woman in question had donned a set of armor that entirely hid her femininity, a great-helm hiding her beauty from the world as she adopted her new persona as Leon’s guard.


  “Good thing the Bai family had crates of fine clothes in that warehouse.” she said, looking Leon over, “You look like an absolute fop. Well done!”


  Leon grimaced but held his peace.


  The two walked through the trees to the nearest road, following it to the gate into the city. Even at night, the gates were open to traffic, though naturally the guards were posted to keep out undesirables and collect the entry fee. As Leon approached the gate with Lin Mah’s armored form in tow, the two guards looked them over. One raised a hand to halt them.


  “Welcome to Wavecrest. Please provide documentation and the entry fee.” he said, eyeing Leon’s colorful dress with a touch of disgust.


  “Ah yes, documentation. You see, good sir, we were attacked by bandits on the way here and lost everything on my cart.” Leon said, affecting an accent he had heard once from a traveler in the castle, “Surely you wouldn’t keep a gentleman such as myself out in the dark over something so trivial?”


  The guard glared at him.


  “Without documentation, you stay out here.” he said angrily, “No exceptions!”


  Leon bowed to the man.


  “Yes, yes, of course, I apologize.” he said quickly, “I do recall hearing about the entry fee here, however. Is it still twenty silver?”


  The guard raised an eyebrow.


  “The entry fee is ten cop-” he began, before his partner elbowed him in the side.


  “Yes, good sir! Twenty silver it is.” the other guard said quickly, “Thank you so much for providing your documentation for us to see! The fee, if you will?”



  Leon quickly produced a pouch with the requested amount and handed it to the second guard, who hefted it and winked at him.


  “Welcome to Wavecrest!” he said, pushing his partner aside to allow the two to enter.


  Leon bowed again and thanked the guards before gesturing to Lin Mah behind him.


  “Come, hireling! We must find an inn!” he said with scorn, throwing his shoulders back and marching into the city with his ‘guard’ in tow.


  At the first alleyway, Leon dodged out of the street, followed quickly by Lin Mah. They changed out of their costumes and back into their forest garb. Lin Mah smiled at Leon.


  “That was solid acting.” she said, “I didn’t know you had it in you!”



  “I feel gross.” Leon replied, making a face, “I think I’d rather have just killed them.”



  Lin Mah laughed.


  “You don’t mean that!” she said, “Besides, this way was much more fun for me.”


  Leon glared at her, then pulled his hood up over his face.


  “Spoilsport.” Lin Mah replied.


  The two made their way through the city, using the back alleys. The mercantile district connected to the central square of the city, sitting between it and the elevators to the docks. The majority of the city’s major stores were arrayed within the mercantile district, including the most important one: the auction house.


  Every major city had an auction house, the vast majority of which were run by the Alchemist’s Guild, and by extension the Satoro Clan. The reason for this was simple: the items which tended to be the most sought after, and therefore bring the highest prices, were made by the Alchemists, or the Runecrafters. Every Cultivator needed the pills and tonics created by alchemists, and mountains of coins changed hands every day between those selling and those buying. Not to say that the auction houses were only in the business of selling pills. They also offered runic equipment, skill tomes, spirit beast components, rare herbs and minerals, and every other sought after item one could want.


  The auction house in Wavecrest was founded by a member of the Satoro Clan, but he had evidently defected to the Bai family. It was unclear to Lin Mah what reasons the man may have had to make the decision, but as Heir to the Clan, she could only seethe at the disrespect while making plans to right his wrong. The auction house was brightly lit as the night fell around it, with a line of people stretching out of the door. A sign read ‘Annual Great Auction Tonight’ above the front door, where a pair of beautiful women in embroidered robes stood, speaking to guests.


  Lin Mah and Leon joined the queue, seeing the event as the perfect cover for entering the establishment. The line before them grew shorter as the would-be bidders were ushered inside to various sections of the building. Just as Leon was about to step forward, a loud voice came from behind him.


  “Make way! Make way for Bai Tei!”


  A large man was pushing his way through the line, knocking aside the people in front of him, as a thin young man in a brightly patterned robe walked sedately behind him. A few of the people being shoved made to complain, but immediately quieted down when they saw the young man. The large brute enjoyed his work, heartily pressing forward until he reached Leon and Lin Mah. Leon had long since moved Lin Mah in front of him, and was not surprised when the large man collided with his broad back.


  The brute himself ended up surprised when he flattened against Leon as though he had struck a solid brick wall. He fell backwards with a yelp, narrowly avoiding landing on the thin young Bai behind him. Bai Tei spread the fan in his hand and waved it, glaring at Leon.


  “Peasant, you dare impede this young master?” he said imperiously, “Kowtow in apology and I might be persuaded to leave you alive!”


  Leon turned and looked at the young man, his face unreadable inside his hood.


  “And why would I do that?” he asked quietly, his voice deep and carrying an edge like a drawn blade, “Who are you to demand I do so?”


  Bai Tei looked taken aback at the idea that anyone in Wavecrest would not know who he was. He puffed up his birdlike chest and announced himself.


  “This young master is Bai Tei! I am the nephew of the city lord! How dare you address this young master so directly!” he shouted, garnering looks from those not in the line, “Gridal, end him!”


  He gestured to the big man on the ground, who was getting to his feet with an angry expression. The large brute bowed to the young man.


  “Yes young master.” he said, then charged at Leon.


  Gridal was clearly used to dominating the citizens of Wavecrest at Bai Tei’s command, his Mid stage Qi Condensation power higher than any he had come up against on the streets… until now. He called forth his Qi, gathering green energy in his palm as he struck out a Leon. He was confused as to why his opponent hadn’t moved to defend himself but smirked as he called his skill.


  “Earthen Palm, Shatter!” he yelled, slamming his hand down at Leon’s chest.


  The others in the line murmured to each other, thinking that the hooded man was done for.


  “Never should have bucked against the young master Bai.”


  “Doesn’t know the heights of the mountain.”


  “Unfortunate, but his luck has run out.”


  Gridal’s palm landed squarely on Leon’s chest with a bang, sending strands of green Qi out in all directions from the impact. The shockwave caused the mortal townsfolk nearby to stumble as the energy washed over them, leaving a few on the stone street. All eyes turned to the conflict as a loud crack was heard followed by a scream of pain.


  Instead of the hooded stranger falling to the ground in pieces, they saw Gridal clutching his ruined hand, the bones of his wrist sticking out of his skin. The brute sobbed in pain then moved to headbutt Leon, clearly not considering the consequences.


  Leon simply met the man’s forehead with his own, sending Gridal flying backwards like a kite that had lost its strings until he hit the street and rolled, landing in a heap. Bai Tei squealed as the man’s body narrowly missed him as it rolled by, then looked at Leon with fear in his eyes.


  “You- you criminal!” he shouted, “To assault a servant of the Bai family so openly! I will not allow thi-”


  He was cut off as Leon flexed his Qi, washing over the young man like a tidal wave. Bai Tei instantly clammed up, his complexion flushed as his eyes grew wide. He felt as though he was drowning, the force behind the hooded man’s energy unlike anything he had ever felt directed at him before. Leon released his Qi and Bai Tei sagged in place.


  “My apologies, I spoke out of turn. I will leave you to your evening.” he said breathlessly, before turning and sprinting away, leaving his conspirator lying in the street.


  Leon shrugged and turned towards the two women at the door, who were looking at him like he was a monster dredged up from the sea floor.


  “Hon- Honored guest, please, enter.” one said, bowing low.


  Leon nodded to her, stepping onto the final stair and through the wide double doors. Lin Mah followed along behind, not glancing at either of the attendants.


  The entry hall of the auction house was an extravagant affair, seeming more like a theater production than a place of business. The attendants inside wore matching robes of sky blue and gold, embroidery creating intricate designs along the edges of each piece. The floors were thickly carpeted in red, with runner rugs directing visitors to the main areas of the auction house: the floor, the boxes, and the appraisers. Lin Mah leaned in and whispered to Leon.


  “We need an excuse to go back into the vault.” she said quietly, “Without causing a scene, preferably.”


  “So we either have to buy or to sell.” Leon replied, nodding.


  “Yes. Given the price of most goods, I think selling makes the most sense… what treasures do we have that we can part with?” she asked.


  Leon considered for a moment, casting his mind into his storage space.


  “Other than a few runic items, we have Qi crystals and some herbs.” he said slowly.


  Lin Mah shook her head.


  “The Qi crystals absolutely not. They would cause an uproar even here.” she replied, “The runic weapons and armor would have come from local Cultivators, yes? Then we should avoid trying to sell them in the city. What herbs do you have?”


  “I have a thousand year iris that we found in a dungeon.” Leon said, “I intended to sell it to Sataou but forgot.”


  Lin Mah’s eyebrow raised.


  “A thousand year iris. That would do it.” she said, “Master Sataou would understand our need for the mission, I say we sell it.”


  Leon shrugged, his sense of the value of items in this world skewed to the point of apathy.


  He followed the signs to the appraisers and found himself in a short line. There were a few others ahead of him but most were turned away before meeting with anyone but those in charge of directing customers at the front. Soon after, he was called forward by a young lady who bowed to him.


  “Honored guest, what can Chu Lia do for you?” she asked, referring to herself.


  “I have an herb to be appraised.” Leon said simply.


  “Very good, honored guest. May I know what the name of the herb is? Today’s auction is rather selective, you understand.” she said with a smile.


  “It is a thousand year iris.” Leon replied, and the woman’s eyes widened.


  “I- Yes, honored guest, allow me to take you to the head appraiser. Please, please, follow me!” she said quickly, bowing again and gesturing for Leon to follow.


  She led the pair of adventurers out of the main appraisal area and down a hallway that was even more ostentatiously appointed than the entrance. Wood paneling covered the walls, expertly carved to reveal scenes of mythical creatures and battles between Cultivators. The scent of herbs and incense hung in the air, and peace reigned absolutely. Leon felt that anyone raising their voice in this hall would be asking for a problem they were almost certainly not prepared to handle.


  The woman stopped before a wide wooden door, upon which was carved a scene of alchemy; a cauldron being heated from below by a wood fire, belching smoke from an askew lid. She knocked softly, and a voice could be heard answering from the other side.


  “Enter.”


  She pushed the door open enough to stick her head inside.


  “Master Gou, I have a guest here to have an herb appraised.” she said, bowing as best she could within the doorframe.


  “Very well. I know you would not bother me with something like this if it were trivial, Chu Lia. Please, show our guest in.” came the voice again.


  The woman stepped back and pushed the door open fully, gesturing for Leon and Lin Mah to enter.


  “Please, enter honored guests. Master Gou will see you.” she said quietly, bowing to them as they walked past her.


  In the room, Leon was hit in the face with the smell of herbs much more strongly than in the hallway. The rooms walls were lined with shelves, and each shelf was stuffed full of jars. They were labeled and seemed to be in some semblance of order but Leon didn’t know enough of Alchemy to understand it. Tucked into the far wall, and covered with even more jars, was a small desk. Behind the desk was a small man, slightly hunched, wearing simple but well made robes of gray. His long gray beard splashed across his birdlike chest as he looked up to greet the two adventurers.


  “Welcome, honored guests.” he said, gesturing at the chair in front of his desk, “Please, sit. How may I be of help today?”


  Leon showed Lin Mah to the chair, having her sit as he stood behind her, once again taking on the role of a guard. Lin Mah smiled at him, happy that he trusted her to handle the encounter. She looked at the small old man and nodded.


  “Master Gou, I would have you appraise an herb that my companion picked up in a dungeon. We would sell it tonight at auction, should it meet with your standards.” she said with a tone of detachment.


  Master Gou nodded quickly.


  “Please, place the herb on the desk and I will do my best to appraise it for you, miss.” he replied.


  Leon stepped forward, his bulky frame causing the old man to shy away slightly. He summoned the thousand year iris from his storage space and placed it lightly upon the desk, stepping away as Master Gou leaned forward excitedly.


  The old man gasped, having used Inspect. Leon fired off the skill as well, to get reacquainted with the item.


  * * *


  Item


  1000 Year Iris


  Condition: Flawless


  Uses: [Alchemy Level Too Low].


  Value: Unknown


  * * *


  “This…” the old man began, before swallowing and speaking again, “This is a thousand year Iris, and in such incredible condition! Please, may I place the herb in a storage box while we speak? The freshness of this plant is incredible and I would not want it to degrade while it sits out.”


  Lin Mah nodded, waving a hand.


  Master Gou quickly pulled a large box from his storage ring, taking from it a ceramic pot. He filled the pot with soil from a container near his desk, carefully mixing various nutrients into it as he did so. He worked with the hands of one long accustomed to the work, and quickly had the plant repotted and placed into the storage box. Once the lid was closed, he breathed a sigh of relief.


  “My thanks. I couldn’t bare to watch the plant degrade, even for a short time.” he said, nodding to Lin Mah, “I have never seen one in such good condition. How is it so fresh?”


  Leon stared at the man silently and Lin Mah took it upon herself to reply.


  “That is a trade secret, I am afraid.” she said, “I’m sure you understand.”


  “Oh! Of course, of course, forgive me for prying.” Master Gou said, “I apologize. Now, firstly, yes we will absolutely auction this herb tonight. In fact, if you are willing to do so, allow me to start the process.”


  Lin Mah nodded, and Master Gou pushed a button on the wall behind his desk. Within moments, an attendant was knocking on the door. After telling the man to enter, Master Gou explained that there would be an item to be added to tonight’s list, and that it would need to be handled by himself alone. He sent the attendant away with instructions to speak with the master of ceremonies about where to place the lot. Once the attendant had rushed off, Master Gou looked at Lin Mah and bowed from his chair.


  “Thank you, young miss.” he said, “I will handle the lot myself, and ensure that all bidders are made aware of its condition and value.”


  Lin Mah nodded.


  “As to the item’s value…” she said, leading the man.


  “Oh! Yes! Well, given the condition and age of the iris, it is well beyond my Inspect capabilities to set a price, but I should think the starting bid will be in platinum coins.” he said, “I will of course have you watch the auction from a VIP box, and you will be given a line of credit to draw against while here, should you wish to use it.”


  “Thank you, Master Gou.” Lin Mah said, standing.


  “Of course, young miss. Let me get you shown to your box. I will handle everything personally.”


  Chapter 14


  The VIP box that Leon and Lin Mah were shown to was among the highest level boxes in the auction house. It should be known that the higher the box, the more powerful and affluent those within tend to be. Many would avoid bidding against those in the higher boxes for fear of offending the occupant, as anyone who can control such a room is surely to be feared by those who cannot.


  There were two large chairs facing the low railing that opened up into the auction house’s main floor. Behind sat a long table that was loaded down with food and drink, showcasing the value that the auction house placed in those that were offered these premium boxes. The room itself was dark, the lights intentionally low to keep those below from seeing the occupants clearly. Leon sat down in one of the chairs with a sigh as Lin Mah perused the snack table.


  Having filled a small plate with a spread of items, she took the other chair and sat with one leg over her knee, balancing the plate atop it.


  “So we wait for the auction to finish, then we get escorted to the vault and take a look around.” she said between bites, “If Hannah is here, there are only a few places they’d be holding her.”


  Leon nodded silently.


  “And in the meantime, if we manage to reclaim some lost honor for the Satoro Clan in the form of goods or currency, well…” Lin Mah finished.


  “All the better.” Leon replied, “But if Hannah isn’t here, we need to take a more direct approach.”


  “Yes, I agree. She’s waited long enough for us, we need to find her and make the Bai family pay. We’ve done an incredible amount of damage to them, some of which not even they are aware of yet, but it isn’t enough.” Lin Mah responded, “If Hannah isn’t hidden in the auction house, we’ll head directly to the temple district and break up the Bai compound. If anyone gets in the way…”



  “We put them in the ground.” Leon said quietly, “I am through asking nicely.”



  “This was you asking nicely?” Lin Mah said, glancing at her partner.


  Leon just nodded.


  “Right. Well, there are only two places left to look. If we don’t find her at the compound, then-” Lin Mah said, before Leon interrupted.


  “Then I’m taking my grievances straight to the City Lord.” he said.


  “Okay, well, the Bai patriarch is in the Qi Compression realm. While going in swinging has worked so far, against someone a realm above you…” Lin Mah replied slowly.


  “I will do what I must.” Leon replied simply.


  “Either way, I will be right there with you-”


  At that moment, the lights in the auction house floor grew brighter, and the mumble of conversation that had been filling the area died.


  On the stage below, an older man in a fine robe stood, addressing the audience.


  “Welcome, honored guests, to the Wavecrest Auction house. Tonight we bring you rare and exquisite items that simply cannot be found elsewhere! We have scoured the continent to bring you tonight’s lots, and are pleased to offer them to you, good bidders.” he said slowly, his voice carrying easily throughout the large space, “Before we begin, let us remember the rules here: No fighting. No questioning the authenticity of the items being presented. All funds will be verified before a bid is accepted during a lot being shown. Beyond that, we wish you good fortune, and may you find the objects of your hearts’ desires.”


  The man bowed, gesturing to the curtain behind him. A beautiful woman emerged, carrying a wide tray, setting it on a pedestal in the center of the stage. She bowed to the audience and then turned and left the way she came. The master of ceremonies spoke again.


  “Tonight’s first lot is a pair of tonfas, masterfully runed with the scripts for weight and force. These weapons are sure to give the martial artists among us a leg up in their next battles. We will start the bidding at five gold!”


  The bidding began and rapidly became a war, with the lower levels of the auction house fighting over the lot being offered. Several Cultivators were seemingly desperate to get their hands on the weapons, with the bidding rapidly shooting past two dozen gold as the voices began to thin out, reaching the upper limits of the lot’s value. Leon ignored the proceeding, unimpressed with the quality of the runic scripts that the master of ceremonies had described. Surely any Runecrafter work his salt would know that weight was already part of the force runic script- to double it up only served to use more energy for less gain.


  Lin Mah kept an eye on the boxes around them, but none of the occupants seemed to hold the first lot in much esteem.


  The bidding reached a peak at thirty gold, and the items were sold to a young man in a Taoist robe, his bald head slick with sweat after the stress of the melee. The master of ceremonies quickly moved on.


  “Thank you, honored guest. May they serve you well. Our next lot is a vial of pills that are sure to increase the Qi absorption rate of a Cultivator that is aligned with the Shadow affinity…”


  Leon tuned the man out, uninterested in the current lot. Lin Mah, as a scion of an Alchemist Clan was naturally unimpressed as well, and went back to refill her plate with the food on the table behind them. The lots moved quickly, as it seemed that many of them were already claimed by families and groups who rapidly outbid any who dared compete. Runic weapons, batches of herbs, pills and tonics all changed hands in short order, the amount of gold being spent astronomical to anyone from a town smaller than Wavecrest. Finally, something caught Leon’s attention.


  “Ladies and gentlemen, for our next lot we have a skill tome.” the master of ceremonies said, “It contains the skill ‘Metal Manipulation’ and is well known as one of the most sought-after skills that a Runecrafter could hope to find! At higher attainment levels, it allows one to manipulate all forms of metal to a degree that is limited only by the amount of Qi one possesses. Even at the base form of attainment, it allows for the manipulation of softer metals, and with practice and effort, its user can be forming runic scripts on steel weapons in no time!”


  Leon sat up, his eyes bright. Lin Mah watched him as she ate a meat skewer, interested to see how he’d do in the ensuing competition.


  “I will start the bidding at twenty gold!” came the call, and voices broke out all over the floor.


  “Twenty gold!”



  “Twenty five gold!”


  “I bid thirty gold!”


  “Do you even have thirty gold? Look at you in those off-the-shelf robes! Ha. Forty gold!”


  “You think you’re better than me? Laughable. Forty five gold and fifty silver!”



  Suddenly, a voice rang out from a box across from Leon and Lin Mah.


  “One platinum.”


  The room fell silent as the bid was called. Those in the boxes and seats below bit their tongues in frustration, none daring to bid against someone in the upper boxes. Leon shifted in his chair, then answered the bid.


  “Two platinum.” he said calmly, loud enough for the master below to hear.


  The master of ceremonies cleared his throat nervously.


  “I have two platinum! Are there any further bidders?” he said.


  “Four platinum!” came a now angry voice from the dark box across from Leon.


  Leon shrugged.


  “Five.” he said, and could almost feel the hate radiating from the other bidder.


  The master of ceremonies was pale, sweating into his fine robes.


  “Do… do we have any more bids? Current bidding stands at five platinum!” he said, keeping the shake from his voice, albeit barely.


  A throat cleared in the other box.


  “Eight and a half platinum!” came the angry voice again, the man behind it failing maintain his composure while seeming to scrape the bottom of the barrel of his reserves.


  “Ten.” Leon said simply.


  The room below was silent as a grave, few daring to so much as breathe. The kind of person who could casually bid Ten platinum was not a person that just anyone could afford to offend. Ten platinum would feed and house a large family for decades. The master of ceremonies looked towards Leon’s box.


  “Ten platinum is the current bid.” he said, waiting a moment, “Are there any further bids? Ten platinum going once. Going twice. And sol-”


  “Wait!” came the same angry voice, “I do not believe that my opponent has the funds necessary to compete with me! Surely the auction house would not allow a fraudulent bidder to artificially inflate the price of this lot!”


  The master of ceremonies went even more pale, but had little choice.


  “I- that is to say, the auction house naturally will not allow artificial inflation of a lot. We ask that the current high bidder prove liquidity.” he said, bowing to Leon’s box, “We apologize, but the rules are the rules. An attendant will be with you shortly.”


  Leon just rolled his eyes.


  “No need.” he said, loud enough for the room to hear him.


  He withdrew ten platinum coins from his personal storage and placed them in a small leather pouch. With a gentle toss, he sent the bag arching through the air, falling several stories, to land with a heavy thud onto the stage next to the master of ceremonies. The robed man looked shocked but quickly bent to retrieve the pouch, opening it and examining the contents.


  “Honored guest, thank you. I have verified your coins.” he said, then turned to the other box, “Does this assuage your concerns, honored guest?”


  A snort came from the darkness.


  “How do we know those coins aren’t counterfeit?” the hidden man said, “For all we know they’re fakes- why else would someone toss a bag of platinum from a balcony?”



  “I have verified that these coins are indeed correct, good sir-” the master said before Leon cut him off.


  “If you are not solvent, simply say so.” he said, looking towards his opponent’s hidden form, “I will not tolerate your slander further. Either bid, or be silent.”


  A pin dropping in the room would have been loud against the floor at that moment. The crowd was silent, waiting for the response. It was forthcoming.


  “Insolence! I will not be spoken to in such a manner! Do you know who I am?!” the voice said, sounding more petulant than frightening.


  “No one knows who you are.” Leon said, “That is how the auction works. But, since you refuse to be an adult, perhaps the auction house would do me the favor of verifying my opponent’s funds the way they verified mine?”


  The box across from Leon went silent. The master of ceremony’s lips quirked in a smile before he forced it away and addressed the hidden man.


  “True, honored guest, it is only fair that all bidders follow the rules. Please verify that you have enough to cover your most recent bid of eight and a half platinum.” he said, bowing.


  The man in the box was silent for a moment. The silence dragged on to the point of discomfort before it was broken.


  “I withdraw from the bidding.” said the man.


  The crowd gasped, a few erupting into anger.


  “All that and he was the one inflating!”


  “How could the auction house let this happen!?”



  “Shameless!”


  The master of ceremonies cleared his throat, looking at the box angrily.


  “I am afraid, sir, that is not a possibility. Either prove that you have the funds you claimed to have or face the penalties that come with disrespecting the auction house!” he said, glaring, “Failure to do so will result in the breaking of your legs and the banishment of you and your house from this place of business!”


  A snort came from the box and lights flared, revealing the figure within.


  He was a middle aged man in fine robes, two beauties draped over his arms. He had a haughty look on his face, as if all others in the room were beneath him. He spat on the floor of the box before speaking.


  “I would like to see who dares break the legs of a brother of the City Lord!” he said, “I am Bai Shi! Who is the auction house to demand of me?!”


  The crowd sucked in breath once more, but muttering could be heard.


  “Imagine admitting that after the show he just put on…”



  “Who knew the City Lord’s family was so crooked.”


  The master of ceremony’s face was a picture as he worked out what to do. Finally he turned to Leon’s box.


  “Honored guest, I apologize. I am unable to force your opponent in this matter.” he said, “What are your wishes?”



  “Let him withdraw.” Leon said, “And restart the lot. If the Bai family wishes to show the world its face, who am I to stand in their way?”


  The crowd’s murmuring grew louder, and Bai Shi’s face grew cold. He turned on his heel and stalked from the box, exiting the auction floor with a snort.


  The lot was restarted, but given the amount of money that Leon clearly had available, he had few competitors. By the time the auctioneer called the lot sold, the price had landed at two platinum. Leon happily accepted the amount, and an attendant brought the tome and his change up to his booth shortly after. Leon sent the tome into his personal storage along with the coins, sitting back in his chair with a contented sigh. Lin Mah rolled her eyes.


  “Proud of yourself?” she asked, taking a sip from her glass of fruit juice.


  “Yes.” Leon said simply.


  “The Bai family continues to take losses, and I am all for it.” she replied, smiling at him, “I never would have thought one of the City Lord’s family would be so shameless. The face the family lost today is immense… I wouldn’t be surprised if you didn’t even need to kill Bai Shi- his brother may just do it for you.”


  “That would be a shame.” Leon replied.


  The auction started back up once the excitement died down. The showdown between the Bai family and the mysterious bidder in the high boxes would be the talk of the city for months, and many below felt fortunate to have been witnesses to the event. Naturally they would need to be careful with their wording, as the Bai family was not known for leniency when it came to perceived slander, but by morning all would know the truth of the matter.


  After a number of subdued lots, the master of ceremonies called for the finale.


  “Honored guests, the Wavecrest Auction house thanks you for being here tonight. We have one last lot to be offered, and are very excited to show it to you now.” he swept his hand towards the curtain and a large box was wheeled out from the back by two beautiful women.


  The master of ceremonies lifted the sheet covering it with a flourish.


  “I give you something that has never been seen on this continent before! A one thousand year iris, still intact and growing!” he said, eliciting gasps from the audience.


  The flower was on display in a glass box, standing tall and proud from the pot in which Master Gou had placed it. It emitted an ethereal quality, seeming to shimmer in the light of the stage. Leon could sense movement in the boxes around theirs as the powerful got ready to bid.


  “Ladies and Gentlemen, this herb is one of the only options that can be used for concocting the Seven Cycles Rebirth Pill, which can extend the life of a Cultivator significantly! It cannot be overstated how much such a pill can change the trajectory of ones life, should they be stuck at a lower realm near the end of their natural lifespan!” the master of ceremonies announced, “We start the bidding at three platinum!”


  Immediately a voice from a box near Leon’s spoke up.


  “Three platinum.”


  Then the bids starting coming in quickly, all from the upper echelons of the auction house. The lower levels stared silently, awed at the amounts being tossed about.


  “Four platinum.”



  “Five.”


  “Seven platinum!”


  “Ten!”


  The bidding war slowly cooled until only two boxes were bidding against one another.


  “Forty two platinum.”


  There was a long pause, and the master of ceremonies nearly moved to close the auction before the second voice came again.


  “Fifty platinum!”


  Those on the lower levels were shell-shocked, simply unable to comprehend an item worth enough to buy a small town. Fifty platinum would bankrupt a sizable clan, and for an auction lot to reach these heights was unheard of. The master of ceremonies’ eyes were glazed over and it took him a moment to realize that the bidding had stopped.


  “Fifty! Fifty platinum is the bid to beat!” he said, catching up, “Are there any further bids?”


  Silence reigned in the large room.


  “Very well! Fifty platinum going once! Going twice! And sold for fifty platinum!” he announced, “If both the buyer and seller would meet the master of the house in the vault, he will officiate the transfer of the coins and goods!”


  With that, the auction concluded. Few would believe the stories that those in the lower seats would be telling around the city tonight, but the spectacle of that amount of coinage is difficult to keep quiet about.


  “Shall we head to the vault?” Lin Mah asked quietly.


  Leon shrugged.


  “Your plan seems to have worked.” he replied.


  “You’ll find that they usually do.” Lin Mah replied with a wink.


  The two left their box and headed down the stairs, quickly mingling with the crowds moving in the same direction. They heard murmurs from the people nearby, but none had any clue that the subject of their conversation was listening in.


  “Can’t believe he went against the Bai family…”



  “He had better have a solid backing, or the family will have his head.”



  “What about whoever bought that iris though?”



  “Crazy! Someone made fifty platinum tonight! Can you imagine? What would you do with that kind of money?”



  “Well first, I’d go buy some milk…”


  The conversations all seemed to be a repeat of the events that had transpired, which didn’t surprise Leon. In their place, he might also have been filled with the same energy and needing a place to put it. This enclosed space full of people was not what he would refer to as comfortable, however, so he hugged the wall and hurried downstairs with Lin Mah rolling her eyes in tow.


  When they reached the bottom of the stairs and walked out into the lobby, Leon spotted Master Gou waving indiscreetly at him from a nearby hallway. Heading over, he reached out and lowered the man’s hand.


  “Would rather we not draw attention.” he said quietly, making Master Gou nod quickly and address Lin Mah, who walked up sedately behind Leon.


  “Miss, I hope tonight’s lot was to your expectations?” he asked, bowing to the woman.


  “Hmm, it was satisfactory.” she replied, examining a nail, “Less the… unpleasantness with the Bai family.”


  Master Gou’s face fell dark.


  “Indeed. I do apologize Miss. The Bai family has become somewhat overbearing ever since they took control of the auction house.” he said quietly, glancing around to make sure he wasn’t overheard, “It has caused great strife within the house. But you don’t care about all that, my apologies again.”


  Lin Mah looked at the man with a raised eyebrow.


  “It was my understanding that the auction house had willingly given itself over to the Bai family.” she pressed, stepping forward to move the man into the hallway for easier conversation, “Is that not the case?”


  Master Gou gulped loudly.


  “This… Miss, I am not sure I should…” he said, then looked at her more closely, “Miss, are you- Are you a member of the Sat-”


  Lin Mah quickly made a gesture of silence, causing the man to clam up and cover his mouth with his hands.


  “I am, but we will not speak that name here.” she said quickly, “My family has sent me to investigate the happenings here. Are you willing to assist me?”


  Master Gou nodded rapidly, still holding his mouth shut.


  “Good. First, is there a young woman being held captive here?” she asked directly.


  Gou lowered his hands and shook his head slowly.


  “No Miss, there are no prisoners here.” he said softly, “We do not deal in slaves or any other such nonsense, though the house master has certainly been vocal about changing that stance since the Bai family took over.”


  “Another item to bring him to task over.” Lin Mah said darkly, “Our family has never traded in lives, human or otherwise. To suggest otherwise would be a slap to the face of our very line.”


  “Yes Miss, I am of the line, albeit from a branch family.” he said, “I would never allow such a disgrace to occur so long as I draw breath!”


  Lin Mah looked at the man with narrowed eyes, making him sweat until her face broke into a small smile.


  “Good.” she said, “Let’s go to the vault and complete our transaction. They’ll start getting suspicious if we don’t.”


  “Yes Miss, this way please!” Gou said, gesturing for them to follow.


  Master Gou lead the pair down another well-appointed hallway towards the depths of the auction house. The decorations became more obviously affluent the deeper they traveled, with tapestries and vases telling stories long forgotten scattered across every surface. The carpet beneath their feet was thick and luxurious, muffling their steps to the point of silence. The aura of the place was one of peace and prosperity, but something felt off about it to Leon, something he couldn’t quite put a finger on.


  They soon arrived at a large set of metal double doors, with two armed and armored guards standing before them. One of the guards put up a hand.


  “Master Gou, are these honored guests being brought to exchange within the vault?” he asked respectfully.


  Master Gou nodded.


  “Yes. Please open the doors.” he said officiously.


  The guard saluted him and then turned to his partner. Together, they grabbed a door handle each and pulled, opening the heavy doors slowly. The vault room behind revealed itself, and Master Gou gestured for Leon and Lin Mah to follow as he led them inside.


  The vault was a large space, constructed of runic marble. Leon noted the quality of the rune work here as a step above that of the walls around the Bai family estate. He could see a few places where he could make the runes more efficient, but was approving of the work for the most part.


  There were several vault doors leading off from this main room, clearly used as space to bank valuable items and coins. The amount of money that changed hands in this building was more than the city around it was worth, and Leon was certain that this area could be flooded with powerful guards in moments, should it be required. A door in the rear opened and two men walked into the room.


  The first was clearly a part of the auction house, his robes denoting his affiliation. Behind him was an older man, dressed simply in linen robes, his eyes nearly closed as he followed his guide. His most distinguishing feature was the intricate wrap on his head, which seemed to be tied from a single long strip of cloth, tightly wound about his hair, covering it completely. The guide bowed to Master Gou.


  “Master Gou, I bring an honored guest to pay for and collect his lot from this evening.” the man said, standing aside to allow the old man to approach.


  As he did so, the old man looked over Lin Mah, and then Leon. As his gaze drifted across the armored knight, his eyes widened slightly. He bowed his head and greeted the two.


  “Peace be upon you. I am Yanik.” he said with a slow, deep voice, “I come to provide remuneration for the herb you so graciously put on auction.”


  Lin Mah’s eyes widened at the name, and bowed low.


  “Guru Yanik, greetings. I did not expect to see such an auspicious alchemy master in a city like Wavecrest.” she replied.


  Yanik eyed her more closely.


  “Ah, young miss Lin. We meet again, as Onkar has willed.” he glanced at Master Gou, and then at his guide, who he addressed, “Leave us, if you will.”



  The younger man looked to Master Gou, who nodded and gestured him away. The guide left, looking puzzled. Yanik appraised Master Gou.


  “You are a member of the Satoro Clan. You will support the young miss.” he said as a statement, not a question.


  Master Gou bowed.


  “Yes, Guru.” he replied simply.


  “Good.” Yanik said, turning back to Lin Mah, “I received word that a thousand year iris had been found and put up for auction in this small town, and so I am here. I am glad it is you who will receive my payment, and not this place.”


  He gestured at the ceiling of the auction house. Master Gou jumped, quickly moving forward and retrieving the box that contained the iris from his storage ring, placing it on a nearby table.


  “The iris, Guru.” he said, retreating.


  Yanik approached the case, leaning forward to observe the flower within.


  “The condition of this herb is well beyond my expectations.” he said, glancing at Leon, “You were the one to find it, yes?”



  Leon nodded silently.


  “Very good. Your abilities are useful. Should you find more such herbs, I will be willing to buy them if they are in similar condition.” Yanik said, “Miss Lin, I assume you know how to find me?”


  Lin Mah nodded.


  “Yes, Guru. May I let Master Sataou know you were here?” she asked politely.


  Yanik shrugged.


  “No doubt he will know, young miss.” he replied, “But yes, you may give him my regards.”


  Yanik fished a pouch out from the pocket of his robe, which struck Leon as odd, given the number of rings on the man’s fingers. The old man lightly tossed the bag, striking Leon in the chest solidly. Leon caught it, and sent it directly into his storage space.


  [You have received: 60 Platinum.]


  [You have received: Token of the Guru.]


  Leon used Inspect on the token.


  * * *


  Item


  Token of the Guru


  Condition: Pristine


  Description: A token given by the Guru Yanik, this item symbolizes a connection with the aforementioned mysterious alchemist. This token may open doors, or close them, depending on who sees it. It carries a small portion of the Guru’s will, and can be used by the Guru as a beacon for teleportation skills.


  Use: Contact the Guru.


  * * *


  “The condition of the herb requires that I add additional value to the bargain struck.” Yanik said, pulling the box with the iris into a storage ring, “I provide you with my token. Should you come across exceptional resources, use it to contact me. If you need an herb appraised, I will do so, so long as I have first right of refusal for purchase.”


  Leon nodded to the man. Yanik gave him a small smile.


  “Good. I take my leave.” he said, then vanished with a pop.


  Master Gou took a deep breath.


  “Guru Yanik.” he said breathlessly, “To think such a reclusive master would appear here!”


  Lin Mah shrugged.


  “You would be surprised what happens around him,” she said, gesturing at Leon, “Good and bad. Now, our transaction is complete- And our search continues. Have you heard any word from the Bai family or the master of the house regarding a captive?”


  “No miss, but I generally keep to my herbs and alchemy. I can make some discrete inquiries?” Gou asked.


  “Do so. I will be in touch soon.” Lin Mah said, “And I assure you, the issues that have arisen will be dealt with very shortly.”


  Master Gou bowed to her.


  “Yes miss, should I be of any service to you, please direct me.” he said solemnly.


  Lin Mah gestured for Leon to follow her and walked back down the hallway towards the lobby.


  “Hannah isn’t here, which really only leaves two more stops.” she said to Leon quietly, “And as promised, the gloves are off now.”


  Leon flexed his hands, causing tendons to pop as he formed fists.


  “Good.” he said quietly.


  Leaving the auction house, Lin Mah led Leon through the city streets. Night had fallen, and the moons were out, providing enough light to see by, even in the back alleys. They made their way towards the Temple District


  The Temple District was located to the west of the City Lord’s mansion, and was considerably smaller than the other districts around it. Within, the reason for the name became clear, as temples dedicated to several gods could be found. The largest, of course, was the Church, which still struck Leon as odd, given the existence of other gods, churches, and what not. Why would one refer to themselves as ‘THE’ Church, while disregarding all others? Were other gods not upset by that? He made a mental note to ask Hannah next time he saw her, which had better be soon.


  Lin Mah took a route down a cross street, lining which were high walls that clearly surrounded large family homes. It appeared that the rich and pious had chosen to build their homes in the Temple District, creating an area that was if not entirely gentrified, close enough to it. Leon had noted the lack of food carts, taverns, even foot traffic in the area from the moment they crossed into it.


  They stopped before a large gate, which provided access to a large compound. The gate had BAI emblazoned across it in meter-high gold letters, and two guards stood out front, their pikes shining in the dim light of the moons. One held up a hand.


  “Halt. Who goes there?” he demanded, “This is the property of the Bai family. You have no business here.”


  Leon strode forward, quickly getting inside the range of the guard’s weapons. He struck out with his fists, the loud clank of knuckle on steel satisfying to him as both guards dropped to the ground, out cold. Lin Mah stepped up in time to catch the guard’s polearms before they too landed on the stones below and caused even more of a racket. She glared at Leon.


  “Subtle.” she said.


  “The time for subtlety is passed.”


  Chapter 15


  The gate didn’t stand a chance against Leon, who quickly dismantled the locking mechanism by shoving his hand into it and pulling. The wide doors swung inward with a push, revealing an empty, moonlit courtyard. Lin Mah and Leon pulled the two guards inside and bound them, leaving them in the brush to either side before closing the door. Passersby wouldn’t know anything was amiss, which would give them more time to do what they came to do.


  Lin Mah looked at Leon.


  “What’s the plan?” she asked, “Assuming you aren’t just going to go kicking in doors, that is.”


  Leon shook his head.


  “No, there could be innocents.” he answered, “We should find a servant, figure out the situation. Then visit justice upon the Bai family.”


  Lin Mah nodded and walked towards an outbuilding.


  The compound was laid out in what Leon was coming to know as a standard courtyard. There was a central building and four L-shaped outbuildings, one on each corner. The roof covered all five buildings in the compound, with cut-outs for small gardens or training yards, but allowed for walking to any point while out of the elements. It was a comfortable style of living, one that Leon thought was far superior to the hovels that were common back in his old life.


  Opening a side door, Lin Mah gestured for Leon to stay where he was and slipped inside, silent as a shadow. A moment later, she reappeared with a girl. She held the girl by the upper arm, tight enough to keep her from running but not making an effort to hurt her. The girl was frightened, still half asleep, her eyes darting from Lin Mah to Leon’s silent form.


  Lin Mah pulled her to the side of the building, speaking quietly.


  “Remain silent. We are here for information, and to find someone that has been taken.” she explained, “We would prefer innocents not be harmed, so we will rely on you to tell us the truth. Is that understood?”



  The girl nodded, tears in her eyes.


  “Good. Now, is there anyone being held captive in this compound?” she asked.


  The girl looked at her, seemingly afraid to open her mouth.


  “You may speak when asked.” Lin Mah said, rolling her eyes.


  The girl gulped.


  “No mistress, there are no captives in the compound right now.” she said quietly, still glancing between Lin Mah and Leon.


  “But there were?” Lin Mah pressed, seeing the hesitation, “Answer me now, and I will assure you are brought safely away from this place.”


  “Yes mistress.” said the girl, hanging her head as tears fell, “There was a young woman here. She was very kind to me.”


  Leon’s fists clenched audibly, making the girl jump. Lin Mah glared at him before turning back to the servant.


  “She has a way with people. Tell me, is she unharmed?” she asked softly.


  “She was when she was here.” the girl said, “I heard a rumor that the eldest young master attempted to force himself upon her but her goddess intervened. She read us all stories the night she was here. I liked her.”


  “Where did they take her?” Lin Mah asked.


  “To the City Lord’s Mansion. The guards came and said that something had happened at the estate and called for the eldest young master to bring ‘the cleric wench’, but he refused, saying he was tired. The guards ended up taking her with them to the mansion. I wanted to stop them, but…” the girl explained through sobs.


  Lin Mah patted her on the shoulder.


  “That’s alright. We’re going to get her back, don’t you worry.” Lin Mah said, “Now, how many members of the Bai family are inside, and how many of the servants are willing to split from them?”



  The girl explained the situation as best she could. The Bai family’s eldest son was in residence here, but he had sent away the family guards. He was hosting a small party with his friends, who were scions from other families in the city. The servants here were abused by the eldest son daily, some horrifically. The young girl doubted that any of the seven would hesitate to put a blade in the man’s back if they thought they could do it before he killed them. More than one had tried.


  Lin Mah told the girl to gather those six others and take them to their rented home. She wrote a note for the girl to give to the housekeeper, and sent her on her way. In minutes, the group of servants were gathered with what possessions they had, and were heading out of the front gate. The courtyard fell silent once the sounds of their footsteps faded away. Lin Mah looked at Leon.


  “He tried to hurt Hannah.” she said, eyes flashing.


  Leon nodded, equipping his armor. He cast his mind into storage and also equipped the gambeson he had picked up in the forest from one of the youngest Bai son’s friends.


  * * *


  Item


  Gambeson of Bastion (Elevated Grade+)


  Condition: Pristine


  Equip: Provides moderate defense against Qi-based skills. Provides moderate defense against blunt force trauma. Provides slight defense against weapon strikes that penetrate armor placed atop it.


  Requirements: Endurance 75.


  * * *


  The name of the gambeson made him smile darkly as he equipped it, followed by Bastion, his armor set. The gleaming dark blue steel armor appeared around his form, the steel plates held in place with black leather straps and silver buckles. He felt the weight of the armor settle around him, his Strength score high enough that it inhibited him not at all. It fit him like a glove, and no matter how he moved, the armor moved with him in flawless synchronicity. He flexed his hands and called forth the Hammer of Brokkr, shaping it into a broad greatsword with a stepped blade and heavy round pommel.


  Lifting the blade in one hand, he looked at Lin Mah who was watching his transformation with a smirk.


  “Ready to go teach him the error of his ways?” she asked.


  Leon nodded, spinning the blade in his hand, letting it come to rest perpendicular to the ground, ready for action.


  They entered the outbuilding, the darkened room inside clearly living quarters for the servants. The space was a mess, with items of clothing and personal effects tossed about as those who lived here hurried to get out while the offer was still good. A table sat at one corner, the meager food on it already cold, if it had arrived warm at all. The beds were simple wooden bunks with thin blankets thrown atop them, young and old made to sleep cold and uncomfortable. A cage just large enough for someone to kneel was bolted to a wall, clearly where Hannah had been kept until recently. Leon glanced around the room and felt his path of justice cry out to be set against the one responsible.


  His dantian spun and Qi flowed out, suffusing his body with energy and strength. He walked to the door that led to the main building and pulled, ripping it from the frame and tossing it aside. Lin Mah raised an eyebrow but remained silent, content to allow Leon to work out his frustrations in whatever manner he saw fit.


  Once in the main house, Leon was able to follow his ears to find his target. A loud set of voices were boisterously talking in another room, the otherwise silent house mocking their energy.


  “Where is that serving girl?!”



  “Been waiting forever! I ought to take her back to my rooms later and teach her a lesson in servitude.”


  “Ha, we can all teach her a thing or two, I’m sure!”


  Leon walked through a hallway and into an expansive space, a dining and resting room complete with sunken area for conversation and a firepit that vented straight up into the open ceiling. Surrounding the pit lounged four men, all in fancy robes that screamed wealth. They were eating from an array of dishes, each far more resplendent than those Leon had seen in the servant’s quarters, and wiping their hands on the cushions between bites. One gestured at another with a piece of meat.


  “And another thing! How could you let that cleric be taken? I was hoping to have some time alone with her!” he said, looking at a sullen man in blue robes across from him.


  “Father will what father wills.” the man said angrily, “I will find a way to have my revenge on that whore, and her goddess!”


  Leon scraped the blade of his sword across the stone floor, the noise jolting the four men from their conversation.


  “Hey, what’s this?!”


  “Who are you? The entertainment?”


  Leon stepped forward, getting closer to the pit, his sword drawing sparks from the ground as he did so. The eldest Bai son spoke up.


  “You aren’t one of my men. How dare you intrude on this young prince’s home?! Do you have any idea who I am?” he shouted, slowly getting to his feet, “I am Bai Chen! The eldest young master Bai! You have signed your own death warrant!”


  Leon looked the man over, his face hidden beneath his dark visor.


  “Thank you for identifying yourself.” he said slowly, “Though after what I heard a moment ago, I will not be offering survival to the rest of you either.”


  All four men sobered at his words, one raising his hands.


  “Hey, now you don’t be rash! We are the sons of powerful families! You wouldn’t dare lay a hand on us!” he said, shaking slightly.


  Lin Mah responded from the darkness behind him.


  “You’d be surprised what he dares to do.” she said quietly, making all four jump and shudder, “None of you will be leaving this room, I assure you.”


  The four men drew weapons from where they had placed them nearby. Bai Chen directed them to engage.


  “Attack! He can’t possibly defeat us all!” he said.


  Leon used Inspect on them.


  * * *


  Enemy


  Gu Ben


  Disposition: Angry


  Threat Level: High Qi Condensation


  * * *


  Enemy


  Taei Hen


  Disposition: Frightened


  Threat Level: Mid Qi Condensation


  * * *


  Enemy


  Bu Niehma


  Disposition: Angry


  Threat Level: High Qi Condensation


  * * *


  Enemy


  Bai Chen


  Disposition: Furious


  Threat Level: Half-step Qi Compression


  * * *


  Leon felt Inspect wash over his form as Bai Chen glared at him.


  “A mere High stage dares threaten me?!” he roared, “Take him down! The one to bring me his head will get first dibs on any of my servants tonight!”


  Gu Ben, being the closest, rushed forward, his dao sword flashing in the firelight as he swung it towards Leon. The blade moved quickly, as Gu Ben was known locally as a swordsman, his talent showcased at martial arts tournaments every year. Sadly for him, his weapon was not up to the task, nor was he himself.


  The sword came down with all the force the man had to offer, and in response Leon simply lifted his blade, meeting the incoming weapon edge to edge. The blacksmith in him winced, and the swordsman in him cursed, but he had a lesson to teach.


  The sword made contact, powered by some sort of Qi skill, striking the edge of the greatsword. A ping was heard as the sword simply split on contact, shattering in Gu Ben’s hand. The greatsword remained unblemished, the strike unable to so much as chip the blade of the enormous weapon.


  Gu Ben stared at the hilt in his hand, unwilling to believe that his first strike would seal his fate. Leon didn’t give him time to contemplate his choices, simply flicking his wrist and sending the greatsword up and through the man’s chest. the blade erupted from his back, causing the Cultivator to cough, blood pouring from his lips as he slid down the end of the blade and collapsed to the floor, twitching as he breathed his last.


  Bu Niehma and Taei Hen slid to a halt, their advance stopped by their companion’s gruesome demise. They glanced back at Bai Chen, who was taken aback by the scene before him. He recovered quickly.


  “Attack at once! Don’t rush in alone!” he shouted, pushing Bu Niehma forward.


  The two approached Leon more cautiously, splitting and attempting to divide his attention. Bu Niehma wielded a flail, the end of which was fluted like a mace. His companion seemed to prefer close combat, opting for two paired daggers, each as long as his forearm.


  Bu Niehma began to swing his flail, screening Leon’s movements and looking for an opportunity. Taei Hen circled to Leon’s left, probing him for weakness by lashing out with his daggers. Their points didn’t find an opening, scraping off Leon’s plates with a squeal.


  Leon struck out with a fist as Taei Hen overstepped, clobbering the smaller man in the chest with his gauntlet. The rogue flew backwards with a cough, though he retained his grip on his weapons. Suddenly, the mace end of Bu Niehma’s flail landed solidly on the back on Leon’s helmet, the man having taken advantage of his companion’s injury.


  Leon was staggered by the blow, his vision vibrating. The skill that Bu Niehma had used had a concussive effect, which was compounded by the area of the strike, and Leon was forced to blindly lash out with his sword. The blade weighed over a hundred kilograms, but for Leon it was as light as a feather as he propelled it through the air in the direction of his foe. He heard a curse and knew he had only missed narrowly.


  Stepping forward and using the sound as a guide, Leon swung again, slashing the blade from right to left in a downwards motion. This time he struck true, and his opponent screamed. Leon shook his head and disengaged, his vision clearing.


  Bu Niehma’s offhand was laying on the carpeted floor, staining it red with his blood. The man had dropped his flail and was grasping his forearm, blood pumping from the severed stump. He screamed again, the pain making him shake in place.


  Across the room, Taei Hen was getting to his feet slowly. He shook his daggers and called over to Leon.


  “You’ll pay for that, peasant.” he said, “You and that whore cleric, when I get my hands on her I swear I’ll make her scre-”


  He was cut off by the black-fletched arrow that was suddenly sticking out of his eye, skewering his brain, and appearing from the back of his skull.


  He reached up dumbly to grasp the arrow shaft, pulling at it with the tiny amount of strength he still had in his hands, before falling dead to the floor with a tiny scream.


  Leon nodded to the shadows, where Lin Mah was in wait. Bai Chen turned to stare into the darkness that surrounded her, trying to see where the arrow had come from. Leon stepped forward and put his sword through the still-screaming mouth of Bu Niehma, silencing him forever.


  The eldest Bai son turned around to face the armored man, his sword hand shaking.


  “You- you bastards!” he said, rage boiling over, “You dare come into my home, kill loyal retainers of the Bai family, and threaten their eldest son?!”



  “You should see what he’s going to do to your dad next.” came Lin Mah’s voice from the darkness.


  Bai Chen screamed and rushed at Leon, slashing down with a skill. Lightning roared from the blade, striking the armored knight and causing him to lock up. The blade struck true, cutting deeply between a set of plates into Leon’s chest.


  Leon grunted with the pain, quickly overcoming the paralysis effect of the man’s skill and swinging his blade. The huge sword turned out to be impossible for Bai Chen to block, sending him and his sword rocketing across the room where he impacted the wall with a thud. Leon quickly used a skill.


  [You have used skill: Light’s Recovery.]


  [Your health is partially restored.]


  He felt his internal injuries knit themselves back together, his collar bone fusing to his rib cage once again, and the wound closing. The blood was still flowing, so Leon summoned more Qi for another round.


  [You have used skill: Light’s Recovery.]


  [Your health is partially restored.]


  This time the wound fully closed and the blood flow stopped, leaving Leon with a bit of residual pain and the lightheadedness that came with blood loss. He raised his sword at Bai Chen.


  “Come.” he said, “Face your fate.”


  The Bai son peeled himself off the wall and screamed, rushing Leon’s swaying form. The two began to duel, their swords clashing again and again as sparks flew from their strikes. Neither side was willing to give, Bai Chen’s weapon somehow able to keep from shattering on the Hammer of Brokkr that Leon wielded. Both sides took injuries, small cuts that began to add up. Leon began to see his disadvantage against Bai Chen’s lightning affinity, his every strike arcing up his blade and causing his hands to go numb.


  Finally Leon had enough. Sacrificing an opening, he allowed Bai Chen’s thrust through, where it punctured the plate over his stomach and lodged within him. Leon reached forward and grabbed the sword by the blade, his gauntleted fist closing on it and holding it in place. He released his sword and swung a fist, slamming it into the side of Bai Chen’s face.


  The swordsman was unprepared for the move, taking the blow hard. He was knocked from his feet and into the firepit, where he scrambled to extricate himself from the flames. Leon pulled the sword from his stomach and dropped it to the ground before pouncing on the smoldering man.


  He put his knees either side of Bai Chen, both of them sitting on open flames. His opponent screamed in agony as he was held against the still-burning coals, thrashing back and forth trying to get free.


  “You tried to force yourself on my sister.” Leon said through clenched teeth, “You have undoubtedly committed sins far beyond most. You do not deserve to draw breath.”


  Bai Chen looked at him with widening eyes as the fear set in. He screamed.


  “Unhand me! I will give you anything you desire!” he pleaded.


  “I desire your life.” Leon replied, putting a gauntleted hand on the man’s face and pushing.


  He forced Bai Chen’s head beneath the coals, the man’s screams escalating as he arched his body in an attempt to get free. Leon’s Strength was absolute, his path telling him that this man deserved to suffer before the end. Using his Qi, Leon stoked the flames around them, causing the screams to ratchet up another notch. Half-step Qi Compression Cultivators were tough, and Bai Chen did not die easy. The flames roared higher, burning the blood that still dripped from Leon’s wounds off of his armor as they purged Bai Chen of his evil actions.


  Finally the screams cut off, and Leon felt the man go limp. With a squeeze, Leon shattered Bai Chen’s skull, ensuring that the man was not faking his death. He clamored to his feet, casting his healing skill again.


  [You have used skill: Light’s Recovery.]


  [Your health is partially restored.]


  The wound in his stomach sealed itself, and his intestines wriggled back into place. The feeling was somehow more unsettling than the blade piercing them had been. Leon shivered and looked over as Lin Mah approached.


  “Dramatic.” she said, looking at the dead man, still half buried in the burning embers.


  Leon shrugged.


  “Deserved.” he replied.


  “Can’t argue with that. " she said, nodding, “You good to continue? It’s going to be a long night.”


  Leon looked himself over. His armor was still in good shape, less the couple of small holes. He was healed, but his lack of blood was causing him to feel faint and weak. He told Lin Mah so. She slapped herself on the forehead.


  “Some alchemist I am.” she said, retrieving a vial from her spacial ring, “These are blood renewal pills. Take two of them, see how that helps.”


  Leon accepted the vial and opened it, the smell that wafted from inside like rust and rain. He popped two of the pills in his mouth and felt them instantly dissolve.


  [You have used: Blood Renewal Pill.]


  [Your blood reserves are being replenished.]


  The pills flowed down his throat in liquid form and he felt them disperse within him. Immediately he felt better, more full somehow. His vision sharpened and the dizziness disappeared. He nodded at Lin Mah.


  “Good.” he said.


  “Alright, let’s get going then.” she replied, rolling her eyes, “And try not to purposefully take hits from the Bai patriarch.. he’s in Qi Compression realm and I’m not sure even you would survive that. Frankly, I’m not sure what we’re going to do if we run into him.”


  “We fight.” Leon said, shrugging.


  “I’m not sure you understand the difference in power a realm makes, Leon. Even if we are at Peak of Qi Condensation, and you just beat someone at Half-step Qi Compression, don’t think that even an Early Qi Compression Cultivator will fail to make you regret underestimating them.” she explained slowly, “It’s already amazing that you are able to fight across stages- but to fight across realms? It’s just not possible.”


  Leon considered her words. Naturally she wasn’t lying to him, she would have no reason to. Something inside him told him that he would have the ability to fight across realms, even if he couldn’t now.


  “If it comes down to it, I will fight.” he said, “Worst case, I will keep him occupied while you get Hannah and escape.”


  “Oh no you don’t. We are not going in there to let you sacrifice yourself!” she replied angrily, “We’re in this together, Leon- I don’t want to hear any of that nonsense again, you hear me? Either we all get out or none of us do. I know for a fact that I speak for Hannah here too.”


  She gave him a look that dared him to refute her words, but he was smart enough to keep his mouth shut. He simply shrugged again and her eyes narrowed further.


  “I swear to god Leon if you die I will find a way to bring you back from the dead just so I can put you in the ground myself.” she announced, “Not even the gods will keep me from expressing my displeasure!”


  “Fine, no dying.” he said, “Only fighting for my life.”


  “Well that’s a given. You are a Cultivator after all.” she replied, smiling at him.


  Leon tilted his head at her, confused, but she just laughed.


  “Let’s get moving, we’ve got a cleric to save.” she said, twirling a finger in the air and walking towards the front door.


  The streets were dark as they made their way towards the center of the city. Few people were out and about, but Leon was still glad they had managed to get in and out of the Bai compound without raising an alarm. Granted it was only a matter of time, but he hoped they’d manage to get their mission complete and be gone before that happened. The twin moons passed overhead, their dichromatic arcs meeting in the center of the sky, helpfully denoting midnight. As their edges hadn’t quite begun to overlap, there were many hours of darkness left, but Lin Mah gestured for him to hurry regardless.


  Approaching the City Lord’s Mansion was easy- it stuck up above all the other buildings in the city, denoting the supposed power and majesty of the ruling family. All it signified for the pair of adventurers approaching it was that feces truly did roll down hill, and the city had been sitting in an open sewer for far too long.


  There were four entrances to the City Lord’s Mansion- a gate at each of the cardinal points. Given that the City Lord was by far the most powerful person often found in the area, security wasn’t as tight as in other areas of the city- it was not, however, nonexistent. Guards patrolled the grounds in pairs, torches lighting their way along the many paths carved into the gardens that made up the estate. There was a tall fence rather than a wall, with a spiked top and heavy bars. It was more for show than anything in this world of Cultivators, but it easily kept the Foundation realm riffraff out.


  Each gate was guarded, of course. The guards were dressed in gilded armor, showcasing the wealth of the Bai family if presenting a lack of military background in those in charge. Lin Mah stopped Leon in an alley that opened up next to the fence.


  “The guards will not take kindly to us, should be be caught.” she said quietly, “We need to get into the mansion, figure out where they’re keeping Hannah, and rescue her. Then we can wait for Master Sataou to return and put the Bai family in the ground where they belong.”


  Leon nodded.


  “I must become stronger.” he said, disliking the idea of Sataou taking on his burdens.


  “We all must, Leon. Together.” Lin Mah replied, reaching out to squeeze his gauntleted hand, “We are both bound to you, though in different ways. My path has become yours, as has Hannah’s. Where you go, we go- and we have a lot of places left to see. Be careful in there, please.”


  Leon squeezed her hand back lightly before releasing it and nodding to her decisively.


  “We go.” he said.


  The pair quickly leapt over the fence, landing in a section of garden where the groundskeeper seemed to have a theme of trellises and hanging vines going. They provided perfect cover for the adventurers, who snuck through the darkness and shadow towards the mansion proper.


  A pair of guards walked by, the torch giving away their position more than their heavy footsteps. The two didn’t bother looking left or right, simply staring ahead as they followed their path, the torch out front. Leon wondered how they had any nightvision at all with the light in their eyes, but accepted their lack of professionalism as a boon and took it in stride.


  The trellised gardens ended a hundred yards from the mansion walls, abruptly opening up to manicured grass and fruit trees. Looking left and right, Leon saw a few pairs of guards in the distance, and movement on the roof as a lookout scanned the area. He held out a hand to stop Lin Mah, who looked at him with a question in her eyes.


  He pulled a torch from his personal storage and lit it, the glow illuminating the ground around them. He gestured for Lin Mah to walk beside him and the pair slowly made their way along the walkways, snaking a bit as they did so. Both adventurers affected the walk of the guardsmen, and from a distance Leon was certain they wouldn’t cause anyone to look at them twice. His supposition was proven correct as a few tense minutes later they found themselves against the mansion walls as Leon tossed the still-burning torch back into his storage.


  Lin Mah gave him a thumbs up in the darkness and crept forward to take a look at the door they had found.


  It was a heavy wood timber door, with iron banding and a significant looking lock. Leon reckoned he could force it if he had to, but not quietly. Lin Mah took out a set of tools from her spacial ring and went to work on the tumblers, the scratching sounds loud in Leon’s ears as it echoed off the walls that surrounded them.


  Soon there was a click and a tiny ‘nice’ from Lin Mah as the lock turned. She slowly pulled the door handle, opening it a fraction and peering inside. On the other side of the door was a poorly lit room that appeared to be used for storage, with crates and barrels stacked haphazardly all around the space. Lin Mah gestured for Leon to follow and they both entered the building, closing and locking the door behind them.


  Leon appraised the clutter, noting a thick layer of dust on most of the surfaces.


  “Been a while since anyone’s been in here.” he said softly.


  “I hate it when you whisper with that helmet on.” came the quiet reply.


  Leon smiled beneath the visor and stepped around Lin Mah, looking for exits. There were two doors that led from the room, and only one seemed to have a lock. Leon shrugged and stepped towards the unlocked door, sliding it open and peering inside.


  The door led to a short, dim hallway with a worn runner rug in the center, which in turn led to a series of doors.


  “Servant’s hall.” Leon said quietly, recognizing the layout from the castle back home.


  He stepped into the short hallway, Lin Mah close behind. Walking to the end of it, he came to what he logically assumed would be servants quarters, and opened the door slowly.


  He poked his head inside the room and came face to face with a pair of frightened eyes.


  Chapter 16


  Lin Mah was around him in a flash, behind the young woman and covering her mouth before she could scream. She tried, once Lin Mah touched her, but thankfully the sound didn’t escape the small room.


  Leon closed the door behind him and surveyed the space.


  It was a small bunk room for servants, set up to house a pair of maids in waiting, if he had to guess. Two fairly comfortable beds sat against opposite walls, each matched to a dresser and trunk. There was a small desk with a chair and a mirror, boxes of what Leon assumed was makeup strewn across it. The young woman was in a slip, clearly having awoken to the sound of the doors opening and coming to investigate. Lin Mah whispered in her ear.


  “I am going to release you now. Remain calm and do not cry out, or I will be forced to silence you.” she said, before removing her hand from the girl’s mouth.


  “Please! Please don’t hurt me!” the girl said quietly, fear in her eyes as she stared at Leon’s armored form.


  “We have no intention of hurting you or any of the servants in the mansion.” Lin Mah said, “We are here to find someone and leave.”


  “Oh! You must mean Hannah!” the girl said, face changing from fear to excitement, “She kept saying her brother would come- is that you, sir knight?”


  Leon tilted his head at her in confusion before replying.


  “It is.” he said simply, “Where is my sister?”


  “Oh she said you’d come! She was so sure, and here you are, like a knight in the stories- Say, where’s your trusty steed? Why isn’t your armor shinier?” she said, running away with her own thoughts.


  Lin Mah actually giggled at that, imagining the look on Leon’s face beneath his helmet.


  “Miss, if you would- answer his question before he breaks someone.” she said from behind the excitable maid.


  “Ah! So sorry! Hannah is in the dungeon. They took her down there tonight- I don’t know why, she was in our care for the entire morning and afternoon and then suddenly she just HAD to go…” she answered, “I suppose she did say some rather… unladylike things to the City Lord… but between you and me, he had that coming, sir.”


  The look of consternation on the young girl’s face was nearly enough to make Leon chuckle in spite of the circumstances, but the word ‘dungeon’ was imprinted in Leon’s brain. He was so close, he had to free Hannah.


  “How do we get to the dungeons?” he asked in a low voice.


  “Um! Well, let’s see…” the girl began, then explained the route to the pair of adventurers.


  The longer she spoke, the more Leon was glad that they had found someone to ask. This mansion was a maze, and a wrong turn could spell disaster. Finally she finished and Leon committed the route to memory, burning the important warnings into his brain. Lin Mah patted the girl on her shoulder.


  “Thank you.” she said, “Is the City Lord in residence?”


  The servant girl nodded.


  “He is. I know he’s in a foul mood, I had heard rumors that he killed a number of guards just this morning in a fit of rage! The rest of the servants are keeping a low profile.” she answered.


  “I would suggest you continue to do so.” Leon said, “Things are going to get worse before they get better.”


  The girl swallowed nervously.


  “Alright, we have a heading.” Leon said to Lin Mah, “Let’s get her and get gone.”


  Leon led the way through the servants’ corridors, the girl’s directions very much coming in handy. They were able to bypass sections of the mansion that were guarded, and with the servants all huddled in their rooms over their fear of the City Lord, Leon and Lin Mah were left to their own devices. Several times Leon saw evidence of doors closing as they approached, but no alarm was heard. It seemed that most of the staff was content to keep to themselves in times of danger, which was understandable.


  After traveling along what had to have been half the length of the eastern wall, Leon and Lin Mah had still not run into another living being. The corridors were silent, the thick stone block construction muffling any sounds from adjacent rooms. There was little dust to be found, even in areas such as this where those in charge would never be seen. It spoke well of the work ethic of the staff, but also to the iron fist with which the City Lord surely ruled his domain.


  The servant’s corridor they were in suddenly ended in a door. By the description given, this should be a receiving room, meant for guests waiting to be seen by the City Lord. Given the time of day, they had been assured that it would be empty.


  Slowly opening the door, Leon looked into the well-lit room on the other side. It was indeed empty, though yet another display of extravagance, as thick carpet and plush couches dominated the space inside. The walls were covered in tapestries that depicted the Bai family’s origins, though how much truth there was to be found on them was anyone’s guess. Leon crept into the room with Lin Mah behind him. They made their way to the door that led out into a hallway. Once they left this room, they had a ways to go before they would be able to duck into a servant’s corridor again.


  Lin Mah took the front, her slim frame and dark clothes better for surveying without being seen. She slid the door open and peeked outside. The hallway beyond was less brightly lit than the room they stood in, but similarly deserted. Looking left and right, she detected no sign of guards or other passersby and gestured for Leon to follow her.


  They walked down the hall at a measured, comfortable pace. Lin Mah was well aware that the best way to infiltrate an area was to look like you belonged- someone seen obviously sneaking would immediately raise red flags, but if you appeared at ease and confident, most minor interactions would be forgotten. Leon would stick out like a sore thumb anywhere in his armor, but they’d have to cross that bridge when they came to it.


  The turn-off to the next set of servants’ corridors was five doors down, and they made it past three before they finally ran into someone.


  A tall man in an embroidered robe lurched from a bedroom, clearly very drunk. He supported himself on the wall as he mumbled incoherently.


  “Mmm.. baf’room? M’hyes, I think.” he slurred, his eyes nearly crossed.


  He stumbled forward and reached out to steady himself. Instead of the wall, he found Leon’s pauldron, who stood stock still. Lin Mah slid behind the man, out of his sight. The drunk man patted the steel plate of Leon’s shoulder armor and used it as a handrail, shuffling by on his way to the bathroom.


  “S’good decoration.” he mumbled, “Fancy armor, ‘tis.”


  Leon remained still until the man turned a corner further down the hall, and Lin Mah looked at him with a smirk.


  “He’s not wrong, it is pretty fancy.” she said softly.


  “I’m just glad he didn’t mistake me for the night-pot.” Leon said, rolling his shoulders.


  Lin Mah giggled quietly and turned to head down the hall towards their destination.


  Two more doors down, a servant appeared, carrying a tall load of towels in her arms. The stack reached above her head, and she balanced them precariously as she made her way towards the linen closet that was somewhere nearby. She noted Leon and Lin Mah’s presence, but simply greeted them.


  “Honored guests, my apologies. I will be out of your way in a moment.” she said, struggling by with her load.


  Lin Mah and Leon remained silent, as guests were not required to speak to members of staff. The girl didn’t sense anything was amiss and went on about her duties.


  They made it to the next set of hidden corridors and ducked inside, their pace quickening. While the sound of their footsteps were louder in the uncarpeted servant’s halls, they were not concerned with the noise. Speed was of the essence, and the night was rapidly disappearing as they navigated the maze that was the mansion.


  Coming to another break in the hidden hallways, they approached the entrance to the dungeons, which should be just around the corner from where they stood. Lin Mah peeked around the corner and saw two guards standing before a barred door, neither terribly alert but making passing through unnoticed an impossibility. She looked back over her shoulder at Leon.


  “Two guards at the door to the dungeons.” she reported, “What’s the plan?”



  “We walk in like we own the place.” Leon replied, “Worst case, we should be able to get close enough to silence them.”


  Lin Mah nodded and walked around the corner slowly, seeming at ease. Leon formed up behind her, the silent protector role suiting him well.


  The two guards noticed her approach a moment later, one nudging the other silently to get his attention. Their eyes betrayed their interest in the beautiful woman that neared them, lacking the wariness that they ought to have in the moment. Lin Mah smiled at them, the sight dazzling the two men. One of them waved lazily.


  “Miss, hello.” he said lamely, “What brings you to this side of the City Lord’s mansion?”


  Lin Mah looked at the man, not bowing. She had to show that she was above these guards if this plan was to work.


  “I am here to see your newest prisoner.” she said softly, her voice dancing across the guard’s ears.


  Even in their enamored state, the words caused concern.


  “Er- Miss, the City Lord has decreed that none shall interact with the prisoner. On punishment of death!” he said, “I am afraid I can’t allow you to enter.”


  The other guard nodded sadly.


  “Aye miss, very sorry.” he said, parroting his companion.


  Lin Mah shook her head.


  “I have permission from the City Lord to visit the prisoner. Did his page not arrive with my documents? I am to assess her story for the Lord, and determine the whereabouts of her co-conspirators! Let me pass!” she said, anger tinting her tone slightly.


  The guards looked around nervously.


  “The Lord’s page has not arrived yet, no ma’am. Without that, I am afraid we cannot-” he began, but was cut off when Leon appeared in front of him.


  Striking out with his fists, Leon bounced both guard’s helmets against the stone walls behind them. Their eyes rolled up to the back of their heads as they collapsed in unison, Leon having to grab them by their tabards to keep them from crashing to the floor. He looked over his shoulder at Lin Mah.


  “Get the door, will you?” he asked, easily holding both men up.


  Lin Mah rolled her eyes.


  “Show off.” she said, stepping forward to pull the door to the dungeons open.


  The stairway down was stone, as were the walls. Leon had little choice but to toss both guards over his shoulders and follow his beautiful partner down into the depths of the mansion after shutting and barring the door behind him.


  The descent was longer than Leon had anticipated, and the stone block walls soon transitioned to natural stone as they dropped below the area of the mansion proper. Clearly the dungeon was built inside an existing cave formation, no doubt easier than excavating through solid stone. The deeper they went, the colder it became and soon Leon was cycling his Qi to keep the chill from seeping inside his armor. Lin Mah, with her Ice affinity, naturally had no issue with the cold and walked along happily as though the temperature hadn’t changed a bit.


  When they finally reached the bottom, they found themselves in a small room that contained a table, a set of chairs, and a barrel with the top stoved in, filled with water. Placing the two guards on the ground, Leon quickly bound and gagged them. The only door leading from the small room was a heavy wooden affair, with a strong looking lock and a slot that could be opened to see through from the other side. Lin Mah got to work on the lock while Leon prepared for whatever might be on the other side.


  Taking out the Hammer of Brokkr, he formed it into his usual longsword, adding a bit more mass than he had before, causing the blade to top out just over 55 kg. A truly ridiculous weight for a sword, but with Leon’s enhanced Strength, the weight didn’t slow him down a bit. He flicked the sword around and spun it in his hands, checking the weight. As always, it was perfect. The blade flashed brightly in the dim space, the sound of air being cut loud against the stone.


  A click told Leon that Lin Mah had been successful. The door’s latch clacked open and Lin Mah stepped back, gesturing for Leon to go first.


  “You’re the wall I’m hiding behind for this next part.” she said, “I heard voices through the keyhole- you’ll be getting into trouble here I’d imagine.”


  “Good.” Leon said, stepping forward and pushing the door open with his offhand.


  He strode confidently into the next room, the heavy door banging loudly on the wall opposite the hinge. The room was much larger than the previous, a wide hallway that was lined with cells, each one barred with thick steel and runed to strengthen them. On the far wall was another hallway leading deeper into the dungeons. On Leon’s first glance he didn’t see Hannah in any of these cells, but his immediate focus was on the man that stood with his arms crossed, leaning against a pillar. Leon used Inspect.


  * * *


  Enemy


  Taj Aldeen


  Disposition: Irritated


  Threat Level: High Qi Condensation


  * * *


  The man was tall and broad, dressed in surprisingly little given the temperature of the room. He had a shirt that ran from one shoulder to his hip, leaving the other exposed, and a set of loose fitting pants, ending in shoes that turned up at the tips. On his head was a similar wrapping to that of the Guru, but somehow sloppier, as though less care went into the forming of it. In his hand he held a wide, curved saber. He grinned when his eyes landed on Leon.


  “Ah, I was wondering when someone would show up for the cleric.” he said in a strangely lilting accent, “It seems I was right to wait here.”


  Leon tilted his head.


  “Are you with the City Lord?” he asked quietly, sword at the ready.


  “You could say that.” Taj replied, “Though it is more of a… how you say… coerced relationship? My clan owed the Bai patriarch some favors, they cannot pay, so here I am. Such is life, I suppose.”


  “I would prefer not to kill those coerced.” Leon said, “My fight is with the Bai family.”


  Taj shrugged.


  “If I leave, he kills me. If I stay, you try to kill me. You do not seem to be as powerful as the City Lord, no? It seems like the equation begs me to fight.” he said, tilting his head to examine Leon, “That being said, should I fall, do me a favor and continue your quest for the City Lord’s head, yes? It would please me if his death came shortly after mine.”


  Leon nodded.


  “Very well, a duel it is.” he said solemnly, “Do not hold anything back. I will not.”


  Taj grinned and pushed away from the wall.


  “A fighter! Good.” he replied, saluting with his saber, “It is a good day to die, my friend.”


  With that, he kicked off the wall and threw himself at Leon, and the fight was on.


  Saber fighters are inherently more aggressive than those wielding a longsword. Their blades are heavy and momentum plays a larger part in their strikes than the subtle finesse of the wrist that Leon displayed. Taj was strong, perhaps nearly as strong as Leon, and he clearly did not anticipate his first attack to be simply blocked with the flat of the knight’s blade.


  Sparks flew from the impact, lighting up the dim stone room as the sound of steel crashing together echoed off the hard walls. Undeterred, Taj came in for another blow, his movements fluid. Leon parried the blow, countering with a fist that struck the other man’s shoulder, knocking him away.


  Taj rubbed his shoulder with his off hand, grimacing and looking at Leon in a new light.


  “You are… stronger than you look.” he said softly, “It seems I must truly give this my all.”


  With a chant, Taj began to channel his Qi, suffusing his body with energy. His body didn’t physically grow larger, but his aura expanded, seeming to fill the room with his might. His eyes glowed purple, and he called out.


  “Body Arts: Amethyst Sky!” he shouted, and flexed his body as the skill took effect.


  Lin Mah called from the doorway.


  “Leon! He is a body practitioner!” she said loudly, “He will be much more powerful than before- do you want me to join in?”


  “No.” Leon replied, “I will not sully a duel. He deserves that much, at least.”


  Taj grinned widely.


  “You are a good man, sir knight.” he said, voice strained with the power thrumming through his body, “Now, let us fight!”


  The two met in the center, each leaping at the other simultaneously. Their strikes came faster than the eye could see, even Lin Mah’s enhanced vision was struggling to keep up with the speed of the action. Sword met saber over and over, sending sparks firing off in all directions as the two vied for victory.


  Leon’s arms were sore from the force of the blows he received, Taj’s strength clearly outclassing even his own in short bursts. It seemed that the man couldn’t keep the Strength enhancing effect of his abilities going full time, instead seeming to activate them at the last moment. This lead to a strange rhythm to his attacks, where they started slower and gained momentum as they neared him, which was unlike anything he was used to.


  Wounds slowly piled up on them both, with Taj taking the majority. His lack of armor was a decided disadvantage that not even his body arts could fully make up for. When Leon’s sword did land, it was not as devastating as he expected, however- in addition to the man’s increased Strength, his skin and muscles were many times more resistant to damage than a normal man’s while he was channeling his ability.


  On Leon’s end, he had taken shallow wounds to his less-protected areas, Taj being surprisingly accurate with his strikes even under the influence of what seemed to Leon like a berzerker’s haze. His armor sported more than a few new scratches and dents to show that his parrying was getting slower as he tired.


  Leon focused on his Qi, cycling it through his tired body as he fought. The skill that Taj was using intrigued him, and his active mind poked at the concept even while in the midst of battle. He moved the energy through his limbs, slowly creating a circuit of Qi that led from his dantian, through his left arm, down his side, through both legs, back up and completing the cycle after suffusing his right arm. The moment the circuit completed, he got a notification.


  [You have discovered Body Arts.]


  [You are a white ranked Body Art Practitioner.]


  [You have learned skill: Body Arts: Crimson Mantle.]


  [You have used skill: Body Arts: Crimson Mantle.]


  Leon felt the heat from his dantian spread throughout his body, and shouted as the energy reached its peak. His eyes began to glow a fiery red, as though his pupils were actively aflame. His Strength, Agility and Endurance all increased as the Qi was pulled from his dantian. The draw wasn’t as heavy as Leon would have expected for the benefit, though his capacity was admittedly higher than it should have been.


  Taj jumped back, disengaging from Leon, his eyes widening.


  “Did you…” he said, lowering his blade, “Did you just form a Body Art? While in life or death combat?”


  Leon examined his off hand, clenching it into a fist and feeling the power circulating within him before looking at Taj and shrugging.


  “Seems that way.” he said.


  Taj looked at Lin Mah, who had her hand over her face while shaking her head. He looked back at Leon.


  “I… I don’t have any words for how absurd that is.” he said finally, “I concede the duel. You have bested me.”


  Leon tilted his head.


  “You are unable to continue?” he asked slowly.


  “I am nearly out of Qi, and unable to take the upper hand. And now you’ve gone and increased your power with no end in sight.” he said, kneeling and laying his sword gently on the floor, “You have been honorable, how could I be less so? You may take my life, but I ask that you remember your promise to me.”


  Leon stepped forward, nodding at the man before placing his sword on Taj’s shoulder, who didn’t so much as flinch while he stared up at death.


  “Taj Aldeen, I take your life.” Leon said, not moving his sword.


  Taj closed his eyes, waiting for the strike.


  It never came.


  He opened his eyes again to see the sword leave his shoulder and return to Leon’s storage space.


  “I don’t understand.” he said, looking up at the armored man.


  “Your life is mine. As of this moment, you are dead.” Leon said, “Therefore, any debts you may have had are no longer. Your life is mine, and I freely give it to you, as is my right.”


  Taj raised an eyebrow.


  “I’m not sure that’s how this works.” he said slowly.


  Leon shrugged and Lin Mah laughed from behind him.


  “You’ll find things work the way he wants them to.” she said, stepping forward and offering a hand to the bloody man on the floor, “Please, rise. Leon, may I?”


  Leon nodded, stepping back as Taj was helped to his feet. Lin Mah nodded to him.


  “I am Lin Mah, Bane Queen. This is Leon, the Indomitable Knight. As of this moment, you are your own again. What will you do?” she asked him, staring into his soul.


  Taj looked shell shocked.


  “I… cannot say. Truly, I intended to die here.” he said softly.


  Lin Mah considered him for a moment.


  “How do you feel about demihumans?” she asked suddenly.


  “Is this a trick question?” Taj replied.


  “Answer truthfully.” Lin Mah prodded.


  “Demihumans are abused everywhere on this continent and it makes me sick.” Taj replied, anger gracing his features, “Are you also against them?”


  Lin Mah’s eyes lit up and she smiled.


  “Quite the opposite, actually.” she answered, “How would you like a new calling?”



  Lin Mah explained the plight of the demihuman children, and Taj was immediately eager to go to them.


  “I will protect them with my life!” he declared, “The Bai family has done truly despicable things, but trafficking in children?! Where are they?”


  Lin Mah gave him directions to the house and wrote another note to the staff, explaining that Taj would be staying to guard the children until they returned.


  Taj bowed low upon receiving the note.


  “Thank you, benefactors.” he said, “Truly you have given me a new life, and I am forever in your debt. I would pledge a life deb-”


  “No.” Leon said quickly, sticking out a hand, “Thank you, but no.”


  Lin Mah laughed.


  “I think Leon has enough of those at this point. Pledge the debt to the children, see them safe. When we return, we will come up with a plan for them, and for you.” she explained.


  Taj bowed again and was off, running up the stairs and out of sight.


  Lin Mah turned to Leon.


  “A new ally.” she said quietly.


  “A new friend, perhaps.” Leon replied, “Now, let’s go get our cleric back. I’m tired of having to heal myself.”


  This close to the end goal, Leon was fighting the urge to scratch himself, the itch to secure Hannah that strong. He released his Body Art, the Qi circuit breaking but remaining in place once his dantian had absorbed the energy within it. He took a deep breath as the added attributes left him.


  [You have used skill: Light’s Recovery.]


  [Your health is partially restored.]


  The wounds on Leon’s body healed, leaving unblemished skin beneath the tears in his armor and arming clothes. He rolled his shoulders to loosen them and then strode towards the short hallway leading deeper into the dungeon, Lin Mah close behind.


  The pair quickly came to another door, this one solidly bolted and locked. Leon didn’t waste any more time, opting to deliver a swift kick to the hasp, sending the door rocketing into the room beyond with a loud crash. The space was empty, the guards apparently believing that the City Lord’s mansion was harder to get into than it was. Three large cells took up the walls opposite the entryway, and only one was occupied.


  “Well its about time, Leon!” came a voice from the middle cell, “Here I thought I was going to have to bust myself out of this hellhole!”


  Leon and Lin Mah’s eyes lit up at the sound of Hannah’s voice, loud and strong. They both stepped closer, looking into the cage. The dim light within revealed the young cleric sitting upon a cot, clothed in simple garb and leaning up against the back wall with her hands behind her head. She smirked at Leon.


  “You look worse than me, big guy!” she said, slowly getting to her feet, “What happened, did you fight the entire city?”



  Lin Mah giggled.


  “Closer to reality than you’d imagine.” she said, “Now, let’s get you out of there.”


  She summoned her lockpick set from her storage ring but was waved off by Leon, who took hold of the two inch thick bars and simply pulled, tearing them from the stone they had been set into. He let go, allowing them to crash to the stone floor behind him before being struck in the chest by a brunette cannonball, who wrapped her arms around him and pressed her face into his battered breastplate.


  “I am so glad you’re here.” she said, voice muffled by the armor and emotion, “I thought I’d never see you again.”


  Leon put his arms around his sister and just held her for a moment, letting her get a few sobs out before she released him.


  Hannah wiped her eyes with her sleeve and sniffled, then threw herself at Lin Mah. The two women collided with a startled squeak from the taller woman, but quickly devolved into a tearful reunion. Leon scanned the cell block as the two caught up.


  Soon after, he felt a pull at his elbow.


  “You got any extra gear in that storage of yours, big guy?” Hannah asked, looking over her lack of equipment.


  Leon nodded and cast his mind into his personal storage, sorting through what equipment he had. He quickly put together a set of chainmail, with a mace similar to the one she had before and a small shield. He put out his hand and placed the pile of gear into hers, causing her to stumble forward and glare at him. She quickly put everything on, however, and was soon outfitted with a solid level of protection. Leon nodded, helping her with the last strap.


  “Good. It’s not as great a kit as you had, but it’ll do for now.” he said, looking her over.


  * * *


  Hannah of Epione


  Title: Knight’s Herald


  Realm: Qi Condensation


  Stage: Mid


  Affinity: Light, Fire


  Attributes:


  Strength: 57


  Endurance: 58


  Agility: 66


  Spirit: 73


  Willpower: 54


  Traits: Chosen of Epione


  Skills:


  Martial Weapons: Advanced


  Ranged Weapons: Journeyman


  Medium Armor: Journeyman


  Healing Light: Advanced


  Light’s Touch: Advanced


  Applied Modifiers:


  Pledge of Loyalty: Leon Jäger


  Favor of Satoro: Satoro Sataou


  Soul-Binding: Yin-yang Souls(Leon Jäger)


  * * *


  “I see you’ve managed to keep up with your Cultivation in captivity” Leon said after going over her status screen, “How did your advancement into Qi Condensation go?”



  Hannah laughed aloud.


  “I’ll be honest, I was hoping my advancement would be destructive enough to bust me out of the cage they had me in,” she said, “and it was… but not enough to get me out of the building the cage was in. I was so close, too. But I figured while I’m here, I may as well not let you get too far ahead of me…”


  She drifted off then, eyes glazing as she read over Leon’s status.


  * * *


  Leon Jäger


  Title: Indomitable Knight (+)


  Realm: Qi Condensation


  Stage: Peak


  Affinity: Fire, Soul, Light


  Attributes:


  Strength: 125


  Endurance: 110


  Agility: 101


  Spirit: 95


  Willpower: 115


  Traits: Resolute


  Skills:


  Martial Weapons: Mastery


  Unarmed Combat: Half-step Mastery


  Ranged Weapons: Journeyman


  Heavy Armor: Mastery


  Blacksmithing: Half-step Mastery


  Inspect: Advanced


  Stealth: Journeyman


  First Strike: Journeyman


  Aura Suppression: Beginner


  Hammer of Moradin: Journeyman


  Intimidation: Journeyman


  Light’s Recovery: Journeyman


  Purge In Flames: Journeyman


  Annihilation: Beginner


  Qi Sense (Evolved): Journeyman


  Bastion of Resolve: Journeyman


  Runecrafting: Mastery


  Soulforging: Beginner


  Body Arts (White):


  Crimson Mantle: Journeyman


  Applied Modifiers:


  Mark of Epione: Hannah of Epione


  Favor of Satoro: Satoro Sataou


  Favor of Sprites: Keeper Mergel


  Disciple Bond: Satoro Sataou


  Soul-Bindings:


  Yin-yang Souls: Hannah of Epione


  Sam-Taegeuk Trigram: Lin Mah, ???


  * * *


  “I hate you.” she said finally, “That is totally unfair. These attributes! I bet you’re nearly half-step too!”


  Leon just shrugged.


  “Sprites? Body Arts? And what, may I ask, is a Trigram? Who is ‘???’? Leon, what exactly happened between you two while I was in prison?!” Hannah questioned, looking at Lin Mah, who just blushed and remained silent.


  Hannah waved her fist in the air at them both.


  “I will have my stories!” she yelled.


  Chapter 17


  After filling Hannah in on the last few days, the cleric was somewhat placated. She even seemed a little disappointed that the story wasn’t more sordid than it ended up being. Lin Mah did most of the telling, with Leon filling in where he could. Hannah seemed excited about the prospects of seeing Sprite glades, and even more excited over the idea of Leon’s ‘budding harem’ as she put it, which caused Lin Mah to blush and throw an apple core at her.


  Leon wisely chose not to comment, remaining silent in his helmet as was the intelligent way to deal with the situation. No good would come from opening his mouth and inserting his foot. He would let the ladies handle it.


  He corralled the conversation enough to get the two to follow him as he led them back out of the dungeon. The two behind him continued to chat, catching up on Hannah’s time incarcerated by the Bai family. Leon didn’t add his opinions to the topic, but every word seemed to increase his anger at those who would dare to commit such actions. He felt his dantian spin faster in response to his heightened stress levels, but didn’t let it distract him from the goal: getting out of the mansion in one piece. He would get his revenge in due time.


  After ascending the stairs slowly, Leon gestured for the two behind him to be quiet as they approached the door to the main building. Leon found it unbarred, most likely as a result of Taj leaving earlier. He turned the latch carefully and opened the door slowly, peering out into the hallway. Seeing nothing, he motioned for the others to follow and they all walked sedately from the dungeon entrance, taking a left and continuing down the corridor.


  Leon’s first goal was to find a servant’s passage, to get the group out of the main thoroughfare. While it was late, and most would be asleep, intoxicated, or both, he didn’t want to take any chances this close to the end. After taking another turn, they found themselves in a larger hallway, richly appointed and well lit.


  “This is sure to lead to a main entrance.” Lin Mah whispered from behind, “Which will probably be guarded from the outside- perhaps we can disable the guards and escape that way?”


  Leon nodded and continued forward.


  Along the way towards the end of the hall, they passed a number of receiving rooms, thankfully all empty. Clearly this was the route that visiting dignitaries and high ranking citizens would be taken down to wait on the City Lord’s whim. The carpet was thicker here, the walls having very little empty space between the tapestries, paintings, and trophies.


  An entire section of the wall was dedicated to spirit beast heads, each mounted on a plaque that detailed their date of death and listing the City Lord as the one responsible. A large cat-like head with enormous teeth sat next to what looked to Leon like a demonic duck of some kind that had to have been nearly as large as a man in life. There were a number of truly demonic looking creatures arrayed along the wall, as if plucked from the picture books Leon could recall from his short time going to church as a child.


  They passed a servant’s corridor entrance just as a young woman was exiting. She was carrying a stack of empty platters, and nearly dropped them when she saw the group staring at her. Leon was hesitating over what to do when the woman saw Hannah and lit up, silently nodding and mouthing something to the cleric as she passed by, pretending to not see the rest of the party. Leon turned to watch her go but she quickly disappeared down another hallway.


  Shrugging, he led the group further on, the end of the hallway in sight.


  The hall opened up into an atrium, large and circular with a glass domed roof and laid out like a museum. There was a set of bones arrayed in the center, depicting a creature many times taller than Leon, replete with teeth long enough to pierce him from top to feet in one go. He shuddered at the thought of fighting something like that before turning his attention towards the other end of the room, where the exit was marked by a set of large double doors.


  A small group of people stood in front of the doors, and Leon immediately recognized one of them.


  “Ah, if it isn’t the trash trying to let itself out?” came a sneering voice from the man, “And you almost made it, too!”


  Leon used Inspect.


  * * *


  Enemy


  Bai Tien


  Disposition: Confident, Furious


  Threat Level: High Qi Condensation


  * * *


  Leon called forth the Hammer of Brokkr, shaping it into the massive greatsword he had grown fond of for open spaces such as the atrium. He pushed all 115 kg into the sword and hefted it, making a mental note to add to the Hammer’s capacity soon as the weapon felt lighter than he expected it to. He spun it in his hand before letting it come to rest with the edge parallel to the ground, pointing at Bai Tien and his two companions.


  “You have saved me a trip to find you.” Leon said in a low voice, “For that, I thank you.”


  Bai Tien laughed.


  “Thanking me? You’ll soon regret that confidence! Allow me to introduce the men my father has tasked with protecting me!” he said, puffing up his chest a bit much for a man hiding behind others, “Men, go introduce yourselves.”


  The two men leapt forward and Leon used Inspect again as he prepared to take the blows.


  * * *


  Enemy


  Christoph Thame


  Disposition: Wary


  Threat Level: Half-Step Qi Compression


  * * *


  Stephen Malfattore


  Disposition: Confident


  Threat Level: Half-Step Qi Compression


  * * *


  The first man was a muscular axe wielder, in half-plate armor. He bore a heavy two-handed headsman’s axe and landed a few paces from Leon, sizing him up. The second attacker had no such concern for his opponent’s possible capabilities, and rushed straight in to attack. He was enormously large, with any muscle he had hidden by a thick layer of fat. He had long, greasy black hair and carried a single-edged sword that had a distinct curve to it and ended in a chisel-like tip. He called out as he swung his sword at Leon.


  “Observe my move! No armor shall stand against my folded steel!” he said, seeming slightly out of breath.


  Leon parried the blow with his greatsword, easily deflecting the strike. The mass of his opponent’s sword was simply not enough to compete with the massive blade in Leon’s hand, and bounced off at an angle. Sparks flew from the impact, and the attacker looked stunned for a moment before reengaging.


  He struck out quickly, using short, rapid strokes in an attempt to overcome Leon’s defenses. Even where the heavy blade was unable to reach the smaller sword in time, Leon’s armor was more than up to the task of defending against the strikes. Only once did the swordsman manage to draw blood, when his sword tip found the gap in Leon’s pauldron, cutting a gash along his bicep.


  On seeing blood, the fat man grinned evilly and attempted to capitalize on the injury. He overextended, thrusting with all his might at Leon’s helmet. The blow was deflected off the steel visor, and Leon was quick to lash out in response, carving a deep gash into the man’s stomach.


  The big man jumped away from Leon, holding his stomach with his free hand. From a distance, Leon could see that, as deep as the injury was, it hadn’t reached anything vital. From the way the man was squealing, Leon would have thought he’d have taken an arm off. The axe-man looked at his partner with a grimace.


  “Malfattore! I told you not to rush in!” he said, glaring at the injured man.


  “He’s just a High stage!” Malfattore replied in a whining tone, “He must have used some trick to get that lucky strike on me!”


  The fat man pulled a vial of pills from his long coat and poured them down his throat. His wounds slowly closed and the blood flow stopped. Thame grunted.


  “Alright, Steven. Now you’re all healed up. Let’s go in together.” he said.


  “It’s not ‘Steven’, it’s pronounced Steph-” Malfattore complained before being cut off.


  “Don’t care.” shot back Thame, “Get in there.”


  The muscular man jumped towards Leon, swinging his axe from above his head. The resulting clash between the axe and Leon’s sword thundered around the open room, sending sparks flying, along with a small portion of the man’s axe head. Thame pulled the weapon back and looked at it with an angry expression.


  “This is an Elevated grade axe!” he hissed, “Cost a fortune!”


  Leon shrugged and swung his blade in a wide arc, nearly catching the man off guard. Malfattore was in the middle of landing as the blade came at him, and barely managed to get his sword in the way of it in time. The massive blade pushed the man’s sword into him with its mass, causing it to cut into the fat man’s leg deeply. He cursed and hopped away, pulling his own sword from his flesh. Thame looked at his partner in disgust and shook his head.


  “Never should have accepted this contract.” he said, before throwing himself at Leon again.


  The axe and greatsword each landed heavy blows against their opponents as the two fought, unhampered by the whimpering of Malfattore where he nursed his wound nearby. The two armored men fought like wildcats, their strikes carrying weight and power, each landing blows that damaged the other with the force of the impact, even where the blades didn’t manage to break the skin.


  Thame’s axe was looking much the worse for wear as he clashed with Leon again, and on one heavy blow, he misjudged the angle and landed edge to edge with the Hammer of Brokrr. The axe blade never stood a chance in that fight, sheering through and shattering into pieces, leaving the armored man holding little more than a long wooden stick. Thame looked at his weapon and hopped back.


  “I guess it’s time to use another tactic.” he said to himself, a red glow appearing in his eyes.


  Thame’s aura increased as he used a skill, his fists glowing red. The armored man again launched himself at Leon, striking out like a boxer at the knight.


  Leon blocked the strikes with the flat of his sword, the force causing him to stagger back. Pushing out against the blade, he turned his block into a strike, slicing through the air and narrowly avoiding his opponent’s throat. Thame dodged back. Suddenly, a screech was heard to the side, and both men looked over to find Malfattore clutching a black-fletched arrow that had seemingly grown from his sternum.


  “I’ll handle it, Leon. Go have fun.” Hannah said, walking forward as Lin Mah drew another arrow and nocked it to her bowstring.


  Hannah reached the fat man, who was now on his knees and attempting to pull Lin Mah’s arrow from his chest. She swung for the fences, sinking the head of her mace into the side of Malfattore’s skull. With all the force of a dropped watermelon, the man’s head exploded.


  “Shouldn’t have tried to interrupt your betters when they’re fighting.” Hannah said, kicking the now nearly headless body over with the toe of her boot.


  She waved at Leon, who was still standing and staring at her with an equally shocked Thame.


  “Go get ‘em, big guy!” she said, smiling.


  “Psychopath…” Thames muttered to himself under his breath, then turned to Leon, “Well, continue?”


  Leon shrugged, nodded, and the combat began anew.


  Under the influence of his skill, Thame was a force to be reckoned with. His punches held more power than his axe had, and came at a much faster rate. Leon was hard-pressed to defend against the man with his large blade, and eventually had to disengage. He quickly dismissed his greatsword, flexing his hands before making fists and jumping back into combat.


  Thame laughed in appreciation of a fellow warrior, and the two began to slug it out. Leon landed a heavy cross that rocked Thame’s head back before being caught by a pair of jabs that seemed to come from nowhere. Both men wore helmets with padding, so the damage was light, but blunt force at this level of power left a lasting impression on internal organs. Leon could feel a headache coming on as he caught a wicked uppercut that nearly tore his helmet clean off.


  He lashed out in turn, striking the man in the chainmail below his chest-plate. The breath left his opponent with a whoosh and the man staggered back. Thinking to take advantage of the lapse, Leon attempted to follow up with a strike to Thame’s head, but the muscular man recovered faster than anticipated. A cross came out of nowhere, slamming into Leon’s visor again and pressing it back into his nose, breaking it with a crack and searing pain.


  Shaking his head to clear it, Leon responded with four blows to Thame’s center, his gauntleted fists hammering into the man’s breastplate. On the forth blow, the plate caved in. Thame wheezed and stumbled backwards. Leon let him go, breathing heavy. As Thame attempted to pop the plate back outwards, Leon noticed a small badge attached to the top right of it.


  “Wait.” he said, causing the other man to stop and look at him, “Are you a member of the Adventurer’s Guild?”


  Thame raised an eyebrow.


  “Yes…” he said, then saw the edge of Leon’s own badge peeking out from behind his tabard, “Oh, don’t tell me.”


  The muscular man cursed, then shook his head.


  “Apologies, Steel rank. I did not know you were also an Adventurer.” he said, bowing, “I have broken our cardinal rule.”


  Leon laughed.


  “If you have, so have I.” he said, “But let’s call it a spar, yes?”


  Thame nodded. Leon looked at the body of Malfattore.


  “There is… that.” he said, gesturing at it.


  “Oh don’t worry about it. He wasn’t a member.” Thame said with wave of his hand, “They wouldn’t let him in. Something about how he treated one of the female Adventurers I heard? Either way, I was shocked to see him here when I showed up to start the mission.”


  Behind them an angry voice called out.


  “Excuse me, why are you not fighting?!” Bai Tien said, “What is my father even paying you for?!”


  “Your protection.” Thame said, “However, no Guild mission can involve attacking another member in good standing, so I must unfortunately end my involvement.”


  Leon looked over to see Bai Tien stamp his foot in rage.


  “How dare you! Do you have any idea what my father will do to you?!” he yelled.


  “I will let him take that up with the Guildmaster.” Thame replied, before looking at Leon, “I take my leave, Steel rank.”


  Leon put out a hand to shake, and Thame took it with a metallic thump.


  “Leon.” he said.


  “Christoph.” came the reply.


  Leon grabbed his helmet from the stone floor and placed it on his head, slapping the top to set it in place.


  As Bai Tien had a meltdown, Thame quietly exited the atrium and vanished into the night.


  Leon approached the last Bai son, who recoiled.


  “Don’t come any closer! You cheat! Monster! I will have you dead! I will have your women as my play things!” he said hoarsely, drawing a diagram in the air with his finger as if warding off the oncoming knight.


  The air in which Bai Tien’s fingers flickered glowed a deep red, as a sigil appeared floating before him. Suddenly, Bai Tien’s body locked up and his voice cut off into a scream as blood began to pour from every orifice on his body, being pulled into the sigil.


  The sigil grew, depicting a devilish creature that was smiling and baring its fangs. Blood poured from Bai Tien and filled the large, floating symbol until it reached the top. The entire device flashed red and then seemed to explode outwards before wrapping back and cocooning the youngest Bai son in a sphere of blood. The red fluid ball swirled, hiding the man from sight as the floor rumbled with a deep tone that shook dust from the ceilings high above.


  Leon drew his greatsword from his storage and approached the blood sphere, reaching out with the tip of the weapon to prod it. Instantly he was rebuffed, the force blasting him backwards and sending him sliding across the stone floors with a grating sound. He dusted himself off as he got to his feet and appraised the construct. Hannah appeared beside him.


  “Any idea what that thing is?” she asked, pointing at the blood ball.


  Leon grunted.


  “I was going to ask you.” he replied, then turned to Lin Mah.


  The tall woman just shook her head, staring at the place where Bai Tien had been.


  The walls and floor continued to shake like the aftershocks of a major earthquake. Leon glanced around the large room, Lin Mah following his gaze.


  “This is going to grab some unwanted attention.” she said slowly, “How has the City Lord not shown up?”


  “He is in deep cultivation since this morning, from what I heard.” Hannah answered, “One of the servant girls said his foundation was destabilized from losing two of his sons… which I assume we have the big guy here to thank?”


  “I mean she helped.” Leon said, pointing a thumb at Lin Mah.


  “Don’t go putting that on me, Leon.” Lin Mah replied with a laugh.


  “She made one of them blow himself up.” Leon said slowly.


  “You burned the other to death in a firepit!” Lin Mah shot back.


  Hannah giggled.


  “My heroes!” she exclaimed, “And such pretty ones! How about we make it a full three, though? I think the egg is hatching.”


  She pointed as Bai Tien’s sphere, which indeed showed signs of cracking. There were areas of white light breaking through the swirling red, and the rumbling had slowed until it was almost a heartbeat. Suddenly, the sphere burst.


  Bai Tien had changed. His skin was black as charcoal, and fissured like the texture of volcanic rock. He seemed to be bleeding from each deep crevice in his flesh, and his eyes shone flickering red when he opened them to gaze upon his foes. His feet had transformed into cloven hooves, and as they watched, two horns sprouted from his forehead, making him scream in agony.


  As soon as the transformation stopped, Bai Tien bellowed like a bull and rushed at Leon, his fingertips extending into hooked claws that he slashed down at the armored man.


  Leon blocked the attack with his blade, and was surprised when the weapon was flung to the side by the force of the blow. The claws scraped along his breastplate, leaving deep scratches as they narrowly missed.


  Leon leapt back and swung the blade to create distance.


  Bai Tien blocked with his claws, the blade managing to sheer one off with a pinging sound as it was sent bouncing away across the stone floor. The demon that was Tien screeched in anger, the noise cut off by a pair of black-fletched arrows that landed solidly in his chest. Bai Tien looked down at the wounds and chuffed a laugh that sent black smoke shooting out of his nostrils. He lifted an arm and slammed it down on the arrows, snapping them off inside him. He turned to Leon and pointed.


  “You, first. Then, them.” he said, his voice distorted and gravelly.


  He opened his pointing hand and a ball of flame shot forth, firing across the short space like a missile until it impacted Leon’s breastplate. The armored man was staggered back, his armor taking the force as the heat dissipated around him. Cycling his Qi, the heat felt like a warm breeze and he raised a hand in return.


  “Purge.” he said in a low voice.


  Flames erupted from his palm, bathing the demon Bai in liquid fire. The man screamed as the heat torched his open wounds, putting out his hands to block the attack. Leon pushed more Qi into the skill, the flames turning from red to yellow as the heat increased.


  Bai Tien screeched and threw himself backwards, away from the attack. He rolled as he landed, then jumped to his feet and flexed his arms towards his waist.


  Large black wings erupted from his back with a sickening squelch, blood flying from the tips as they spread out. They were leathery, like bat wings, and it took a good deal of effort for Bai Tien to lift himself off the ground, flapping them hard. He flung another ball of fire but missed due to his elevation changing, and screamed when more arrows began to pour in from Lin Mah’s bow.


  Hannah chanted a skill at Leon.


  [You are the target of skill: Healing Light.]


  [Your health is partially restored.]


  The notifications popped up in Leon’s vision as he felt his wounds heal rapidly, sealing and knitting together with sharp stabs of pain before fading.


  He held up a hand and used Purge in Flame again. The fire poured from his palm, casting itself across the screaming demon in the air. The screams reached a new pitch as the fire started to burn the thin membranes of Bai Tien’s wings. Bai Tien flapped them harder to stay aloft, but began to lose altitude. He threw out a salvo of fire balls, one striking Leon in the chest and staggering him back.


  Another of the balls of flame rocketed towards Lin Mah as she drew back her bow to launch another arrow at the demonic man. She didn’t see the attack until it was too late to dodge, the super-heated ball of fire already nearing her face. She flinched.


  Suddenly, Hannah was there, holding her shield up to take the hit. The skill struck hard, blasting the small woman back into Lin Mah, causing them both to be sent sprawling across the floor in a heap. The small shield wasn’t enough to contain the entire attack, hellish flames scorching Hannah’s thighs and making her scream.


  The sound made Leon’s heart hurt, and he rushed at the demon Bai with his sword already swinging. Bai Tien attempted to get another shot off on the women that were lying prone on the ground, but was thwarted by Leon’s attack. He cursed in a strange language and dodged backwards, the tip of Leon’s sword slicing a furrow across his chest as he did so. Bai Tien screeched and held out both hands, chanting a skill.


  “Hell Needles!” he yelled, pointing his palms at Leon.


  Dozens of tiny black splinters formed in the air around his arms and shot towards Leon, whistling through the air in the short distance between the combatants. Leon held up the flat of his sword to block in front of his vitals as the splinters came at him, their hardened points more than capable of penetrating his armor.


  The projectiles struck like the blast of a cannon, most pinging off of Leon’s plates due to the angle, but some finding their way through and into him. The pain was immense as they tore into his flesh, their irregular shapes opening larger holes than arrows would have. Even after they stopped, Leon felt them wriggle within him, as if attempting to burrow deeper of their own volition. He gritted his teeth against the pain and to contain the shout of rage he felt bubbling up.


  Cycling his Qi from within his dantian, Leon allowed the flames of his soul to wash over him, suffusing his body and attacking the hell needles within. The small constructs stood no chance against the might of his will, and quickly succumbed to his Qi, vanishing into nothingness and leaving cavitation in their wake. Leon bled profusely but didn’t have time to address it, as Bai Tien was already on him.


  The demon’s claws raked across Leon’s helmet, tearing it from his head. A pair of the sharp points dug shallow channels across his face, creating a hatch-mark against his existing scar tissue. Leon roared in indignation and threw himself at the attacking creature, swinging his sword with force.


  Bai Tien attempted to dodge but didn’t have the room, the greatsword sheering off one of his wings as he ducked out of the way only just in time. Leon lashed out with a kick, catching the demon in the chest and sending him sprawling.


  Jumping forward, Leon swung down, attempting to end the fight there. Bai Tien blocked with his claws, stopping the killing blow but unable to stop the blade entirely. Fingertips shot off of his hands like disturbed witch hazels, the sound of his detached claws hitting the stone floors oddly harmonizing with his scream of pain.


  Leon staggered back, breathing hard. His vision was beginning to fade as his blood loss hit him hard. Suddenly he felt a golden glow hit him from behind.


  [You are the target of skill: Healing Light.]


  [Your health is partially restored.]


  [You are the target of skill: Healing Light.]


  [Your health is partially restored.]


  “That’s all I’ve got left in the tank, big guy.” Hannah called from her spot on the floor, “Finish this, will you?”


  Leon looked back at her and nodded, his uncovered face making her smile in spite of the direness of the situation.


  Leon turned back in time to see Bai Tien losing his mind, writhing about on the floor and clutching his head with his palms. Suddenly the demon’s eyes burst into flame, the fire shooting out of his skull as he leapt to his feet. The man’s face twisted in a smile, and the voice that came out of him was not that of Bai Tien.


  “Thank you, mortal. Your efforts have allowed me to take over this fool’s body for good.” it said, “You have my thanks, though I am afraid you won’t live long enough for me to return the favor.”


  Leon tilted his head at the demon and shrugged, hefting his sword and diving at the creature.


  The demon looked shocked at the armored man’s actions, its eyes widening as the sword Leon swung at him rapidly approached. The demon tried to dodge but slipped in a pool of blood and took the blade to the shoulder.


  The massive sword took the demon’s arm off at the torso, but even its keen edge and incredible mass wasn’t enough to end the fight in a blow. The demon was flung backwards, bouncing across the ground and leaving spots of blood in its wake. Coming to rest against a stone pillar, it pushed itself up with its remaining arm and glared at Leon, the fire coming out of its eyes adding to the effect.


  “How dare you!” it spat, “Do you know how long I have been working on taking this idiot’s form? I will not allow someone such as you to ruin all my hard work!”


  For Leon, the time for talking was through. He stalked forward, using his last vestiges of strength to push himself past his limitations. His iron will crushed any thought of retreat, considering only the need to keep those he cared about safe.


  The demon lashed out at him with its good arm, forgetting that its claws had already been removed. The stubs of its fingers slapped against Leon’s face, unable to so much as injure him. Leon reached forward with his left hand and grabbed the demon by the throat, lifting it bodily from the ground and holding it aloft. The demon’s single hand grasped Leon’s in an attempt to support itself but Leon simply squeezed, eliciting a gagging noise from the creature.


  Leon slammed the demon back into the stone pillar with force, causing more dust to fall from on high as the creature’s skull rebounded heavily against the solid surface. It coughed, opening its mouth to speak, but Leon remained impassive to its pleas.


  He felt the creature gathering Qi within its body, a similar feeling to the Bai brother who had detonated his dantian. The demon’s mouth curved up in a smile as it went to release the energy and take Leon with it, but was suddenly stopped as a massive blade punctured its chest.


  Leon pushed the sword through the demon and into the stone pillar, pinning it to the column like a bug to be studied. Staggering back, he watched as the fire in the Demon’s eyes slowly faded and it slumped over the blade, dead. Leon felt his knees give out, but was caught by two pairs of hands.


  “We’ve got you, big guy.” Hannah said, breathing hard but already healed of her wounds.


  “Yes, Leon. You did good.” Lin Mah added, “Take these.”


  She slipped a vial of blood restoring pills into his gauntlet, which he immediately took. The pills dissolved on his tongue with the flavor of rust, being pulled into him. He immediately felt his body begin operating more normally, as the blood within his system was restored. Hannah placed a bare hand upon his injured cheek.


  [You are the target of skill: Light’s Touch.]


  [Your health is partially restored.]


  “There you go, all better.” she said, pulling her hand away to examine him, “And no new scars, as I said.”


  “No new…” Leon replied.


  “Yep, you’re still looking like a badass, don’t you worry!” Hannah answered happily, “Don’t you think think so, Sister Mah?”


  Lin Mah blushed from her position on his opposite side.


  “I do-” she began, before a loud voice broke through the atrium.


  “WHO DARES TO KILL MY SONS! DEATH UPON YOU ALL!” it said.


  Leon had just enough time to use Bastion of Resolve by sheer instinct before the world went white and all three adventurers were blasted through the stone wall of the mansion and out into the grounds.


  Chapter 18


  Leon found himself sliding across short grass, holding the two now unconscious women against his chest. The impact had been enough to wind him, and the weight of his two party members made it difficult for him to catch his breath even after he came to a stop against a fruit tree. He slowly lowered Hannah and Lin Mah to his sides and stood, facing the direction of the threat.


  An older man in a purple robe stepped from the wreckage that was the front of the mansion, brushing dust from his sleeve. He looked up to find Leon on his feet and stopped. Leon used Inspect.


  * * *


  Enemy


  Bai Chen


  Disposition: Furious


  Threat Level: Mid Qi Compression


  * * *


  “Still alive, are you?” he said, looking the battered man up and down, “Well, that is surprising.”


  Leon rolled his shoulders and stepped towards the man, creating distance from his incapacitated friends.


  “I am.” he said slowly.


  The older man nodded and shrugged.


  “No matter, you will not be for long. But before then, perhaps you could explain to me why you murdered my sons?” he said.


  “You are the City Lord?” Leon asked, trying to buy time- though for what purpose he wasn’t really sure.


  “I am. Now, answer the question and I may see fit to grant you a whole body to be buried in.” came the reply, danger flowing through Lord Bai’s tone.


  “Your sons committed crimes against me and the citizens of this city.” Leon said, standing tall in the torchlight, a light breeze ruffling his hair, “They deserved their fate. As do you, who allowed them to perpetrate their acts. At every turn I have seen the honor of the Bai family, and it leaves much to be desired.”


  Lord Bai’s face went pale and his lips shook as Leon’s words hit him.


  “Impudent! A peasant sees fit to lecture me?! The Lord of this city?!” he said, raising a finger to point at Leon.


  Leon shrugged.


  “It’s a small city.” he replied, then lunged at Lord Bai.


  Without his Hammer of Brokkr, he swung with his fist, slamming his gauntleted knuckles into the side of Lord Bai’s face.


  The man didn’t even flinch.


  Leon paused at that, the pain of his punch reflecting back into his hand. Suddenly, he was flying again, the City Lord having swept him away with the back of his hand.


  Leon landed in a heap, leaving a furrow in the garden plot he landed in. He groaned and started to sit up, but Lord Bai was already atop of him.


  “To think you are this unaware of the limits of heaven! To believe yourself capable of fighting me?!” the man screeched, “I won’t even have to use my Qi- I will beat you to death with my bare hands, so that you may feel some small bit of my sons’ pain before you go on to whatever trash life awaits you after this one!”


  He kicked Leon in the chest, once again sending the man arcing through the air. A small fruit tree broke his fall, snapping in half as the mass of the man landed atop it. Leon managed to roll to his feet, dodging in time to avoid another blow from the old man. The wind generated by the strike was enough to topple another small tree behind Leon.


  Calling forth his Body Arts, Leon put all of his Qi into the cycle, feeling it infuse his body with power. He roared and lashed out with a wide punch, hitting Lord Bai in the shoulder as he landed.


  The old man was staggered back a step, wincing at the impact, but the strike did no real damage. Incensed, Bai slapped Leon across the face, spinning him in place and dropping him to the dirt, dazed. The City Lord picked him up with both hands and threw him at the mansion wall, where he struck with a clattering thud before sliding to the ground in a sprawl of arms and legs.


  Lord Bai slowly approached him, his silk slippers making no noise on the short grass. He had his hands behind his back and walked as though without a care in the world, coming to stop above Leon. He looked down at the man in the dirt.


  “Do you understand the limits of heaven now, peasant? You never had a chance. My sons will be avenged with your blood and that of your friends.” he said, spitting on Leon, “In fact, I will let you watch your friends go to their next lives before I let you die.”


  Lord Bai turned and walked towards where Lin Mah and Hannah lay. The two had yet to recover from the earlier attack, both still unconscious beneath the fruit tree. Lord Bai approached easily, humming a tune as he did so. He stopped above the two women and looked down at them with a sneer.


  “A shame these two need die, but I wouldn’t even taint my guards with the flesh of those who would dare attack a member of the Bai family.” he said, then reached down to grab Lin Mah’s throat.


  As his fingers made contact, a heavy weight fell upon the old man’s back, pulling him down to the dirt. Leon’s roar hit him a moment later, and Lord Bai found himself pinned to the ground in shock as steel-clad fists rained down upon his head.


  Leon swung with every ounce of strength in his battered body, calling forth all the Qi reserves he had in him. His fists made contact over and over as Lord Bai struggled beneath him. Just as he thought he had succeeded, the City Lord began to chuckle.


  “Really thought you had something there, did you?” he asked, face still in the dirt.


  A moment later, the City Lord pushed off the ground with a finger, throwing Leon off of him as he ascended into the sky. The old man cackled harshly, looking down upon the three below as he slowly glided back to the ground, landing on his feet.


  “Very good! Very good! You dare lay a hand on me!” he said, his voice becoming even further unhinged, “Now you will all die, then I will visit the house you rented and purge it of all your friends! I will hang your bodies above my gates, so that all may know what happens to those who dare to lay a finger on the Bai family! I will purge this city in flames if I have to, none shall disparage my honor! Who dares do so? Who?”


  “I dare.” came a familiar voice from the dark sky above.


  City Lord Bai looked up from his rant with shock on his features, as an old man in a plain robe slowly descended from the heavens, his wispy grey hair and lack of adornment doing nothing to hide his incredible aura.


  “Master.” Leon said, bowing to Sataou, who had finally returned.


  “You have done well, my disciple. Allow me to lend you a hand.” Sataou replied, smiling at Leon before casting his eyes across the prone forms of Lin Mah and Hannah, his face turning grim.


  “Young Chen, you have err’d.” he said, looking at the City Lord, who was frozen in fear, “You have injured my disciple, assaulted his sister, and attacked the scion of the Satoro Clan. What do you have to say for yourself?”


  City Lord Bai’s eyes widened to the point of bulging from his skull.


  “I… Grandmaster, I-” he said, falling to his knees, “I had no way of knowing… Mercy!”


  Sataou’s eyes narrowed.


  “You have the gall to ask for mercy?” he asked, “You, a City Lord but for the grace of the Emperor, dare to attack my family and beg for mercy?”



  “Grandmaster please! They killed my sons!” Bai cried out, holding out his hands in supplication.


  “Then they deserved to die.” Sataou said with confidence, “Never has my disciple gone out of his way to kill an innocent! Tell me, what did you do to earn his ire?”


  Lord Bai looked around for support but found dark, empty gardens.


  “Grandmaster, I merely persuaded the cleric to stay with me while I investigated some ugly rumors regarding the knig- your disciple’s actions!” he said.


  “Persuaded. Interesting.” Sataou said, walking over to place a hand on Hannah and Lin Mah’s shoulders, “Let’s see what they say about that.”



  The two women gasped simultaneously as Sataou’s Qi flowed into them, healing and reviving them. They looked around, both sets of eyes locking on Leon before so much as glancing at their savior, who merely smiled down at them.


  “My dears, all is well.” he said softly, “I have returned. Young Hannah, Bai Chen has stated that he ‘persuaded’ you to stay with him. Could you elaborate?”


  Hannah snorted, looking over at the older man on his knees in the dirt.


  “Funny way of saying you had your men club me over the head and kidnap me before locking me in your dungeons and letting them attempt to force themselves on me!” she said, spitting in Bai’s direction.


  Sataou’s aura washed over the group, making them all shudder at the darkness they felt from it. Lord Bai flinched and kowtowed at the force, quivering in place.


  “You had your men do what, now?” Sataou said quietly, stepping towards the man.


  “It’s alright Grandpa Sataou, my goddess protected me!” Hannah said happily from the ground behind him.


  Sataou stopped as though struck before turning to look at Hannah with an eyebrow raised.


  “Grandpa?” he said, then smiled at her, “Fine, Grandpa it is. Let Grandpa deal with this and we’ll go get something to eat, yes?”



  Hannah giggled and Lin Mah rolled her eyes, leaning against the vivacious brunette in exhaustion. Sataou turned to look down at Bai Chen.


  “So, young Chen. What should your punishment be for your crimes?” he asked softly, his aura still leaking out and making the man on the ground sweat.


  “I- mercy!” the man screamed, pressing his face into the dirt hard.


  Sataou sighed.


  “No pleas for your family? No thought to others, only concern for yourself. You were doomed to this end from the start, Bai Chen. Make better choices in your next life.” Sataou said, raising a hand.


  Bai Chen screamed at the old man’s words and attempted to rise, to run, but he was held in place by the sheer force of Sataou’s will. Sataou lifted him into the air, rising with him until he hovered above the City Lord’s mansion. With a thought, Sataou conjured a glowing orb above him, bathing the city in light. He called out, his voice enhanced with Qi for all to hear.


  “People of Wavecrest. Be not afraid.” he said, as the citizens started at his words, “I bring tidings. Your city lord, Bai Chen, and the entire Bai family, have been poor stewards of this land, and of you. They have failed in their duties, causing untold damage to those weaker and less renowned than they. I have heard their crimes, and I have come as the arm of the Emperor himself- I hereby pass judgment in his name.”


  Sataou floated the struggling city lord out in front of him for all to see.


  “In the name of the Emperor, I sentence the City Lord and his kin to death or exile. None have given reason to be spared, and none have been found more than wanting.” he said slowly, allowing the city’s citizens time to exit their homes and watch the proceedings, “Should a member of the Bai family prefer exile over death, they have until sunrise to turn themselves in. After sunrise, the fate that awaits you matches his.”


  Sataou gestured at Bai Chen, who opened his mouth to speak but found it impossible. Sataou flicked his wrist and a thin line of red appeared on the city lord’s neck. The man’s eyes bulged for a moment before his head toppled from his neck and fell from the sky.


  Sataou released the rest of the man’s body, letting it fall near Leon’s party.


  The city stood in shocked silence, none daring to question the newcomer’s actions. Anyone who could subdue and execute the City Lord was far enough above the rest in the area to the point of deification. Sataou hung in the air for a moment before nodding in satisfaction and floating down to stand beside the group. He looked at Leon.


  “You look like you’ve been through some trials, my disciple.” he said softly, “I am sorry for my absence.”


  Leon shook his head, still sitting on the dirt.


  “No master, this was my burden to carry.” he said.


  Hannah laughed.


  “Yeah, that’s me! The burden!” she said, not moving in order to keep the exhausted Lin Mah from sliding off of her shoulder.


  Leon rolled his eyes.


  “My sister could never be a burden.” he replied, “A pain, certainly. But a burden? No.”


  “You’re such a sweet talker.” came the smiling reply.


  Sataou cleared his throat.


  “Yes, well- let us make our way back to the house and debrief. There is much to this story that I feel the need to understand.” he said, “Leon, you should use your looting power on the City Lord after retrieving your gear.”


  He gestured towards the mansion, where he could sense the Hammer of Brokkr still stuck in the stone pillar.


  Leon nodded and stood on unsteady legs. He patted Hannah’s head as he passed her, eliciting a snarky word that made him smile, and headed towards the damaged section of wall.


  Inside, he saw the bodies of Malfattore on the floor and the demon still pinned to the wall like a moth. He walked to the fat man first, touching his shoulder.


  [Do you wish to loot: Stephen Malfattore? Yes/No]


  Yes.


  [You have received: Fine Edged Katana, Elevated Grade+]


  [You have received: Malfattore Locket]


  [You have received currency: 40 Gold, 21 Silver, 10 Copper]


  [You have absorbed Qi from: Stephen Malfattore]


  Leon summoned the Locket from his personal storage and studied it. It was a small golden device, with a stylized M on the face, on a thin gold chain. Leon pressed the button on the side but nothing happened, so he shrugged and tossed it into his storage space again, moving towards his sword.


  The Hammer of Brokkr began to vibrate as he drew near, causing the edge to cut through the body of the demon that was pinned by it. The demon was quickly split in half by the blade, which pulled itself from the wall and flew to Leon, landing in his palm with a heavy slap. Leon looked at the blade in wonder, feeling the sense of connection building with the item. He dismissed it, sending it within, where it happily found his dantian and began to orbit it with the Tent of Khonsu.


  Leon reached down and touched the demon’s corpse.


  [Do you wish to loot: Demonic Possessor? Yes/No]


  Yes.


  [You have received: Demon Core: Basic]


  [You have received: Infernal Skill Scroll (Unidentified)]


  [You have absorbed Qi from: Demonic Possessor]


  The rush of Qi from the demon felt different to Leon, somehow darker and with more intent. The energy pushed into his dantian and flowed directly into the gaseous cloud that spun above his ever expanding sea of liquid Qi. Where the energy touched, it turned the cloud dark, like a thunderstorm rolling in overhead. He felt the change in his dantian and clamped down upon it, willing the change to stop. He wasn’t sure what the demonic Qi was doing, but knew that it wouldn’t be to his benefit.


  His runic script lit up with a golden light, spinning faster. The demonic Qi was pulled from the rotating cloud and into the center of the runic circle, entering the top as a red stream of energy and exiting below blue and healthy. Leon closed his eyes and allowed the runes to work, processing the evil-feeling Qi slowly. Within moments, his dantian was back to normal, and the pressure that was being built up inside was mounting.


  Looking at his sea of Qi, it stretched on for ages in his vision, a vast ocean of energy waiting to be used once he formed his core. From the bits of information he gleaned, he knew that the next realm would involve him taking this ocean and compressing it down repeatedly, layer upon layer, and building a solid core- the completion of which would propel him into advancement. Judging by the sheer size of his sea of Qi, the task seemed daunting, but he was undeterred. Power could only be gained through effort, and the greater the effort, the greater the power.


  Leon felt tired to his very bones as he exited the mansion and walked unsteadily towards the body of the City Lord. Lin Mah and Hannah were on their feet and speaking with Sataou, Hannah as animated as ever in whatever story she was spinning for the old man. He carried on, coming to a stop next to the headless corpse. He reached down and touched it.


  [Do you wish to loot: Bai Chen? Yes/No]


  Yes.


  [You have received: Spacial Ring (Unidentified)]


  [You have received: Robes of Enlightenment (Mythical)]


  [You have absorbed Qi from: Bai Chen]


  Leon swayed in place as the Qi hit him, his vision going dark. As he hit the packed earth behind him, he heard Hannah scream his name before succumbing to unconsciousness.


  * * *


  Leon awoke slowly, his eyes attempting to adjust to the low light. He found himself staring at a canopy of trees in the early morning hours, the sunlight turned green by the leaves high above him. He slowly sat up, his body miraculously free of pain after everything he had experienced. He looked around and saw that he was lying on a stone slab that was haphazardly placed on the forest floor, surrounded by plants that he was unable to identify.


  The air was the perfect morning coolness with that hint of dew, the scent of plant life and nature all around. He closed his eyes to savor the moment, needing it after fighting for his life and those of his friends. A voice spoke to him, softly hitting his ear.


  “Welcome, Leon Jäger, to my home.”


  Leon opened his eyes to see an ethereally beautiful woman standing before him in a set of white robes that hung from her olive skinned shoulders. Her brown hair was piled up atop her head and neatly arrayed with golden pins. A necklace adorned her delicate throat, the pendant a simple leaf that seemed oddly familiar to him.


  “You are a warrior who appreciates nature.” she said, smiling at him, “Often your kind neglect the peace that comes with connecting with the world around them, and find it difficult to let go of all the bad that comes with fighting for what they believe in.”


  She stepped towards him and a simple stone chair rose from the ground to meet her as she sat. She leaned forward and stared at Leon, her chin in her palm and a small smile upon her face.


  “Where… am I?” Leon asked.


  “Physically you are in Wavecrest, being carried to a bed where you can rest after you fell unconscious. Your soul, or at least the part of it that you can safely travel with, is here in my domain.” she said, winking at him, “You overstepped a bit in your Qi absorption and suffered for it- I decided to take the time you suddenly had free to introduce myself and thank you personally for your efforts.”


  “Epione.” Leon said, finally making the connection of the symbol on her necklace with that on his hand, which he raised to look at.


  Epione beamed at him.


  “Yes, I am Epione. Thank you for the care you have shown to my young cleric, and to all of those that others would have considered too far beneath them to help.” she replied.


  Leon shrugged.


  “Simply doing what is right.” he responded.


  “And that is why you will succeed in this world, Leon.” Epione said, nodding at him, “You have principles and strength- you would be saddened to know how infrequently those two are found together in those with power. It has been millennia since I have directly communicated with someone not of my faith, but I had to express to you personally what your actions mean to me, and to others.”


  Leon looked uncomfortable.


  “I apologize, I have never been…” he said slowly, trying to find the words.


  “A religious man?” Epione finished with a giggle, “Oh, I know dear Leon. I do not hold that against you. The world from which you came was a backwards one, where your gods held your very souls in the balance of faith and provided nothing in return but empty promises and false hope. The youngest of the gods tend towards that sort of relationship before they learn better. If you were a pious man I might be concerned about your critical thinking skills.”


  Leon gave a half smile, thinking of those good men and women he knew back home who had sacrificed much in the name of God- while he did not share their beliefs, some part of him had always been a bit jealous of their ability to believe. Epione gave him a sad smile.


  “Yes, many on worlds like yours are good, true people… with no good, true options.” she said.


  “Can you-” Leon began.


  “Read your mind?” the goddess answered with a laugh, “I am a goddess, after all. But the answer is both yes and no- it is more that I can sense your direction of thought and make informed guesses. Having lived for… well, nearly forever, those guesses are fairly good, if I do say so myself.”


  “I… right. Honestly never expected to be speaking to a god, or goddess for that matter. Honestly didn’t really believe they existed until… all of this.” he said, trying to explain his discomfort.


  “You will not offend me for those feelings, Leon. I understand you far better than you believe.” she said, “Now, we do have limited time here. My powers are not as… robust as those of the stronger gods, and I can only hold your soul here for so long.”


  Leon nodded, silent. The goddess’ next words were filled with power, the energy held within them vibrating the strings of Leon’s very soul.


  “I, Epione, Goddess of healing and medicine, thank you, Leon Jäger, for your actions. You have been a stalwart defender of the weak, protector of my followers, and beacon of hope for those around you. I bestow upon you a boon. Please, speak your wish.” she intoned, her eyes drilling into his own.


  Leon was at a loss for words. He thought for a moment before replying.


  “I have no needs for myself, but would wish for safety for those I care for.” he said finally.


  Epione’s smile was a thing of legends, dazzling him in its brightness.


  “As expected of a true knight. Very well, Leon. I will grant you this.” she said.


  [You have received: Writ of Founding (Epione)]


  Leon found that he was clasping a sealed envelope, its cream colored paper closed with a red wax seal that bore Epione’s symbol. He used Inspect.


  * * *


  Item


  Writ of Founding (Celestial Grade)


  Condition: Pristine


  Granted by: Epione


  Description: A writ backed by the gods themselves. This item allows one to found a Clan, to bestow the Clan name upon themselves and others, should they be willing. A Clan comes with many benefits, and allows one to build true standing in the world.


  Use: Found a Clan


  * * *


  Leon looked up at the goddess from the item in his hand.


  “This will protect them?” he asked, confused.


  Epione nodded and winked at him.


  “If it is used correctly.” she said cryptically, “Show it only to those you truly trust, and even then rarely. Your master should have some ideas- use it as soon as you feel you are ready. This item is something that many would kill for, so do not give them the opportunity.”


  Leon nodded, sending the Writ into his storage space.


  “Thank you.” he said quietly, “And thank you for coming to Hannah’s aid when she needed you.”


  Epione’s eyes flashed darkly for a moment before the smile returned.


  “You never need to thank me for doing right by my own, young Leon.” she said, “I would never allow such an act to stand. I cannot always intervene, so do try to keep her safe when I am not around, yes?”



  “Yes.” Leon replied.


  Epione stood gracefully, smiling at Leon.


  “Good. Now it is time for us to part, my dear Leon. Know that I will be watching, as will others- I do hope we are able to speak again in the future. Oh, and when my Hannah asks, tell her I said it’s okay.” with those cryptic words, she placed a hand upon Leon’s brow and he closed his eyes, “Allow me to ease your way, in a small way. Sleep.”



  Leon’s perception of reality faded to black.


  * * *


  When Leon awoke again, he did so feeling as though he had been remade. He had no pain in his previously battered body, his muscles felt rested and ready to go to work. The headache that he had been nursing was gone, and his dantian felt calm within his chest. A notification popped up in his vision.


  [You have advanced to the Half-Step Qi Compression stage.]


  [Your sea of Qi has reached its limits and your dantian will now begin preparing for advancement to the next stage.]


  [Remaining Qi has been used to fortify your body and mind.]


  Leon cast his mind within, looking upon his dantian.


  The orb of flames rotated sedately in place, orbited by his soul-bound items. Looking deeper, Leon was greeted by a wide expanse of glowing blue liquid that stretched far beyond the physical limitations of the space. Above the ocean of Qi sat the runic scripts, which still spun in a circle, albeit more lazily than before. Going with his instincts and the knowledge left to him by the old dwarf, he pushed his will into the scripts and pushed, expanding them from their position within his dantian.


  The lines of runes soon pressed against the fiery barrier of his dantian and it took every once of willpower he had to push them through it. They burst from the other side, coming to rest outside the flames themselves, spinning around like the rings of a planet. His soul-bound items orbited the dantian like moons, their arcs crossing in the center. As they settled, the runic scripts began to glow, pulling Qi from Leon’s surrounding to power their functionality. The trigram symbol glowed in place, above the runic script, engraved in the flames themselves.


  Leon felt new power rushing into his body as his dantian spun opposite the runes. He pulled up his status.


  * * *


  Leon Jäger


  Title: Indomitable Knight (+)


  Realm: Qi Condensation


  Stage: Half-Step


  Affinity: Fire, Soul, Light


  Attributes:


  Strength: 150


  Endurance: 140


  Agility: 121


  Spirit: 115


  Willpower: 200


  Traits: Resolute


  Skills:


  Martial Weapons: Mastery


  Unarmed Combat: Half-step Mastery


  Ranged Weapons: Journeyman


  Heavy Armor: Mastery


  Blacksmithing: Half-step Mastery


  Inspect: Advanced


  Stealth: Journeyman


  First Strike: Journeyman


  Aura Suppression: Beginner


  Hammer of Moradin: Journeyman


  Intimidation: Journeyman


  Light’s Recovery: Journeyman


  Purge In Flames: Journeyman


  Annihilation: Beginner


  Qi Sense (Evolved): Journeyman


  Bastion of Resolve: Journeyman


  Runecrafting: Mastery


  Soulforging: Beginner


  Body Arts (White):


  Crimson Mantle: Journeyman


  Applied Modifiers:


  Mark of Epione: Hannah of Epione


  Favor of Satoro: Satoro Sataou


  Favor of Sprites: Keeper Mergel


  Favor of Epione: Goddess Epione


  Disciple Bond: Satoro Sataou


  Soul-Bindings:


  Yin-yang Souls: Hannah of Epione


  Sam-Taegeuk Trigram: Lin Mah, ???


  * * *


  Leon was taken aback by the gains he had received in his advancement. He saw that Epione had marked him again, this time with her favor, and he pulled up the information.


  * * *


  Favor of Epione


  Description: You have been marked as favored of the Goddess Epione. Your actions have proven that you are aligned with the goddess’ values and goals, and you have consistently shown yourself willing to put Her followers’ safety and needs above your own. This Favor will bring attention upon you, positive and negative. Cosmic beings who align with the values and morals of Epione will see you as a potential ally and one to support, while those who prefer chaos and power for power’s sake will see you as a danger to that which they hold dear.


  Effect: As an effect of this Favor, Epione has caused your gaseous Qi to infuse with your body upon completion of your sea of Qi rather than allow it to dissipate. The Qi has added significantly to your Attributes and to other, unseen areas of your Cultivation. This is counter to how the vast majority advance, and cannot be repeated for others.


  * * *


  “Well. Thank you, Goddess.” Leon murmured.


  He could swear he heard a giggle in the back of his mind.


  Chapter 19


  Leon sat up in bed and looked around. He expected to be alone in his recovery room but was surprised to find two people fast asleep, their heads in their arms, sitting in chairs on either side of the foot of the mattress. Hannah was snoring, which Leon hadn’t picked up on in his excitement over advancing, her hair in disarray and drool coming out of her mouth. Leon smiled at the scene before his eyes drifted over to Lin Mah.


  The woman looked just as put-together as usual, her hair somehow perfectly in place and only her eyes being closed giving away the fact that she wasn’t awake. He stared at her for a moment, not sure what feelings he was feeling. Then, suddenly, her eyes opened and met his.


  “Leon!” she cried, jumping up awkwardly and moving to check his pulse with her fingertips.


  This naturally woke up Hannah, who started and rolled off her chair onto the floor with a loud thump and a curse. A hand reached up from the ground and gripped the comforter, pulling her head back above the level of the mattress. She looked around, her eyes still unfocused until they landed on Leon.


  “Well it’s about time.” she said, then wiped her eyes and sniffled, crawling over to tuck herself into his side.


  Leon patted her back with his free hand, unsure of how to handle this much affection. Lin Mah grinned at him and patted her cleric friend’s head, ignoring the quiet sobs coming from the relieved woman.


  “You seem… in better shape than ever, Leon.” Lin Mah said, retracting her Qi and releasing his wrist, “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised that you managed to nearly die and turn it into an advancement. Even if you took your sweet time doing it.”


  “I think Hannah is becoming a bad influence on you.” Leon said, still comforting his sister.


  Lin Mah’s face froze and she blushed.


  “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” she said, glaring at him with a slight smile on her face.


  “I am sure.” Leon replied.


  Suddenly the door opened and Sataou walked through it, pushing a small cart loaded with food.


  “Disciple! You are awake! I bring food!” the old man said, pushing the cart to the bed and nudging Hannah’s leg with his hip, “Up you get, granddaughter! Your brother needs nourishment! You can cry on him later.”


  Hannah turned her head from where it had been pressed into Leon’s side, her eyes red and glaring at the old man.


  “Quiet, old man! I’m not crying! I’m..” she said, before trailing off and, unable to come up with an appropriate word, turning her head back into Leon’s side.


  “Old man is it! And just this morning it was ‘grandpa’ this and ‘grandpa’ that!” Sataou said with a chuckle, “To think all of my grandchildren are this obsessed with one man. Though what a man he is!”


  Hannah leapt from the bed to berate Sataou as Lin Mah’s face turned bright red.


  “How dare you, grandpa! He is my brother! Of course I dote on him!” she said, a smile breaking through her glare as she spied Lin Mah’s reaction, “Can’t you see he needs all the guidance and support he can get!”


  Sataou caught her glance and looked at Lin Mah, his own face splitting into an impish grin.


  “Ah, yes. He will certainly need guidance for that.” he said softly, causing Hannah to snort with laughter.


  “Is one of you going to hand me some food or should I get it myself?” Leon said, looking at the trays on the cart.


  “Yeah yeah, keep your shirt on-” Hannah said, as the blanket fell off of him, revealing that he was not, in fact, wearing a shirt.


  Lin Mah squeaked and left the room in a panic, Hannah giggling and following her as she shot a look at Leon.


  “How uncouth! Serve yourself, you playboy!” she said, winking at him and leaving.


  Sataou laughed long and hard, causing Leon to look at the man with a raised eyebrow.


  “What?” he asked.


  “I’ll tell you when you’re older.” came the reply, as Sataou laid a tray on Leon’s lap and all other topics were forgotten.


  Once Leon had eaten his fill, he equipped a set of simple clothes from his personal storage and got out of the bed, walking over to a nearby window.


  It was midday, light streaming in the otherwise darkened room. Birds flew in groups above the city, the smell of the sea still very apparent in the air. Leon breathed in deep, enjoying the scents and sounds before turning from the window and heading downstairs.


  In the entry way at the foot of the stairs Leon stopped, a familiar face greeting him with a smile before bowing.


  “Benefactor.” said Taj, bowing low and cupping his hands in a martial salute.


  “Please, there is no need for that.” Leon said, helping the man rise, “How are you, Taj?”


  “A little shocked, a little confused, entirely overwhelmed- did you truly kill the City Lord?” he asked quietly.


  Leon shook his head.


  “No, I did not. Truth be told, if Master Sataou had not shown up when he did, we would not be having this conversation.” he replied.


  “Ah. Well I suppose that makes more sense.” Taj said, looking Leon over, “But you seem to have seen some gains from the experience, and you’re all in one piece. If it weren’t for Inspect I never would have recognized you without your armor!”


  Leon belatedly realized that he wasn’t wearing anything on his face, and cringed internally before Taj continued.


  “I do feel better now, having seen you, however.” he said, making Leon look at him oddly, “Anyone with soul scars like that is a peerless warrior, far above my abilities to fight!”


  Leon touched the side of his face, unsure of how to respond.


  “I apologize, I should not have made such a base comment.” Taj said, seeing that Leon was displeased, “I cannot imagine the memory of that battle can be a positive thing for you, even if the results are something so heroic looking.”


  Leon raised an eyebrow at the man.


  “Heroic looking?” he asked.


  Taj nodded and went to respond when a voice cut him off.


  “Leon! You’ve lain about for days, it’s time to pull your weight, big guy!” Hannah called from the other room, “Get in here, we’re discussing the kiddos.”


  Leon looked confused for a moment before Taj gestured with his head towards the drawing room and explained.


  “The demihuman children. We are working on a plan to get them home.” he said.


  Leon nodded and followed the man, entering the drawing room to a scene of joyous chaos.


  Demihuman children were scattered around the room in various states of activity. One young girl with feline features was lounging by the fireplace, another that could have been her twin was chasing a girl with rabbit ears around the room. Two of the children were drawing something on a large sheet of paper with colored sticks, and the remaining kids seemed to be entertaining themselves with asking the adults questions. The entire scene was lively, sweet, and entirely outside of Leon’s comfort zone.


  He entered the room slowly, narrowly avoiding a collision with the chasing cat girl. She dodged fluidly, almost impossibly. Leon looked over at Hannah, who sat in a large chair with a small fox-eared girl in her lap. She laughed at him.


  “Ah good, Uncle Leon is here!” she announced, leading to a chorus of ‘UNCLE LEON’s from the children in the room.


  Several rushed over from their places, much less afraid of him now that he wasn’t wearing armor. Two of the children literally climbed him, making him reach down and pick them up, holding one in each hand to his chest. The little ones played with his hair and commented on his height as he looked pleadingly over at Hannah, who just smirked at him.


  Lin Mah giggled from the opposite side of the room and came over to help. She coaxed the two down with promises of treats, and they scampered off of Leon so fast he’d have thought their tails were on fire.


  Finally given room to breathe, Leon looked over to where Sataou was sitting, reading a book to the eldest demihuman child, who sat on his lap with a contented smile on her face. The old man finished the page and then closed the book, patting the girl on her head.


  “We will read more later, my dear. Now, your aunties and uncles and I need to have a grown up discussion!” he said, causing a series of ‘awww’s to echo around the room.


  Sataou withdrew a plate of desserts from a storage ring and placed in on the table in the center of the room.


  “If you all are good, Grandpa Sataou will allow you to have these as a treat. What do you say? Can you be good?” he said, smile broad upon his face.


  “Yes! Yes!”


  “We be good grandpa Sat-oo!”


  “TREATS!”


  The children congregated around the table, each taking a seat and taking pieces of the dessert. Leon was surprised at how gentle they were being with the food until Lin Mah walked up behind him and whispered to him.


  “They’ve never seen desserts before.” she said with a sad look on her face, “They’re afraid if they drop any crumbs, we’ll take them away.”


  Leon clenched his fists in frustration, but Lin Mah forced her hand into one of his.


  “Relax. They’re safe. The Bai family has been dismantled, and we have our people searching every square inch of the city for more like them, and others who have been taken advantage of.” she said, squeezing his hand to calm him, “You saved them all.”


  “We saved them.” Leon corrected.


  Hannah made a squeaking noise from the doorway.


  “Oh my goddess you two are cute.” she said loudly, grinning at them.


  Lin Mah and Leon instantly released each other’s hands as their faces colored slightly. Hannah stuck out her tongue at them.


  “Rude.” she said, “Anyway, let’s go talk in the other room, yeah? You two can hold hands under the table if you like.”


  Lin Mah glared at Hannah and marched over to her, taking her by the ear and pulling her from the room as Sataou and Taj laughed. The three men followed the sounds of Hannah’s pained protests.


  Once in the next room, the adults sat around a large table. Lin Mah began making a pot of tea as Sataou cleared his throat.


  “So, we have the children to come up with a plan for. We also have the Bai servants, who Hannah has vouched for- They will be given enough to rebuild their lives and either be allowed to remain in the city, now that it is Bai-free, or taken wherever it is they would like to go.” he explained, “The demihuman children, however, will need to be taken back to their continent. It is simply not safe for them here.”


  Sataou grimaced at that, looking at the group.


  “So. Ideas.” he finished, putting the plan in their hands.


  “We can take them to the demihuman continent nearby?” Hannah suggested, “It wouldn’t be too long of a trip.”


  Sataou shook his head.


  “We are unsure of which continent they came from- taking them to the wrong continent could be worse than leaving them on this one.” he said, “They are young, so a tribe might be open to taking them in, but without knowing their origins, finding their home tribes will be nearly impossible.”


  “And they are not aware of their origins?” Leon asked slowly.


  “No, they were taken very young. Demihumans age differently from humans- most races have different ways they age, and demihumans are no exception. These children are at most a year old.” he explained, and Leon looked at him shocked.


  “A year? But…” he said, thinking about the kids in the other room.


  Sataou nodded.


  “Indeed. Demihumans grow very quickly until what most races would consider a pre-teen stage, then their growth slows until they reach adulthood. As pre-teens, they are expected to fend for themselves, and by adulthood they are to provide benefit to their tribe.” he said, “Their overall lifespan is similar to that of a human, if one doesn’t take Cultivation into account. All Cultivators gain much longer lifespans as they advance, so you can’t really take them into account for the averages.”


  “What can we do, then?” Lin Mah asked.


  “I will handle it.” Taj responded, sitting up straighter.


  The rest of the table looked at him and he continued.


  “I have experience with the tribes on the nearest demihuman continent. I can reach out to my contacts there and determine where the children belong. Once I get an answer, I will take them all home personally.” he said, “I feel that it is my duty in this new life I have been given to help, and I shall.”


  Sataou nodded to the man.


  “Very well. The Alchemist’s Guild has purchased this house from the family I had been renting it from. It will be yours and the children’s home until such a time as they find their families. Once that task is complete, send a message to me with the Guild- I can find use for your talents.” he said.


  “Yes, Grandmaster.” Taj replied, bowing in his seat.


  “Excellent. I know young Taj will do right by the children.” Sataou said, looking around the room, “If you wouldn’t mind going to keep an eye on them for me?”



  Taj nodded and stood, leaving the room.


  Sataou tented his fingers and looked at Lin Mah, Leon, and finally Hannah.


  “It has come to my attention that both Hannah and Lin Mah have formed bonds with you, Leon.” he said, “Could you explain this?”


  Leon swallowed nervously before speaking.


  “Yes. Hannah’s bond was during the Foundation realm. It bound our souls together, and increases her healing and my damage reduction when in a party.” he said, but Sataou rotated his wrist, clearly more interested in the next explanation, “And the bond with Lin Mah… Well, while we were visiting the Sprite glade-”


  “Sprite glade?” cut in Sataou, “Start from the beginning.”


  Leon and Lin Mah explained what had occurred within the glade, how the energy had poured in and their Cultivation had been connected. Sataou’s face grew more and more pale as the story went on. He threw out a hand and stopped them.


  “That damn Mergel, always meddling.” he said with a sigh, “Alright, show me the information on the binding, please.”


  Leon willed the status open and sent it to Sataou.


  * * *


  Soul-Binding


  Sam-Taegeuk


  Description: A three sided yin-yang, a triple-pairing of Cultivation. Sam-Taegeuk occurs when three souls have met and are found to be in resonance. Upon advancement, should specific requirements be met, those souls present will be bound to one another on their path of Cultivation. Should one be missing, the final soul must be found and the pact completed.


  Effect: Effectiveness in combat, Cultivation, and other endeavors increased when in the presence of bonded souls. Upon pact completion, this effect is tripled.


  * * *


  The old man’s eyes widened as he read, then closed as he contemplated. Finally he opened them again and looked at Leon.


  “I know this isn’t your fault, any of your faults- but it does complicate matters rather significantly.” he said, putting his grizzled hands on the table, “There are things you do not know, that you could not know. I will try to be brief.”


  He took a sip of tea before beginning.


  “The Satoro Clan is one of the four great powers on this world. We span the globe, the force behind the Alchemist’s Guild and most of the auction houses to be found. We are an ancient power, feared by everyone but the remaining three powers. I tell you this to help place emphasis on what I say next.” he looked at Leon, “Lin Mah is the Satoro Clan Heir. She is set to take over the Clan when the current Matriarch steps down. Now, I would not expect that to happen for centuries yet, as our Matriarch is… willful… but the fact remains that the Clan puts an enormous value on Lin Mah.”


  He looked at the woman in question, who was staring at the table, silent. Hannah stretched out a hand and took one of Lin Mah’s, squeezing it in solidarity. Sataou smiled at the cleric and waved a hand.


  “Understand me, you three- I will not allow the Clan to separate you. I am not here to push you apart, nor to say you must sever your connections. Far from it- the strength that you all show as a group is incredible, and if you are allowed to be nurtured by one another, there is no telling the heights to which you might climb.” he said, nodding to Leon, “I only seek to explain the situation. You see, the Matriarch has requested your presence, Leon. And by requested…”



  “You mean demanded.” Leon finished.


  “In fewer words, yes. None oppose the will of the Matriarch.” Sataou replied, shrugging, “Before that happens, however, we need to come up with a plan of action- she either already knows about your bond, or will find out the moment she sees you. I am honestly not sure which is preferable. She may only be calling you forward due to me taking you on as my disciple- You should know I have never taken a disciple, much to the chagrin of other Clans and the younger generations of Satoros. Your appointment will make you a target in the future, especially if this meeting doesn’t go well.”


  Leon shrugged.


  “I am ready for their attempts.” he said slowly.


  “And that is exactly why you are my disciple.” Sataou said, “However, what are we going to tell the Matriarch? I am above her purview, but Lin Mah, unfortunately, is not. If you were a member of a Clan, one with backing or a god’s blessing, perhaps that would be enough, but you are-”



  Sataou cut off when he saw Leon holding a seemingly innocuous envelope in his hands, having taken it from his storage space.


  “She knew.” Leon mumbled, “Of course she knew.”


  He slid the envelope across the table to Sataou, where it stopped in front of him, the red wax seal facing up. The color drained from Sataou’s face as he reached forward to caress the seal with a shaking fingertip. He looked up at Leon.


  “Explain.” he said softly.


  “I met with Epione while I was unconscious.” he said.


  “Ohh! How is she? Hot as hell, isn’t she?” Hannah said, perking up at the name of her goddess.


  Lin Mah raised her head and glanced at Leon with a raised eyebrow. Leon smartly chose to not answer the question, diving back into the story.


  “She granted me her Favor, thanked me for supporting those too weak to defend themselves, and then granted me a boon.” he explained, “When I asked for a way to protect those I care about, she gave me that.”


  He gestured at the Writ. Sataou closed his eyes in thought for a moment before opening them.


  “One never knows how much the gods know, after all.” he mumbled before shaking his head, “This is… I am sure she impressed upon you just how important an item this is, but I assure you, she understated things. A goddess naturally views things from her point of view, but to us mere mortals this is the thing that legends are made of.”


  He tapped the envelope.


  “What did she suggest for this?” he asked.


  Leon shrugged.


  “She said that if used correctly, it would keep them safe.” he gestured to the women beside him, “And that you would have ideas.”


  Sataou groaned and put his head in his hands.


  “Great. A goddess who delegates.” he grumbled, then raised his head to look at Leon, “You should use this.”


  He slid the Writ back across the table and Leon stopped it with a hand, picking it up to examine it closer.


  “You should use it, and found a Clan. A clan founded with a Writ from a god, or goddess, will be marked as having the support of that being. This Writ is a blank check to align a clan with one side of the cosmos- something only whispered about in stories from ages past.” Sataou explained, “The Satoro clan itself was founded without a Writ- and the amount of Qi required to do so can only be described as staggering. This is an unparalleled opportunity, and one you should take advantage of.”



  “What do you mean by ‘one side of the cosmos’?” Leon asked, his eyes narrowing.


  “The cosmos is divided, Leon. It is nothing so simple as ‘the forces of good’ and ‘the forces of evil’, though many would paint it in such a way. The array of deities in the universe are controlled by a Pantheon of the ‘high gods’, and all others fall into their purview. Epione is a minor goddess, though ancient, and is a force of the Light. Half of the Pantheon are arrayed as forces of Light, forces of Creation. The other half are forces of Destruction.” Sataou made sure Leon was looking at him, “Understand this if you understand anything: the forces of Destruction are not evil. They are not a negative force- For every instance of Creation, there must be a balance of Destruction. You cannot have too much of either, or the balance of the cosmos falls apart.”


  “And the Deep Ones? Are they forces of Destruction?” Leon asked, wary.


  Sataou looked at him oddly.


  “Where did you hear that phrase?” he asked.


  “That is how I came to be on this world. I killed a Deep One on my home world.” Leon replied.


  Sataou stared at him with a blank expression for a moment.


  “That explains a lot, actually.” he said finally, “Undoubtedly the gods saw that as a heroic act and granted you boons commensurate with your deeds.”


  Leon nodded.


  “The.. Administrator I spoke to said that I had saved the lives of my entire planet by killing some sort of scout, and rewarded me as such. I don’t understand how that could be the case, but…” he said.


  “First, never speak of Administrators again. It is dangerous to call attention to yourself in such a manner- refrain from doing so.” Sataou said, face serious, “And secondly, that… being’s assessment is undoubtedly correct. Your world had no Qi, no skills, no Cultivators- even a small group of Deep Ones would be able to scour your world to the bedrock before your gods awoke from their slumber to stop them. By killing the scout, you bought your world time, you bought your gods time, to react and seal the breach the Deep Ones had used to infiltrate.”


  “Not my gods.” Leon said softly.


  “Indeed, apologies.” Sataou responded, “But your abilities, your strength- they begin to make sense. Undoubtedly more will show themselves as time goes on. I assume you have been learning skills from simply focusing on them?”



  Leon nodded.


  “Many skills are so far above your power level that using them would instantly kill you- as you advance, I would expect skills to make themselves known as the boons the gods have placed upon you are paid.” Sataou said, “But does that answer your question?”


  Leon shrugged.


  “Enough to get by.” he said.


  “Good. Now, about the Clan.” Sataou said, “Are you willing to trust this old man’s advice?”



  “I am, master.” Leon said.


  Sataou shook his head.


  “I cannot make this decision for you as your master, Leon. This must come from you. I can only advise.” he clarified.


  Leon looked at the Writ in his hands. He looked to his right, at Lin Mah and Hannah, who were staring at him.


  “Thoughts?” he said.


  They both looked taken aback.


  “You want our opinions?” Lin Mah asked.


  “I do.” Leon said, nodding, “You are both as much a part of this as I am.”


  Hannah giggled.


  “As we should be, big brother!” she said loudly, “I vote do it!”


  Lin Mah smiled at her friend and nodded.


  “I agree.” she replied simply.


  Leon turned back to the envelope in his hand and extended a strand of Qi.


  [Do you wish to use: Writ of Founding (Epione)? Yes/No]


  Leon sighed and mentally selected yes.


  His vision went white, all sense of direction and location gone for a moment before a list of options appeared before him.


  [You are founding a new Clan, with the approval of Epione, Goddess of Healing and Medicine.]


  [Please choose a name for your Clan.]


  Leon mentally chose his surname.


  [You are founding Clan Jäger. This action is irreversible and must be done with intention. Your Clan will become your base of power, allowing you to grow, or fail, as your choices dictate. As you are founding Clan Jäger, you will be forever bound to the Clan as its Founder. Do you accept? Yes/No]


  Leon rolled his nonexistent eyes. Why else would I be here? he thought, and accepted the prompt.


  [Congratulations, you have formed Clan Jäger and are its Founder. You have the ability to manage every aspect of the Clans people and lands, once they are acquired. You have the ability to invite new members to join your Clan, to expel members from your Clan, and to set Alliances with other Clans. Should you choose to settle your Clan permanently in a location, more options will appear. As per your customs, members of Clan Jäger will have their surnames replaced with the Clan name.]


  [Your Clan has 1 member in good standing.]


  That last bit was unnecessary, thought Leon as the white faded from his vision and the room returned to him.


  Sataou smiled at him from across the table, and the women beside him seemed to be holding their breaths.


  “Did it work?” Hannah asked, unable to contain her curiosity.


  Leon nodded, and extended a new status screen to the group.


  * * *


  Clan Jäger


  Founder: Leon Jäger


  Members: 1


  Lands: None


  Attainments: Favor of Epione, Blessed of Epione


  * * *


  Hannah whooped, standing and coming over to hug Leon across the shoulders.


  “Congrats big guy!” she said, bouncing up and down in excitement, before turning to Lin Mah, “And congrats to you too!”


  She winked at the woman, who punched her lightly in the stomach, making her theatrically flail and fall to the floor.


  “I am bested.” she said with a faked groan.


  Leon looked down at the woman.


  “Hannah, would you like to join my Clan?” he asked slowly.


  Hannah blinked, her eyes watering at his question.


  “You.. want me in your clan?” she asked.


  “That is a stupid question.” Lin Mah said with a scoff.


  Leon nodded, to both the question and the statement. Hannah grinned widely before her face froze.


  “I’d love to! But… I don’t know how Epione would feel about that.” she said sadly.


  A lightbulb went off in Leon’s brain.


  “I swear she can see the future.” he mumbled to himself before addressing the cleric on the floor, “Before she kicked me out, she said ‘when my Hannah asks, tell her I said it’s okay’. I am assuming she meant this.”


  Hannah laughed at that.


  “That does sound like her!” she replied happily, “Thank you, goddess!”


  She got to her feet and then took a knee, placed a hand over her chest, closed her eyes and took a deep breath.


  “Brother Jäger. Induct me.” she said in an officious tone.


  Leon just stared at the woman until her facade cracked and she started laughing at her own antics.


  “Fine, fine- Yes, you big idiot. Let me in! Let me in!” she said, jumping up and punching his arm.


  Leon chuckled and extended a strand of Qi towards the woman.


  [You are inviting Hannah of Epione to Clan Jäger as a core member of the family.]


  [Hannah of Epione has accepted the invitation and is now marked as ‘Sibling of Founder’ within the Clan. Her surname has been changed.]


  Hannah’s eyes grew wide as she read the same message in her vision.


  She opened her status and bounced up and down in excitement, displaying it for the room.


  “Look everyone! I’m a Jäger now!” she exclaimed.


  * * *


  Hannah Jäger


  Title: Knight’s Herald


  Realm: Qi Condensation


  Stage: Mid


  Affinity: Light, Fire


  Attributes:


  Strength: 57


  Endurance: 58


  Agility: 66


  Spirit: 73


  Willpower: 54


  Traits: Chosen of Epione


  Skills:


  Martial Weapons: Advanced


  Ranged Weapons: Journeyman


  Medium Armor: Journeyman


  Healing Light: Advanced


  Light’s Touch: Advanced


  Applied Modifiers:


  Pledge of Loyalty: Leon Jäger


  Favor of Satoro: Satoro Sataou


  Soul-Binding: Yin-yang Souls(Leon Jäger)


  * * *


  She hugged Lin Mah and whispered something in the tall woman’s ear, causing her to blush and smack her arm with an open hand. Hannah giggled and ran back to her seat, the smile on her face wide and bright.


  Sataou smiled at them all.


  “Good. I am glad my disciple has found such opportunities. This is a momentous occasion, and one that should be celebrated.” he said, ringing the bell to summon the servants.


  One of the cooks stuck her head into the room and asked what he required.


  “Tonight we feast!” he announced.


  Chapter 20


  The next morning, Leon was awoken by a loud knocking on his door. Before he so much as responded, Hannah came bursting into the room. She strode across the carpet and threw open the drapes, blasting Leon in the face with the dawning light of day. He groaned and threw a pillow at her as he sat up, glaring through squinting eyes at the entirely too energetic cleric. She dodged the pillow and grinned at him.


  “Wake up, sleepy head! Adventure’s afoot!” she announced, puttering about the room as if looking for something to do.


  Leon donned the robes that Lin Mah had made for him as he got out of the bed, cutting a regal form. His tall frame was heavily muscled, his physique that of a smith: heavy, strong, and capable. He lacked the trim waist of a horseman, instead having the core of a man who spent much of his time lifting heavy objects in the interest of creation. He stretched his back and sighed at the pops that he managed to coax out of his spine.


  Hannah stared at him with a smile.


  “I’m going to have to fight women off with a stick if I let you outside.” she said, winking at him.


  Leon rolled his eyes at her.


  “Are we leaving for the Satoro Clan soon?” he asked.


  Hannah nodded.


  “Yep! Grandpa Sataou is doing something in the back yard to prepare. He told me to get you ready to go. So, are you?” she replied, looking around the room for his possessions.


  Leon raised an eyebrow at her.


  “Everything I own is in my storage, Hannah.” he reminded her, “I was ready to go before I even woke up.”


  Hannah sighed.


  “That is so unfair.” she grumbled, “I want a personal storage skill!”


  “You have a spacial ring!” Leon reminded her.


  “That’s… that’s not important!” she shot back, “Anyway, let’s go, get your rear moving! We’ve got Matriarchs to meet, hands to shake, babies to kiss!”


  “Babies to-” Leon began, looking concerned.


  “Forget that, move it!” Hannah cut him off, pushing him out the door.


  Taj greeted them at the door to the back yard, bowing again.


  “Benefactor, my thanks again. I owe you my life.” he said.


  “As I said, put that effort into safeguarding the children.” Leon replied with a nod, “Do that, and your debt is paid.”


  “I will.” Taj replied seriously, holding the door open for them.


  Outside, Leon could see Sataou carving a delicate line into the grass with a strand of Qi, Lin Mah watching from near the stables. Leon walked up to the grass and she called out.


  “Don’t step onto the grass yet, he’ll be upset if you scuff his work!” Lin Mah said, gesturing for Leon to approach her from the side.


  He headed over and she smiled at him.


  “Good morning, Leon.” she said, “Did you sleep well?”


  “Good morning, Sister Mah. I did.” he replied.


  Lin Mah coughed slightly, then gestured to the stables.


  “We need to get the horses ready to go- can you give me a hand with Dietrich?” she asked, “He is… willful after being pent up.”


  Leon laughed and nodded, heading over to the bay that held his large black stallion.


  Dietrich’s head appeared over the stall door, and Leon could swear he was glaring. He held up his hands placatingly.


  “Hey, easy there boy. I’m here to get you out.” he said, opening the gate, “You ready to go on an adventure?”


  Dietrich snorted as if to say ‘of course you idiot’.


  Leon pulled the large horse’s saddle and tack from his storage and placed it on Dietrich, the stallion prancing about in excitement and making the task many times more difficult. Leon couldn’t fault the horse for his antics, and smiled good-naturedly as he tightened the final strap.


  Leading the horse out of the stall, he saw that Sataou had already pulled the buckskin horses from the stable and hooked them up to the carriage. The old man nodded to Leon.


  “Ah good, all ready to go?” he asked, “Seems like Dietrich surely is.”


  Leon laughed and agreed, leading the horse closer.


  Sataou patted Dietrich’s face with a smile before turning to Leon again.


  “I have set up a teleportation array. It’s a one-time use, but it’ll get us all to the central continent in one go.” he said, pointing to the carvings in the ground, “Once we’re there, I have no doubt we will be called before the Matriarch. Remember: under no circumstances are you or any of your party to leave the Clan compound. The central continent is not the same as this area- the Qi density is incredibly higher, and the spirit beasts and other monsters you would face there would kill you with a look.”


  Leon nodded.


  “Yes, master. I assume from there we will head… elsewhere? After we meet with the Matriarch?” he asked.


  “Yes. I have a place picked out north of here- it’s warm, dry, and hosts a martial tournament every ten years that starts next month.” Sataou said with a laugh.


  “And I will be…” Leon led.


  “Winning it, naturally.” came the reply, “Now, call your partners and get on your horse. We’re leaving.”


  Leon waved Hannah and Lin Mah over, and they climbed into the carriage with a laugh as Sataou pretended to struggle to ascend to the driver’s seat. Leon pulled himself aboard Dietrich, who only sidestepped enough to remind his rider who was truly in charge, but not enough to delay the departure that the horse craved.


  Sataou raised his hands and chanted, his Qi flowing forth and into the symbols on the ground.


  “Stay close!” he called to Leon, driving the carriage forward, onto the glowing array.


  Leon followed along beside, careful to keep within the circle.


  Sataou chanted again and a rush of Qi left the man, causing him to flinch. The array lit up so brightly that Leon’s vision was lost in a blast of searing blue. He felt the ground fall away from Dietrich and then rush up again to meet the horse’s hooves. Dietrich stumbled slightly but kept his balance as Leon’s vision returned.


  He found himself in a wide courtyard, surrounded on all sides by curated trees and bamboo, the adjoining buildings seemly woven into the tapestry of nature. The air was different, heavier than before, and a single breath told Leon that Sataou’s words about the density of Qi here were an understatement if anything. He took a deep breath and pulled in the energy, cycling it through his body. His dantian was closed to more Qi, but the pathways that he used to cycle with were not, and he pushed the energy through them as a matter of habit.


  A commotion kicked up behind the group, as a number of guards rushed into the courtyard.


  “Halt! Who goes there!” called one, his aura blasting out and nearly leveling Leon with its weight.


  Sataou flexed his own aura and the pressure disappeared, instead falling upon the approaching guards, who were forced to their knees and panting.


  “Do not distress our guests.” the old man said, standing and turning to face the guards.


  The men’s faces paled and they immediately put their foreheads to the stones below them.


  “Grandmaster!”


  “Forgive us, we meant no disrespect!”


  Sataou waved a hand and the pressure on them dropped, but none dared to move.


  “Rise, my clansmen. You did not know. Go about your duties with my blessing.” he said.


  The guards all raised their heads in order to bow to Sataou, then stood and backed away while thanking the old man.


  “Ah, the youth. So impetuous.” Sataou mused, “Alright, everyone out. I will have the horses cared for. We have a meeting to get to.”


  Hannah and Lin Mah clamored from the carriage, both looking a bit worse for wear after taking the blast of aura from the guards. Leon dismounted and Dietrich chuffed at him, irritated that his promised adventure was so short.


  “Sorry boy. I promise I’ll make it up to you.” Leon said, patting the stallion’s neck. The horse just rolled his eyes.


  A group appeared on the far side of the courtyard then, slowly approaching. Instead of armored guards, these men and women were wearing fine robes and approached respectfully, bowing when they reached Sataou.


  “Grandmaster, we come from the Matriarch in greetings.” the leader said, “We welcome you back home, and inform you that she waits for you in the grand hall.”



  Sataou chuckled.


  “The grand hall? Going all out, is she? Very well, I will go to her. Please see to our mounts- the very best of care!” he said, directing the group and gesturing for Leon and his party to follow, “Make sure someone gives the stallion some exercise. I think he’s starting to get fat.”



  Dietrich chuffed at the old man, who laughed and walked away, leading his small group deeper into the compound.


  The entire Clan compound was a place of peace and quiet, with every building seemingly placed with the permission of the plants and trees that surrounded them. Stands of bamboo stood tall, the tops swaying slightly in the breeze, and carefully curated trees and bushes were scattered around in a pattern that was clearly intentional. Leon could feel the energy of the place, how it resonated with the plants and stones around him, and reveled in it.


  They soon came to a wide avenue that stretched from a closed gate all the way through the compound to a massive building that put even the City Lord’s mansion to shame. It was similar in shape to that of the Bai compound’s main building, but on an entirely different scale. Built like a castle back home, Leon could see how the four smaller pagodas surrounding the main building acted as walls. His trained eyes easily spotted the defensibility of the layout, and he approved heartily. If the castle had been laid out like that, the Deep One might have been able to do much less damage.


  Shaking his head to banish that thought, he followed along as Sataou lead the group down the main street and up to the steps of the Grand Hall. There were guards stationed at every terrace along the wide, tall staircase, but none gave them any trouble. As Sataou approached, they bowed and held that position until he passed, calling out in greeting. Sataou nodded to each one and greeted them by name.


  Arriving at the wide double doors, Sataou pushed with his Qi and they swung open slowly, the thirty-foot tall slabs of carved wood and metal not so much as creaking on their massive hinges.


  The entryway was stone and wood, but more understated than Leon had anticipated. Gone were the gold trimmings and tapestries of deeds that may or may not have occurred. The walls here were carved stone and wooden beams, the aesthetic truly speaking to Leon’s sensibilities. Something about the building felt right to him, reminding him of his former home, only perfected. The ceilings were several stories above them, arched and carved in intricate patterns.


  A steward greeting Sataou with a deep bow.


  “Grandmaster. Welcome home.” he said, “The Matriarch is expecting you in the hall.”


  Sataou nodded at the man.


  “Thank you, Gu Rin. How is your wife?” he asked.


  The steward came up from his bow and smiled at the old man.


  “Still with child, Grandmaster. But seemingly about to pop.” he replied.


  “Well, get some sleep while you can! And congratulations in advance.” Sataou said, patting the man on his shoulder as he passed.


  “Thank you, Grandmaster.” the man replied.


  Heading up a wide set of stairs, Sataou led the group along an equally wide hallway that was aimed towards the center of the main building. Paintings adorned the walls here, all portraits of family members, past and present. It seemed that the Satoro Clan had little reason to boast of its actions, instead presenting the members if was proud of. Leon glanced at each one as they walked.


  They soon came to another set of doors, these more ornate than any that came before. Cherry blossoms were carved across the three-story doors in a scene that spoke of spring and growth. Sataou stepped forward and knocked upon the wood, emitting a loud thump in the room on the other side.


  “Enter, Grandmaster.” came a voice.


  Sataou pushed the doors open with his Qi and strode inside, his hands clasped in front of him, inside his sleeves. Leon followed, with Lin Mah at one side and Hannah at the other.


  The room was large and entirely marble, from floor to ceiling. Tall pillars stood against both long walls and seemed to march towards the dais at the far end. A set of stairs led up to it, and in the center stood a chair, carved from a darker marble, imposing and regal.


  Upon that chair sat a woman. Her age was hard to gauge for Leon- she was not young, but not old, beautiful in the way that a thunderstorm on the horizon is beautiful. Her eyes, however, were ancient. She locked them onto Leon’s and he felt her probing his very soul with her gaze, her expression not kind but not unkind. Suddenly the feeling dropped as Sataou cleared his throat.


  “Young Dia, please do not invade my disciple’s soul.” he said, looking up at the woman.


  “Grandmaster, forgive me, I was simply curious about the man that could interest you so much that you would break centuries of tradition in taking him as a disciple!” the woman said with a laugh, turning her gaze upon Sataou, “Truly he is an oddity.”


  “He’s also… right there.” Hannah mumbled quietly.


  “And who is this?” Matriarch Dia asked, her aura locking onto Hannah and making her freeze in place, “Another disciple?”


  Sataou again broke the Matriarch’s hold, making the woman sigh.


  “No, she is Hannah Jäger, found sister of my disciple, Leon Jäger.” Sataou replied, “And very much under my care.”


  “Oh don’t be like that, Grandmaster. I wouldn’t hurt the girl!” the Matriarch said, oddly childlike, “Oh, my dear Lin Mah! How good to see you! Come, come, give your auntie a hug!”


  Lin Mah grimaced at the attention, but walked up the stairs to greet the Matriarch, bowing to her before being pulled into a tight hug by the shorter woman.


  The Matriarch patted Lin Mah’s face with her hands.


  “My dear, I am so glad you’re back!” she said, “Once we finish up here, we should catch up over tea!”


  She looked Lin Mah over, a strand of Qi connecting with the tall woman. The Matriarch’s face froze as she examined her heir’s dantian.


  “Little Mah… what is this?” she asked, looking at the trigram marking.


  “Matriarch, this…” Lin Mah began, then trailed off.


  “A soul binding?! Who did this to you?!” the Matriarch exclaimed, “I’ll have them destroyed to the root! How dare they bind the heir of the Satoro Clan!”


  Sataou cleared his throat.


  “Matriarch, please calm yourself. Let them explain.” he said.


  The Matriarch’s eyes widened at his use of ‘them’ and then swiveled to lock on to Leon. The tall man froze in place, the pressure of the gaze enough to make it difficult to breathe.


  “Come here.” she ordered quietly.


  Leon walked forward, taking the steps two at a time, coming to stand beside Lin Mah. No fear showed on his face, which shocked the Matriarch. She extended a strand of Qi into Leon, but found that she was unable to see his dantian.


  “How are you able to…” she said, putting more force into her attempt.


  Leon felt the strand within him like a stabbing spear, and grunted, doubling over in pain. Lin Mah gasped and steadied him, putting herself between him and the Matriarch, who stopped her efforts.


  Sataou was there an instant later, angrily glaring at the woman, who stepped back with fear in her eyes.


  “Young Dia.” he addressed her, “I do not believe I should ever need to repeat myself to a member of this Clan, even to you.”


  The Matriarch bowed her head.


  “Yes Grandmaster. I apologize.” she said, “I overstepped in my anger.”


  “I told you to allow them to explain. You will do so.” Sataou said, his anger like a physical force, pushing against the woman.


  She nodded, and turned to Leon, who had managed to stand now that the pressure was gone.


  “Please explain, Leon Jäger.” she said.


  Leon nodded.


  “Our Cultivation has been paired. It was unintentional, and occurred in the presence of a Spirit Spring. It allows our efforts to be increased while together, though there are more… requirements that we have yet to meet.” he explained.


  The Matriarch considered his words.


  “Very well.” she said finally, “That’s simple enough. You will join the Clan.”


  Sataou coughed lightly.


  “What?” she asked him, eyes narrowing, “Are you saying he’s too good to be a member of the Satoro Clan?”


  Sataou shook his head.


  “No, but- Well, it’s easier for him to show you. Leon?” Sataou gestured at him.


  Leon shared the status screen for Clan Jäger, and the Matriarch’s eyes grew wide as she read.


  “Favored of the gods…” she muttered, “A Clan leader…”


  Her eyes took on a new light, and she looked at the two before her.


  “Very well! Then you two shall be married!” she announced happily.


  Leon and Lin Mah’s faces were pale and blank. Sataou’s mouth moved but no words came out. Time seemed to stand still, until the moment was broken by Hannah’s loud exclamation.


  “Called it!” she said, coming to stand next to the Matriarch, “I’ve been barking up that tree for ages now, but nobody listens to old Hannah! Good idea, Grandma Matriarch!”


  She nudged the older woman with her shoulder.


  The Matriarch was entirely taken aback by the young woman’s words and actions, and momentarily forgot what she had just announced. She came back to reality about the same time as Lin Mah did.


  “Married! You can’t just-”


  “Marriage makes the most sense!”


  Their voices collided in mid-air, each attempting to get their thoughts out at the same time.


  Sataou was the first voice of reason, as Leon’s mind had gone entirely blank.


  “Let’s slow down now. We can’t go forcing marriage on the young ones, Matriarch.” he said, holding out a hand.


  “But it makes total sense!” she replied, “Shes the heir to the Satoro Clan, HE’S the Founder of a clan favored by the gods! Together they could build an alliance that would propel both Clans above even the four great powers!”


  Sataou sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose.


  “Do you really think either of these young people would marry for the sake of power?” he asked slowly, looking up at the woman.


  The Matriarch deflated like a balloon.


  “Well… no.” she replied, “I suppose that isn’t the kind of person we’d want in power anyway.”


  She pointed at Leon and Lin Mah.


  “But keep the option open! I expect you both to work together closely moving forward! You have my complete blessing!” she said, grinning, “You ought to consider it. After all, engagements can last a long time for a Cultivator… nothing’s stopping you from taking your time!”


  Lin Mah glared at the Matriarch. Leon’s brain still hadn’t finished rebooting, staring straight ahead as if in a trance. Hannah was beside herself with laughter, quite literally pointing and laughing at her brother’s blank face. Sataou looked ready to fight the next person who said the word ‘marriage.’


  The Matriarch sighed at the lack of reaction from the pair.


  “Fine, fine. I won’t press. BUT I do expect you to consider it.” she said, looking at Lin Mah with a serious expression.


  The tall woman glanced at Leon, seeing him still unaware. She looked back at the Matriarch and gave her a small, almost imperceptible nod. Hannah giggled and the Matriarch smiled widely.


  “That’s what I want to hear.” she said, “Right! Glad we could sort all that out.”


  Sataou just glared at her.


  “Yes, thank you ever so much for that. I think you’ve killed my disciple.” he said, looking at Leon.


  Hannah walked over and stood in front of Leon. She snapped her fingers in his face, making him start. He looked down at her and blinked.


  “Welcome back.” Hannah said, “Congratulations on your engagement.”


  Leon’s eyes widened.


  “Engag-!” he said, then stopped when she burst into laughter, holding her sides.


  He glared at her, then looked at Lin Mah, who refused to meet his eyes, her face bright red. He looked at Sataou and desperately tried changing the topic.


  “Where are we headed next, master?” he asked.


  “The Great Desert! Namely a town called the Oasis.” he announced with a flourish, “Right after we make a stop at this delicious dim sum place I know…”


  * * *


  The next morning found the party once again formed up in the courtyard of the compound, with the carriage hooked to the buckskin horses and Dietrich proudly standing with an armored Leon on his back. There was a permanent array carved into the stone below them, designed for the express purpose of teleporting groups like theirs. Sataou chanted the requisite words and the array lit up, the blinding light once again taking Leon’s vision as the ground dropped out beneath him.


  The party found themselves in deep sand, with the sun overhead and instantly beating down upon their heads brutally. Sataou pulled out a small purple parasol and opened it, shielding himself from the rays. Leon simply cycled his Qi, feeling the heat fade away into a gentle warmth. The ladies in the carriage were in shade, but Leon could feel Lin Mah’s Ice Qi appear as the woman formed some object to keep the inside cool.


  Leon looked around them, seeing dunes of sand in all directions. In the distance, a series of buttes stood, their flat tops and multi-colored strata a stark difference from the mountains that surrounded Red Grass Town and sat near Wavecrest. The environment was one entirely foreign to Leon, but he instinctively felt that the desert was a dangerous place, one that seemed to be almost alive.


  Strange green plants were scattered about, some round and stout, others like a series of flat paddles, and all arrayed with defenses in the form of spikes. Leon supposed that the ‘paddles’ were like leaves, but they seemed quite thick. A small lizard poked its head out from between a set of them and appraised him before disappearing. Overhead, a large bird flew across the sky, calling out in a loud screech.


  “Let’s head towards town.” Sataou said, “It should be just over the ridge there. We can find a place to stay and get you all checked in at the local Adventurer’s Guild.”


  Leon nodded and gestured for Sataou to lead on.


  The short trek over the dunes seemed to take longer than it should have, with the deep sand creating more of a hindrance to the carriage than Leon expected. Dietrich didn’t seem to care, but Leon could tell that the horse was a prideful creature and didn’t trust him to indicate when he needed a rest.


  Thankfully, the town came into view a short while later, sprawling across the sands like a lava flow made of red-tiled houses and dusty streets. Once the carriage wheels found the packed road, travel became easier, and they were soon approaching the town entrance. A few guards idled about, but none cared to stop them as they entered, simply watching from the shade of a nearby building.


  Sataou drove down the main street, looking for an inn. After passing several that apparently did not fit the bill, he pulled into the courtyard of a large establishment, the sign for which proclaimed it to be ‘Heaven’s Oasis’.


  Sataou tossed the reins down to a stable-boy that appeared out of nowhere the moment they arrived. Leon dismounted and helped Hannah and Lin Mah from the carriage, feeling a blast of cool air as the door opened. Hannah winked at him.


  The stable boy called another, and that one took Dietrich’s reins, leading him and the carriage around the side of the building. Sataou dusted himself off and walked through the front door.


  Immediately they were greeted by the hostess, who offered them a set of rooms in a suite. Sataou agreed and paid for a month in advance, shocking the woman, but she recovered quickly.


  Sataou turned to the other three when he had been handed his keys, giving each of them a copy.


  “Alright, we’ll be in town for a good while- this is a perfect training area, and the martial tournament is being hosted here next month.” he said, with a meaningful glance at Leon, “For now, you should head to the Adventurer’s Guild and get checked in, see if there are any quests that interest you. I will be in and out, but never far away-Still, keep an eye on each other, keep safe.”


  All three nodded, taking the keys.


  Leon headed out of the door with Lin Mah and Hannah in tow.


  The dusty streets were bright and hot, the sun just past its zenith in the sky. After asking directions to the guild, they followed them. Everywhere Leon looked, he saw busy townsfolk going about their days. The town was much larger than Red Grass Town, but somewhat smaller than Wavecrest. Given how little of the cliffside city Leon had actually gotten to see in the daytime, he was happy to be exploring.


  The food stalls he had come to expect were very much in existence here, the food smelling heavily of spice and meat. Skewers of meat, shaved slices of poultry from a spit, even the roasted vegetables were covered in a heavy layer of spices that would make a king back home jealous in the extreme. Hannah naturally stopped for a bit of everything, happily exclaiming about the various finer points of the food as they walked. Even Lin Mah had a nibble or two and agreed with Hannah’s assessments.


  The townsfolk here wore bright colors in a billowy, loose fitting style. Leon stood out even more than usual, his armor an oddity to say the least. He got plenty of looks from people he passed, but most seemed accepting of what they considered an Adventurer’s eccentricity.


  The Guild hall appeared soon thereafter, a wide, squat building with a domed roof complete with a sharp pointed spire. The outside was plaster, with the seemingly requisite statues of angry spirit beasts either side of the door. A short set of stairs led inside, and Leon pushed through into a cool, comparatively dark space.


  The guild was laid out similarly to the one in Red Grass Town, with desks at one end, an eating area, and a bazaar against the opposite wall. There was a subtle smoke in the air, sweet smelling to the point of being cloying. Leon didn’t mind it, but Hannah coughed and grumbled.


  Walking up to the desks, Leon addressed the man behind the glass.


  “Checking in with the Guild. Party of three.” he said.


  The man looked the three of them over, seeing the Steel badge on Leon’s chest and bowing.


  “Steel rank Adventurer, welcome to the Oasis Adventurer’s Guild hall.” he said, “I will be happy to register you.”


  He slid a small glass ball over to Leon, who removed a gauntlet and touched the smooth surface, causing it to light up. The attendant took the orb back and appraised it.


  “Adventurer Jäger, thank you. Your party members are listed as one Lin Mah, and one Hannah Jäger. Is that correct?” he asked.


  Leon nodded.


  “Excellent. Be advised that most of our Steel ranked quests do require a party of four or more, but we should have plenty of lower-rank quests should you require them.” he explained, “I assume you are here for the tournament next month?


  “I am.” Leon replied.


  “I wish you luck with the tourney, Steel rank. Thank you for checking in. The quest boards are to your right, feel free to ask me any questions you may have.” he said, bowing again.


  Leon left the counter with a nod and headed over to the quest boards.


  Sure enough, the majority of the quests available to him above the Copper rank were requiring a party of four or more. It seemed that most of the higher ranked quests in the area involved swarms of monsters, or areas that were deemed too dangerous for a small party to traverse. Even those that mentioned bandits were calling for a larger group.


  Leon sighed.


  “It seems we may struggle to find meaningful work.” he said to the two women.


  “That’s fine, I’m sure you’ll find some sort of trouble to get us all into!” Hannah said cheerfully.


  “If I recall, you got us into trouble last.” Lin Mah said, raising an eyebrow at the brunette beside her, crossing her arms.


  “I mean…” Hannah began, then shrugged, “Semantics. Are you doubting that Leon is capable of kicking a hornet’s nest by sheer chance?”


  Lin Mah looked Leon over and shook her head.


  “Not in the least.” she replied.


  Leon snorted and gestured for the two to follow, heading out of the door and back into the street.


  He stopped a few paces out, taking in the sights and sounds of what would be his new home for a while. The heat was intense but perfectly manageable with his Affinities, and the new food and people excited something in him that yearned for adventure. He breathed in deeply, closing his eyes and savoring the moment.


  Behind him, he heard a commotion.


  The door to the Guild hall opened suddenly, and two men tossed a tall woman out of the building. The woman landed hard on the packed dirt road. One of the men sneered at her.


  “You may still be a member in good standing somehow, but you’ll never work in this town!” he said, “Get out until you make amends with the Guildmaster, Steel rank!”


  The two men closed the door behind them, leaving the woman lying there. She slowly got to her feet with a groan, and made eye contact with Leon. Instantly he recognized her.


  “Guildmaster Remora?”


  Afterword


  Hi everyone! Thank you so much for reading book two!



  Leon has come a long way in a short time, and gone through quite a bit! But with the help of his friends and his willpower, he will overcome!


  Now that the gang is all back together, things are going to get even more interesting.


  In book three we’ll be heading to the desert, and coming head to head with the family of an enemy that we’ve all forgotten about. We will also be picking up another party member, an old friend who has been having a rough go of things lately.


  If you liked this book, please consider leaving me a review on Amazon/Goodreads! It really goes a long way to helping readers find my work and start their journey with Leon and the crew!


  You can follow me on Facebook at Jay Krauss - Author - just look for the same profile picture that you see on my Amazon Author account! You can also find updates on jaykrauss.com.


  I plan to have book three out by January 2025, and then move to a cycle of give or take three months per book- I’m shooting for no less than four books per year in this series.


  I am also working on finishing the first full book in my SciFi series, Privateer- the Prologue is available on Amazon, but the first feature-length novel will be coming soon!


  Thanks so much for being here. I can’t wait to find out what happens next!


  Glossary


  Cultivation Information


  Realms:


  
    	Foundation Building



    	Qi Condensation



    	Qi Compression



    	Duke



    	King



    	Emperor



    	Sage



    	Saint



    	Awakened


  


  Stages:


  
    	Early



    	Mid



    	High



    	Peak



    	Half-Step


  


  Channeling


  The act of guiding and controlling energy, often referring to the movement of Qi through the body’s meridians to increase strength or cultivate power.


  Core


  A condensed concentration of Qi or spiritual energy within a cultivator’s body. It represents a major achievement in cultivation and is often essential to advancing to higher stages or realms.


  Cultivator


  An individual who practices cultivation, striving to strengthen their body and spirit through harnessing and controlling Qi. Cultivators aim to ascend to higher stages of power and immortality.


  Cycling


  The process of refining and circulating Qi through the body’s meridians during meditation or training, often done repeatedly to strengthen the cultivator’s abilities.


  Qi


  The life force or energy that exists in all living things and the world around them. In cultivation, Qi is harnessed and refined by cultivators to increase their power, lifespan, and abilities.


  Realm


  A major division or level in a cultivator’s journey, representing a significant increase in strength, mastery, or enlightenment. Each realm has multiple stages that a cultivator must pass through to ascend.


  Stage


  A subdivision within a realm of cultivation, marking progress toward the next level of mastery. Each realm may has multiple stages, with each stage representing incremental advancement.


  * * *


  Attributes


  Agility


  The measure of a character’s speed, dexterity, and ability to move quickly and gracefully. High agility enhances a character’s ability to dodge attacks, perform acrobatic maneuvers, and strike swiftly in combat.


  Endurance


  The attribute representing a character’s stamina and resilience. It measures how long they can sustain physical effort, resist fatigue, and withstand damage over time.


  Spirit


  The measure of a character’s connection to magic, mystical forces, or spiritual energy. It influences their ability to harness magical powers, resist magical attacks, and access higher planes of consciousness.


  Strength


  A character’s physical power and raw might. Strength determines their ability to deal damage in combat, lift heavy objects, and overpower enemies in physical confrontations.


  Willpower


  The mental fortitude and determination of a character. Willpower governs a character’s resistance to fear, temptation, and mind-altering effects, as well as their ability to push through adversity and continue fighting when others might falter.


  * * *


  Skill Ranks


  Beginner


  The lowest rank, representing someone who is just starting their journey or training. A beginner possesses basic knowledge and limited experience, often struggling with the fundamentals.


  Journeyman


  A rank that indicates a significant improvement over a beginner. A journeyman has mastered the basics and can perform their skills reliably, though they are still far from achieving mastery.


  Expert


  An individual at the expert level has refined their skills to a high degree. Experts are proficient in their craft or discipline, able to perform at a level that exceeds most practitioners.


  Half-Step Mastery


  A transitional rank between expert and mastery. Those at this level have approached the brink of mastery but have not fully crossed the threshold. They possess an impressive degree of skill but lack the full confidence or complete understanding to be considered a true master.


  Mastery


  The pinnacle of skill and understanding in a particular discipline. Masters are renowned for their abilities, demonstrating unmatched proficiency and often guiding or teaching others. At this level, every action is executed with precision and purpose.


  * * *


  The Powers that Be


  Adventurer’s Guild


  This globe-spanning guild consists of the majority of Cultivators that aren’t otherwise claimed by large clans and families. The Adventurer’s guild has a branch in most towns and all larger cities, allowing them to take and complete quests for locals and others. They accept most who come looking to join, but know that the life expectancy for a new Adventurer is not high given the danger in their work.


  Guild Ranks:


  
    	Tin



    	Copper



    	Bronze



    	Steel



    	Dark Steel



    	Mythril



    	Adamantine



    	Runic


  


  Alchemist’s Guild


  As another eminent guild on the planet, the Alchemist’s guild has its base of power in a certain region of the globe, and has branches in most larger towns and cities. The guild provides resources for the art of alchemy and other rare items that cannot be found elsewhere. They also run the vast majority of smaller auction houses. The backing of the Alchemist’s guild cannot be understated, and their lowliest employee should be treated with respect.


  The Church


  The Church, with a capital C, is the main religion on the planet. It worships a small pantheon of major gods, and makes life hard for any who dare to worship those outside of their select few. They have a hand in every pot, and hold enough sway over most governments and kingdoms that they are able to ride rough-shod over just about any faction, less the Guilds and some of the larger clans and families.


  * * *


  Armor, Clothing, and Weapons Terms


  Arming Clothes


  A general term for garments worn under armor, designed to provide comfort and padding to protect the skin from chafing by the armor.


  Arming Tunic


  A padded garment worn under armor to protect the wearer’s body and provide a layer of comfort between the armor and skin, often secured with straps or ties.


  Battleaxe


  A large, two-handed axe designed for combat. Battleaxes were used to deliver powerful blows capable of cleaving through armor and shields.


  Breeches


  A type of lower-body garment that covers the hips and thighs, often worn during the Middle Ages and Renaissance. Breeches were typically fastened at the waist and extended to just below the knee.


  Breastplate


  A piece of armor covering the chest, providing protection from frontal attacks. It is often part of a suit of armor, designed to protect the vital organs.


  Buckler


  A small, round shield typically held in one hand and used in close combat. Bucklers are highly maneuverable and designed to deflect strikes rather than absorb heavy blows.


  Canvas


  A durable, heavy-duty fabric often used for clothing, armor padding, or tents in medieval times. Its toughness made it suitable for rough usage and outdoor activities.


  Chausses


  Protective leg coverings made of mail or padded cloth, worn under or instead of greaves. They were designed to protect the legs from injury in battle.


  Cloak


  A long, loose outer garment typically worn over other clothing for warmth or protection from the elements. Cloaks were often fastened at the neck or shoulder.


  Codpiece


  A covering flap or pouch that attaches to the front of men’s trousers or hose, often padded, and worn for modesty and protection.


  Couter


  The piece of armor that covers and protects the elbow joint, connecting the upper and lower arm defenses.


  Cuisse


  Armor plates or padding used to protect the thighs. Part of a suit of armor that connects to the tassets or greaves.


  Dao


  A Chinese single-edged sword with a slightly curved blade, designed primarily for slashing and chopping. It was a common weapon for infantry and cavalry in China.


  Dagger


  A short, double-edged blade used for close combat and stabbing. Daggers were a common secondary weapon carried by soldiers and civilians alike.


  Doublet


  A snug-fitting jacket worn during the Renaissance, often padded and worn under armor or on its own for fashionable protection.


  Fauld


  A series of overlapping plates attached to the lower portion of a breastplate, protecting the waist and hips.


  Flannel


  A soft, woven fabric made from wool or cotton, often used for warm, comfortable clothing such as undergarments or casual wear.


  Gauntlet


  A protective glove that is part of a suit of armor, designed to protect the hand while still allowing for movement and grip.


  Gambeson


  A padded jacket worn under armor or on its own, providing protection against blows. The gambeson is often quilted and stuffed with materials like wool or linen.


  Guandao


  A Chinese pole-arm with a long, curved blade attached to a wooden shaft. It is a powerful weapon traditionally associated with the legendary general Guan Yu.


  Gorget


  A piece of armor designed to protect the throat and neck. It could be part of a larger armor set or worn on its own in later periods.


  Greave


  Armor covering the leg from the knee to the ankle, designed to protect the shin and calf.


  Halberd


  A type of European pole-arm weapon with a long shaft, featuring an axe blade, a spike, and a hook. It was used by infantry for striking and thrusting.


  Hatchet


  A small, one-handed axe used both as a tool and as a weapon in combat. Hatchets were practical for close-quarters fighting and throwing.


  Heater Shield


  A medium-sized, kite-shaped shield that is tapered to a point at the bottom. It was used extensively by knights in the High Middle Ages and is iconic for its defensive versatility.


  Helm


  A helmet or headpiece worn as part of a suit of armor, designed to protect the head during combat.


  Katana


  A Japanese sword characterized by a curved, single-edged blade and a long grip for two-handed use. It was the primary weapon of the samurai and renowned for its sharpness.


  Long Bow


  A tall bow that is usually as long as the user’s height, designed for long-range combat. The English longbow was particularly famous during the Hundred Years’ War.


  Long Sword


  A European sword with a long, double-edged blade and a handle designed for two-handed use. It was widely used in the late medieval period and the Renaissance.


  Mace


  A blunt weapon consisting of a heavy head mounted on a shaft, designed to crush armor. Maces were often used by knights as they could deal significant damage even through armor.


  Mantle


  A loose, sleeveless cloak or shawl worn over the shoulders, often used as a ceremonial or protective garment.


  Pauldron


  A piece of armor that covers and protects the shoulder, often attached to the rest of the armor by straps or rivets.


  Plackart


  An additional piece of armor that reinforces the lower half of a breastplate, protecting the abdomen.


  Pole-arm


  A type of weapon consisting of a long shaft with a blade or other striking implement at one end. Pole-arms were used for thrusting, slashing, or striking at a distance.


  Poleyn


  A piece of armor that protects the knee joint, often connected to the cuisse and greave for full leg protection.


  Punt Gun


  A massive, oversized shotgun designed for waterfowl hunting, primarily used in the early days of firearms. Punt guns were mounted on small boats, or “punts,” and were capable of firing large quantities of shot to take down multiple birds in a single shot. These guns were so powerful that their recoil often propelled the boat backward, and they were eventually regulated due to their efficiency in decimating bird populations.


  Recurve Bow


  A bow with limbs that curve away from the archer when unstrung. This design stores more energy and provides greater power in a compact size. It was commonly used by horse archers in Asia.


  Rerebrace


  The upper arm protection in a suit of armor, covering the area between the pauldron and the couter.


  Sabaton


  Armor for the feet, often designed with overlapping plates to allow movement while providing protection.


  Shield


  A broad piece of defensive armor carried in one hand, used to block attacks. Shields come in various shapes and sizes, often made of wood or metal and used in conjunction with swords or other weapons.


  Short Bow


  A smaller, lighter bow that is easier to handle but has a shorter range and less power than a longbow. It was commonly used for quick, close-range attacks.


  Silk


  A luxurious, lightweight fabric made from the fibers of silkworms. In many cultures, silk was associated with wealth and nobility.


  Spear


  A long, pointed weapon used for thrusting or throwing. Spears were versatile weapons used by infantry and cavalry throughout history.


  Staff


  A long, wooden pole used as a weapon, both for striking and defensive purposes. It is simple but effective in martial arts and combat.


  Tasset


  Armor plates attached to the fauld, covering the upper legs and sometimes extending down to the knees, providing additional protection to the thighs.


  Tartan


  A patterned fabric, often associated with Scottish clans, made of wool and featuring crisscrossed horizontal and vertical bands in multiple colors.


  Throwing Knife


  A specially balanced knife designed to be thrown as a weapon. Throwing knives were used for stealth attacks and ranged combat.


  Tower Shield


  A large, rectangular shield designed to provide extensive protection, often covering most of the body. Tower shields were commonly used in formations to protect soldiers from projectiles.


  Trousers


  A garment worn on the lower body, covering each leg separately. Trousers are typically fastened at the waist and extend down to the ankles.


  Tunic


  A simple, loose-fitting garment typically worn as an outer layer, often reaching to the knees. It was a common piece of clothing in many cultures.


  Vambrace


  Armor that covers the forearm, protecting the arm from the elbow to the wrist.


  Visor


  A movable part of a helmet that can be raised or lowered to protect the face while allowing the wearer to see.


  Voif


  A mail or fabric covering worn around the throat and lower face, often attached to a helmet for added protection in battle.


  Wakisashi


  A shorter Japanese sword, often worn alongside the katana as part of a pair. It was used by samurai for close combat or as a backup weapon.


  Warhammer


  A weapon consisting of a heavy, hammer-like head mounted on a long shaft, designed to break through armor. It was commonly used in the late medieval period.


  Wodao


  A Chinese two-handed sword with a curved blade, similar to the katana. It was used in military combat and was known for its slashing power.


  * * *


  Blacksmithing Terms


  Anvil


  A large, solid block of iron or steel used as a surface for hammering and shaping metal. The anvil has various parts like the face, horn, and edges, each serving different purposes in metalwork.


  Anthracite Coal


  A type of hard, high-carbon coal used in blacksmithing for forging metal. It burns hotter and cleaner than bituminous coal but is harder to ignite.


  Ball Peen Hammer


  A hammer with one flat striking face and one rounded end (the peen). It is used for tasks such as shaping metal and peening rivets.


  Bar Stock


  Raw metal material in the form of long bars, typically made of steel, used by blacksmiths as the starting point for forging various items.


  Bellows


  A device used to deliver a strong blast of air into the forge to increase the heat of the fire, essential for reaching the high temperatures needed for forging.


  Bending


  The process of shaping metal by applying force to bend it into the desired angle or curve.


  Bituminous Coal


  A softer, lower-grade coal commonly used by blacksmiths due to its ability to create a sustained, hot fire. It is easier to ignite than anthracite coal but produces more smoke.


  Bottom-Tool


  A tool used on the anvil’s face and held in place by the hardy hole. It acts as a base during hammering, shaping the metal from below.


  Chisel


  A sharp-edged tool used to cut, shape, or split metal by striking with a hammer. It is often used for fine detail work.


  Cross Peen Hammer


  A hammer with a flat striking face and a wedge-shaped peen oriented perpendicular to the handle. It is commonly used to stretch metal or create grooves.


  Cut Off Tool


  A tool used to sever metal during the forging process. It is typically struck with a hammer to make clean cuts in bar stock or other material.


  Drawing Out


  The process of elongating and thinning a piece of metal by hammering along its length, increasing its overall size.


  Edge of the Anvil


  The sharp corner of the anvil’s face used for making precise bends or shaping small sections of metal.


  Face of the Anvil


  The flat top surface of the anvil where most forging takes place. It provides a solid platform for hammering metal into shape.


  Files


  Hand tools with ridged surfaces used to smooth or shape metal after forging, removing rough edges and refining details.


  Flatter


  A tool used to smooth and flatten metal surfaces, often after forging with a hammer. It helps create an even finish.


  Forge


  A furnace or hearth used by blacksmiths to heat metal until it becomes malleable. The forge is essential for softening metal for shaping and forming.


  Forging


  The process of shaping metal by heating it to a high temperature and then hammering it into the desired shape.


  Forming Stake


  A tool used as a support to form, shape, and bend metal, particularly for sheet metalwork. It is often mounted in a vice or stand.


  Fullering Swage


  A tool used to create grooves or fuller marks in metal by pressing or hammering, often used to strengthen and lighten the material.


  Hardening


  The process of heating metal to a high temperature and then cooling it rapidly, usually through quenching, to increase its hardness.


  Hardy Hole


  A square hole in the anvil’s face designed to hold tools like chisels or hardy tools securely in place during forging.


  Holdfast


  A tool used to secure workpieces to the anvil or workbench, allowing the blacksmith to work hands-free.


  Horn of the Anvil


  The rounded, tapered end of the anvil used for bending and shaping curved pieces of metal.


  Planishing


  The process of smoothing and refining the surface of metal by lightly hammering it, often with a specialized hammer.


  Pritchel Hole


  A round hole in the anvil used for punching holes in metal or as a receptacle for certain tools.


  Quenching


  The rapid cooling of hot metal by plunging it into water, oil, or other liquid to harden it. Quenching helps lock in the metal’s properties after heating.


  Quench Tank


  A container filled with liquid, often water or oil, used for quenching hot metal during the hardening process.


  Rounding Hammer


  A hammer with one flat face and one rounded face, used for shaping metal and smoothing surfaces without leaving sharp marks.


  Set Tool


  A tool used to create specific shapes or indentations in metal by hammering it into the surface.


  Spring Swage


  A two-part tool used for shaping and forming metal by closing around the workpiece like tongs, applying pressure from both sides.


  Stake


  A metal or wooden tool placed into a stand or vice to serve as a surface for hammering or shaping metal.


  Swage Block


  A heavy, square block of iron or steel with various shaped depressions and holes used to shape, bend, or punch metal.


  Tapering


  The process of gradually thinning metal, often to a point, by hammering or stretching it.


  Tempering


  A heat-treating process used to reduce the brittleness of hardened metal by heating it to a specific temperature and then cooling it. Tempering increases toughness and flexibility.


  Tong


  A blacksmith’s tool used to grip and hold hot metal while working. Tongs come in different shapes for handling various materials.


  Top-Tool


  A tool placed on top of the workpiece that is struck with a hammer to create shapes or textures in the metal.


  Turning Forks


  Specialized tools used for making precise bends and turns in metal, often during the twisting process.


  Twisting


  A technique used to create spiraled patterns in metal by heating and rotating the bar stock while applying pressure.


  Vice


  A clamping tool used to hold metal securely in place while being worked on, typically mounted on a workbench.


  * * *


  Metal Types


  Adamantine


  A mythical metal known for its unparalleled strength and durability. It is often depicted as indestructible, capable of withstanding even the most powerful forces, and is highly sought after for crafting legendary weapons and armor.


  Carbon Steel


  An alloy of iron and carbon, an generally referred to in this world as simply ‘steel’, carbon steel is widely used for its strength and durability.It is often employed in the crafting of tools, weapons, and armor due to its ability to be hardened and tempered.


  Celestial


  A rare and magical metal associated with the heavens and divine power. Celestial metal is believed to be imbued with holy energy, making it highly effective against dark or unholy forces. It is often used to forge weapons and armor for those with divine missions.


  Dark Steel


  A mysterious and ominous metal, darker in appearance than standard steel. Dark steel is often associated with forbidden magic or malevolent forces, making it a favored material for weapons and armor in darker settings. Despite its malevolent origins, it is incredibly strong.


  Mythril


  A lightweight yet incredibly strong metal, mythril is a favorite in fantasy settings due to its exceptional durability and ease of use in crafting armor and weapons. It is prized for providing superior protection while being much lighter than traditional metals.


  Runic


  A magical metal inscribed with runes that channel mystical powers. Runic metal is often used in the crafting of enchanted weapons and armor, with the runes granting the wearer or wielder unique magical abilities. The strength and power of the runic metal depend on the runes inscribed upon it.
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