
        
            
                
            
        

    

  Soul Relic

  Copyright Samuel Hinton, 2022. I hope you enjoy the story as it unfolds!







Dedication

To Kirrilee, for putting up with all my inane ideas and helping refine them from streams-of-consciousness to something which might actually make sense.




Soul Relic
	The Continent of Rhodus
	Prologue
	Chapter 1
	Chapter 2
	Chapter 3
	Chapter 4
	Chapter 5
	Chapter 6
	Chapter 7
	Chapter 8
	Chapter 9
	Chapter 10
	Chapter 11
	Chapter 12
	Chapter 13
	Chapter 14
	Chapter 15
	Chapter 16
	Chapter 17
	Chapter 18
	Chapter 19
	Chapter 20
	Chapter 21
	Chapter 22
	Chapter 23
	Chapter 24
	Chapter 25
	Chapter 26
	Epilogue
	Afterword
	Acknowledgements
	External sites



  
    	
      Title Page
    

    	
      Table of Contents
    

  




The Continent of Rhodus
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Prologue

Atareus looked down at the god weeping piteously by his feet.

Blood dripped from the deity’s ruined face onto the marble tiles below. Atareus reached down, seized the deity’s head by his hair, and lifted the burly god of smithing into the air like a child.

“I owed you a favour, old friend,” Atareus said, “and I repay it now by letting you understand the cost of your politics, your greed, your arrogance. I warned you a century ago, but who would listen?” The man’s lips curled. “I’m only the god of knowledge, after all.”

A bloody tear leaked out of Kroenic’s ruined eyes as his sobbing grew fainter. Atareus could feel the smith’s spirit fading, so he reached out with his will, stabilising the god’s flagging heart.

Atareus almost kicked the man in disgust. “Take comfort, my friend; I’ll use your power to preserve our country for millennia to come.” With a mental flex, he shattered Kroenic’s mind, turned, and tossed him like a toy down the temple hall. The limp body bounced, skidded, and then came to a halt when it slid into other mangled corpses. Atareus put the smith from his mind and drew in a deep, calming breath.

For the first time in centuries, silence reigned in the great temple. Only hours ago, the shouts of dozens of ineffectual deities would have echoed between the marble columns and intermingled with the yapping of dogs outside.

The god of knowledge walked down the temple hall, cataloguing the damage the temple had sustained during the theological discussions. Fractured marble busts strewn across the ground stared vacantly up at the painted ceiling, their stone gazes fixed on the charred remains of delicate frescoes. Fluted columns had been hewn down and scattered like twigs around the hall. The flagstones under his feet crunched, throwing ash into the air and adding to the haze of smoke and burnt flesh that lay thick on the god’s tongue.

The building groaned as the cracked walls shifted, so Atareus reached out mentally, bracing the structure and willing the marble to flow and seal the most significant damage. He cast his awareness out further, finding his wards around the temple holding strong. Without them to contain the flailing of his dying siblings, the city below would lie a smoking ruin. Instead, they hadn’t even cracked his barrier.

Atareus arrived at the end of the hall and stepped up onto the raised dais from which the gods of Erasted had governed their nation. He gazed around dispassionately at the twisted bodies of former deities, scattered like broken dolls across the floor. Kroenic had come to rest beside the nation’s greatest beauty, but now Aphaea’s glassy eyes stared into a wall. What was left of her mangled body lay a few yards away, tangled with the corpse of Kharos, god of thieves and beggars. His robes were tattered, and a foot-wide hole had been torn through his chest. Corpses were splayed all around the room, slain by Atareus or each other in their panicked release of power.

They were gods that only played at governing a nation. Bumbling halfwits content with a life of luxury, simply because they had achieved enough power to claw up the theological ladder into divinity. Fools, all of them.

Atareus stood there silently, finishing his inspection. The damage to the temple was well within acceptable limits. He’d have thought that his brothers and sisters in the pantheon would put up a better fight, but no, they disappointed him even in death.

He looked up, his eyes falling on the prostate form of an armoured man. He clicked his fingers, and the terrified soldier glanced up, though he kept his gaze fixed on Atareus’ sandaled feet.

“Up,” the god commanded.

The man stood quickly, his polished armour clinking. His once-pristine white cloak was tarnished with ash, soot, and blood, and its pallid grey appearance was strangely mirrored in the soldier’s horror-stricken face.

“Captain Hetados, how many live?” Atareus asked the soldier.

“Three, sire,” the man reported, without a quaver in his voice; the Lionandis Legion only recruited the best. “The healers are unsure when they will wake, sire.”

Atareus nodded pleasantly, then signalled for Hetados to lead the way down the hall. “Never, I would imagine.” He twitched a finger, and Kroenic’s limp body rose like on invisible tethers and moved to float behind him. Then, he extended a hand and channelled a sliver of his power through it. A wispy, blue fluid streamed out of his palm, tendrils rising up like a growing plant and forming a complex structure of interlocking runes. The formation continued to grow, resolving into a delicate spire a foot high. With a flex of the god’s will, the liquid solidified into brilliant crystal, which he passed to the shocked soldier.

“Your Holiness—”

“Find me at least five promising Aspirants to build upon this spire. Have them begin adapting their personal formations now.”

Hetados bowed, hand over his heart. “Yes, your Holiness.” He looked up at the pre-eminent god of Erasted—now the only god of Erasted—the barest hint of confusion skirting across his features. He paused for a moment, swallowed, and opened his mouth to speak.

“Worry not about me, Captain,” Atareus interrupted the man, “for I have the heart for what comes next. By the end of the day, I will be well beyond the formation’s power.”

The god continued down the corridor, captain in tow, Kroenic bobbing along behind. The limp body of the smith dripped blood onto the floor.

He walked towards the three doomed deities with shattered minds. Towards three sources of power ripe for harvest.

Towards a better future.




Chapter 1


Eight years prior



It was a day of relentless heat in the village of Hayet. The sun beat down on the long town hall and surrounding wooden cottages, baking the thick grass and tall trees alike. Loggers recuperated in the broad village green under the shade of an ancient pearltree, all surreptitiously ignoring the sweating nine-year-old girl trying to relocate a boulder on the other side of the field. The girl stood on the edge of the grassy field and was attempting her task with a combination of manual labour and increasingly aggressive insults to the rock’s intelligence.

The child set her feet into the soft dirt, placed her hands once more upon the rough surface, and pushed with all her might. Gritting her teeth, she dug her toes into the ground while she tried to lift, to push, to tilt, to get something, even a wobble, from the stupid stone. She stared at the rock with hatred. The rock ignored her.

“Father, it’s too heavy!” Raysha called out over her shoulder, flicking her copper hair out of her eyes for what had to be the hundredth time. A dozen feet behind her, a tall man stood with hands on his hips. Long brown hair hung in a gathered tail down his back, and a faint smile played across his face.

“Vashi managed to lift the rock two years ago. Are you saying that your big brother is stronger than you?” he called out to his frustrated daughter.

“No!”

“Are you sure? I could ask him to come over and show you how easy it is for him.”

“No!” she yelled back, insistent and angry. She set her hips, trying to remember her father’s words from that morning. And the previous morning. For three stupid days, he had made her try and move this stupid rock. Ever since she’d knocked over the family table… somehow. She had thought her parents would tell her to just go to her room, or clean up the mess, but no, she had to move a rock as big as a mountain! This was the worst punishment she had ever been given! That anyone had ever been given!

“Focus on the pressure in your chest and push hard through your arms,” her father said from behind her. Again.

She focused, pushed… and scraped her hands.

Tears of frustration dared to leak out of her eyes, but she dashed them away. Behind her, her father gave a small nod to a woman standing over a child of a similar age. She bent down to whisper in the boy’s ear. After a few moments, he nodded and ran over to Raysha.

“Mom says if you can’t even do this, then I’m going to join Elha’s team instead of yours for the Showing!” the boy called out.

“WHAT?” Raysha shrieked, turning in an instant to confront the child. “It’s not my fau—” she began, but the boy abruptly turned and ran back to his mother.

“The rock, Raya,” her father reminded her.

Tears flowing freely now, Raysha swung back to the boulder. She threw herself against it, furious, fingers scrabbling to find purchase. She slipped and fell forward against the stone and jarred her head. She stared at the rock, brows furrowed and eyes burning. Her nails dug painfully into her small palms. This stupid, idiot rock, why won’t it just move!

Her father was disappointed.

Her friends didn’t like her anymore.

And her brother would lord it over her forever!

She hated it!

Raysha screamed her frustration into the air, and those that had been keenly ignoring her peeked a glance over. She struck out at the rock with her hand, pouring every bit of her anger into the strike. Her chest burned as she felt something tear its way out of her sternum, down her arm, and into the rock. Cracks spread like lightning around her palm. A thunderclap deafened her. The back of the boulder exploded outwards in a hailstorm of superheated rock. Trees were shredded and then shrouded in flame as the molten stone started a dozen small fires.

Raysha hit the ground, unconscious.




A moment before, her father had smiled when he saw the tell-tale flicker around his daughter; she’d channelled her aeon properly for the first time. Before she even made contact, he’d started jogging forward, only to stumble in shock at the sheer violence unleashed upon the Proving Stone. He reached his daughter and gently picked her up in his tanned arms. After ensuring she was unharmed, he took in the smoking wreck around the Proving stone. Hearing soft footsteps approach, he turned, and his shoulders slumped in relief.

“Elder, is she alright?” he asked.

The old woman approached and held a gnarled hand over Raysha’s forehead. The air around her palm blurred as the elder closed her eyes and focused. She moved her hand slowly down to Raysha’s heart and abdomen before opening her eyes. She nodded with a small smile.

“Perfectly fine, Kian. Just exhausted. She used every wisp of aeon she had. She should be up again in a few minutes when her well refills sufficiently. Take her home and out of the sun, will you?”

“Of course, thank you, Elder,” Kian said with a bow of his head.

That night, Elder Zahra was called upon when Raysha did not wake.




Chapter 2


Present day



Sitting at the family dining table, Raysha dejectedly poked at a piece of potato floating in her dinner stew. It rolled away, bobbed, and then sank out of sight. Across the table, her mother watched with a raised eyebrow.

“Something on your mind, Raya?”

Raysha looked up, glanced back down at the potato, and let out a soft chuckle. “I’m perfectly fine,” she lied.

“So you’re definitely not dwelling on tomorrow’s Showing?” her mother asked, while running a hand through her thick, auburn hair.

“What’s there to dwell on? Every year, it’s the same thing. If I compete in anything, I’ll lose. If I want to win—no, if I want to not come dead last—I’ll have to use several months’ worth of aeon. Last year it took me the entire spring to recover and I didn’t even win! I had to eat a whole damn wagon of those disgusting pearlfruit to fill my well back up.” Her quiet voice took on a dangerous, brittle tone. “And how can I possibly do that this year, if Vashi is supposed to take me to the Academy? I can’t make myself defenceless and useless for the journey. I’m imposing enough on him as it is.”

“There’s no pressure to compete, darling. Enjoy the food, enjoy the entertainment. You don’t have anything to prove,” her mother said.

Her father leaned forward, eyes twinkling. “You know, I remember back many years ago to a Showing not too far from here. I was preparing to enter the martial competition, which,” he added in an air of exaggerated confidence, “I was absolutely sure to win… but then I caught the eye of the most beautiful young woman.” He stared up at the thatched ceiling. “What was her name again? Mara? Mana? Miya?” He snapped his fingers. “That was it. Maya, right?” he asked innocently.

Maya swatted him on the back of the head, laughing at the familiar joke.

“Great places for romance, Showings. What about that tall lad, Talnes?” her father continued.

Raysha’s face blanched. “Talnes?”

“Oh yes, he’s the nice fellow with the objection to bathing, right? Or maybe Drias? Bless his heart, he gossips more than all the Elders put together.”

Maya joined in. “Dear, you’ve completely forgotten poor Ajas.”

“Ajas?” Raysha exclaimed. “He’s a hundred years old!”

“The ideal bachelor,” her mother said with a wicked grin. “Unmarried, well-off, and has great standing in the region. What more could you want?”

“Besides working knees, that is, but let’s not be greedy,” her father said.

Raysha looked at her parents in shock. “Are you crazy? Even for a joke, that’s a horrible thought!”

Her father leaned back in his chair. “Precisely.” He took a long, dramatic sip from his mug while Raysha attempted to bore holes in him with her gaze. “There’s no one here that you will ever have any interest in. So why are you worried about what they’ll think of you? Talnes might not seek out your hand, but I think everyone here can live with that.”

Down the end of the table, a small giggle came from the youngest member. “What’s that, Palaya?” her father asked. “Do you want Talnes as a big brother-in-law?”

“Ewwwww,” Palaya responded, scrunching her face up. “Don’t do it, Raya, he’ll make us all smell like pigs!” Raysha looked down at her younger sister. Ten years her junior, Palaya was about to celebrate her seventh birthday. She was irritatingly innocent and absolutely carefree. Raysha ruffled her ginger hair. “I promise,” she responded, locking her pinky finger with her sister.

Kian reached out to Maya, squeezing her shoulder gently. Raysha turned back to the table with a small smile. “Thank you,” she quietly told her parents.

“Any time, sweetie,” Maya said. “So, Pala, are you excited to see your brother tomorrow?”

“Yes!” Palaya squealed. “He’s going to be so big now!”

Raysha laughed. “Just because you’ve grown doesn’t mean he has.”

“He’s going to be even bigger than Pa,” Palaya asserted.

“I’m sure he will be,” her father said with a smile. “It’s been too long.”

It really had. It had been a year since he had managed to visit in person, and she missed him terribly. Vashi was the best thing to come out of Hayet since it had been cobbled together. He was kind, and thoughtful, and always generous with his time to anyone that needed it. Despite how shy he was, his presence had shielded her from the nastier aspects of childish bullying perpetrated by the village adolescents. When he left, she found herself pushed quickly out of their social circles. He had sent frequent letters, but that was due. Given he had to pay for accommodation in a student hall, he didn’t have the savings to easily spend a month travelling just to say hello. Raysha was snapped out of her thoughts when her father leaned forward over the table towards her.

He raised his fork dramatically. “You going to put that potato out of its misery, or should I?”




The sun rose slowly in the foothills of the Firet Mountains. Warm light crested over hills and valleys, filling them like a swiftly rising tide before lapping at the shores of Hayet. It enveloped the village green, reflected off the clusters of small, iridescent fruit in the great pearltree, and finally washed over the motionless young woman sitting on the roof of her family cottage.

Deep within herself, Raysha barely felt the sunlight’s gentle caress. Her mind’s eye was inspecting her core, her inner well of power, which she saw as a lake of swirling fog. She slowly formed the rune of Receptivity once again, mentally shaping a small amount of her wispy aeon from the lake below into the precise glyph above the surface. Then, she flexed her will, compressing the gaseous fluid into thin lines of crystal through which she could draw aeon: a formation. She checked the formation slowly, drawing some of her free aeon up into the structure, feeling it move within the crystal, resonate, and become easier to shape.

That was the benefit of Receptivity: it was general-purpose and simply served to make her power more responsive to her will. Most people wouldn’t waste their time on it; Fire was the popular starting point. Flashy, obvious, and easy to measure improvement. The better constructed the rune was to that person’s unique aeon, the more fire-aspected the aeon would be, which in turn meant a hotter fire. Simple to use, simple to measure. Perfect for most people. A nightmare for her.

The Elders had explained how it normally went. Generally, the larger your reserves of aeon, the slower your natural regeneration. Apparently, her soul disliked being told how things should work, and instead, Raysha couldn’t absorb energy from the environment at all. Granted, her well of aeon was massive, but a well that never filled was useless regardless of how deep it was. There was a small sliver of light though: she—like everyone else—could absorb energy from what she ate, but sadly, food was almost entirely worthless and had no spiritual energy. If only wheat was a potent spiritual elixir, that would just be great.

So, instead of practising throwing gouts of fire around, she used the rune of Receptivity to levitate some rocks. Elder Zahra had suggested this exercise years ago—to keep the stone motionless once you raised it required almost no energy if done perfectly, and balancing her forces on the stone to cancel out the wind and eddies would help her hone the ability to shape her power with miniature detail. She could practise her fine control and responsiveness, and the continual use of her will helped strengthen her mind. The stronger her will was, the more she could do with any given amount of aeon.

Truthfully, levitating stones was a great activity for someone who couldn’t afford to recklessly spend their energy. It only took seconds for Raysha to stabilise the tigerseye stone she cherished—a gift from her brother years ago—and ensure no aeon was escaping her grasp and dissipating into the air. Then, she picked up another of the semi-precious stones that currently were scattered across her pale thighs. She bent her will to the task and floated the second stone next to the first. Centering and calming herself once more, she slowly made the two stones spin in place. A pebble was added to the mix, orbiting horizontally about the spinning tigereye.

Sweat began to bead on Raysha’s head as she continued shaping the aeon around and inside the stones. Three more times she added a new pebble to the orbit. The stones formed a rough ring around the central pair, rotating slowly in place, until the central stones began to wobble and drift, increasingly disturbed by the hoarse breaths buffeting them. When adding the fourth pebble, Raysha lost control. The levitating rock formation collapsed. With a final agonising burst of will, like her mind was stretching beyond its limits, Raysha drew in the aeon she had expelled. She recovered the majority of it, drawing it back into her well, but some had lost her personal signature by mingling with the environment. That aeon was lost. The dim blossom of a headache flowered behind her eyes, but she was happy—she’d caught most of it. The sunlight hit the residual aeon as it evaporated, rainbow hues twinkling gradually into nothingness. It was a beautiful testimony to her imperfect control.

Raysha dissolved her internal formation, moving from Awakened—First Awakened, technically, as she had a single rune persisted—back down to Formless. Like a child. She stood slowly, and began stretching. The sun was at least an hour above the horizon now; time for her and her family to head down to the green.




Raysha exited the cottage with her family and they began the short walk towards the village centre. It was, Raysha admitted, a beautiful day. Last year, the Showing had been held under a thick curtain of rain. Everyone still showed up, of course, but sunshine was much better. Even with the day as nice as it was, she’d take the first opportunity she could to slip away from the festivities. Better to depart quietly, than be reminded over and over again of her own lack of ability.

Kian broke the silence. “Your mother and I are judging the woodworking submissions this morning. So, Palaya, you get a choice. Do you want to sit quietly with us in the sun for the next few hours, or do you want your big sister to show you around?”

“Big sis!” Palaya said immediately, jumping over to Raysha and taking her hand.

“Hmm, are you sure? I hear the Reeth family has made some absolutely amazing… chairs. Maybe it would be better for you to—”

“Race you to the tree!” Palaya shouted, then sprinted off, long hair flying behind her and the sound of her laughter lingering like chimes in the wind. Kian looked over to Raysha, who was glaring at him. His eyebrows twitched and he put his hands in his pockets.

“You know, she’s going to be sad if she reaches the tree and you haven’t even moved,” her father said.

Raysha muttered some choice words under her breath, then took off at a run.



Behind Raysha, Kian’s smile faded slowly. Maya caught the change in mood.

“You’ve done what you can, love,” she told him. “She’ll get to the Academy soon, and I’m sure they’ll have ideas for her. Things she can do despite her limitations.”

“I know, but—”

“Oh no. No buts, or what-ifs, or anything more from you today. It’s up to her now, and we’ve raised her well. She’ll come through this better than either of us would.”

Kian nodded—it was true. Ever since they’d found out, Raysha had been nothing but relentless in her determination to overcome her issues. He knew all about her sneaking up onto the roof every morning to meditate and practise. When she had been younger, a storm had torn the roof off their cottage, and when he had rebuilt it, he’d even reinforced the area where she liked to sit. She’d be fine.




Up ahead, Raysha was hot on Palaya’s heels. “Almost got you!” Raysha called out, receiving a high-pitched “Noooo!” and a short burst of speed from the young girl. They turned a gentle corner in the broad path, revealing the single, massive pearltree that stood at the edge of the green. Behind it sprawled a large set of market stalls, and to their right the larger competition grounds dominated the scene. Usually only a handful of stalls, the markets today had been transformed by the scores of traders and crafters that had set up shop and densely packed the broad field ahead. Many traders had even imbued their signage with some of their power, causing them to glow with light and draw the eye. The frivolous use of aeon made Raysha feel even more out of place than normal. Palaya ran up to the tree and threw herself against it, panting. Coming to a stop next to her, Raysha looked down with a grin. “Bit farther than you thought, wasn’t it?”

“No!”

“Oh well, in that case, I guess you don’t need a cool drink?”

Palaya jumped up. “It was super far! Can we get some juice? Please?” she wheedled. Raysha laughed, withdrew a copper shard from her pocket, and passed it over to Palaya. “Let’s go get some juice.”

The sisters wandered into the markets, the bustle of people crowding in around Raysha uncomfortably. She felt her shoulders tense up. The monthly markets were normally a small affair, but the Showing had drawn in residents from nearby hamlets and outposts, many of whom had brought with them the products of their trade. Laughter and lively chatter washed over her as they entered the field, and the intermingling scents of dirt, leather, food, and people, were welcome to Raysha; the smell of excitement and new things to discover seemed all too often to pass right over small villages off the beaten track.

Raysha guided Palaya to hand over her shard, and they received back one large mug of chilled apple juice and eight bits in change. The bits went into Raysha’s pocket, and the juice disappeared into the seemingly endless void of Pala’s stomach.

Nestled on the outskirts of the Mozgan Forest and only leagues from the Firet Mountains, hunters, woodworkers, masons, sculptors, and more were gathered together. Palaya darted between them all, towing her sister with inexhaustible energy.

“Oooooh, Raya, can I get one, please!” Palaya begged, pointing to a gleaming longbow the size of her father. The trader leaned forward.

“You’ve a great eye there, little one. That’s flawless Whitebone wood, that is, and you could shoot an arrow straight through a dragon, I dare say!” Pala’s eyes went wide. “Be that as it may, you’ve got some growing to do before you could use such a work of art.” The trader looked to Raysha to gauge her interest, and Raysha gave a noncommittal shrug. “Tell you what,” the trader continued to Palaya, “next year if you join the archery contest, I’ll help you pick out a bow just the right size for you.”

“What do you think about that, Pala?” Raysha asked, and her sister nodded enthusiastically. The pair thanked the trader, and then Palaya was off once more, bouncing between merchants faster than ever. Necklaces of polished stones, wooden carvings made out of Wispwood that would soar like kites, bright cloth, and exotic fruits, Palaya wanted exactly all of it. Taking Pala’s hand, Raysha guided her through the throng of traders and residents. They rounded a decorated stall—and almost ran over the old lady that was standing like a rock in the current of people.

“Oh, apologies, Elder Zahra,” Raysha said, ducking her head in deference.

“Ah, Raysha, Palaya, I’m glad to see you both here and not underfoot.”

Raysha kept her eyes focused on the ground. Here being the markets, of course, and not in any of the competitions.

“Did you decide again not to enter, Raysha?”

Raysha cleared her throat. “Ah, no. Better to take care of my sister, you know?”

“Your sister could take care of herself for a single afternoon.” The Elder’s tone was thick with implication and her eyes speared into Raysha. “I’ve seen you practising with the bow. Even if you won’t get an apprenticeship, the archery competition takes the least aeon of them all.”

Of course, she wouldn’t get an apprenticeship. Why would someone bother training me up, when there’s a constant stream of children that can actually use their power wanting to be mentored?. Raysha finally made eye contact, and her lips twisted in frustration. “It’s not the archery I am avoiding, Elder.”

Elder Zahra sighed. “I suspected as much. There are some things out of my control.”

“Not your fault, Elder. I like looking after Palaya, anyway.”

“It’s a fine use for your skills, I agree,” Zahra said. “If you enjoy it, perhaps this is something we can extend further if you still seek a greater purpose. Come see me tomorrow.”

A fine use for someone without any real skills, that was the insinuation. How pragmatic for the Elder, to encourage her to play at competitions, despite the mocking of her peers, and then stick her back to minding the children who hadn’t manifested power yet, because that was apparently all she could handle!

“Yes, Elder,” Raysha responded eventually, keeping her face impassive. With another bob of her head, she pulled Palaya around the wizened figure, then wound through market stalls quickly until they were out of sight. Only when they were alone did the tension in her shoulders start to fade. A career prospect of ‘village babysitter’ was not high on her list of life goals.

“You should get some juice,” Pala said, peering up at her sister’s clouded face.

Raysha waved the suggestion away and tried to banish her bitter thoughts to the back of her mind. “That’s a good idea, Pala, but first, we have to go say hi to Peta.” Taking Pala’s hand once more, Raysha directed her through the twists and turns of the mercantile maze and arrived at the local cobbler. The stall was staffed by a smiling, elderly man. Raysha remembered back when his silver hair was still salt-and-pepper; little else about the man had changed with time.

“Busy day, Peta?” Raysha asked.

“Raya! How are you? You have no idea. The sun hasn’t even reached its peak and yet I’ve done a month’s worth of work already. So many folk from the outlying areas only come for the Showing, and good boots are in short supply out there. Guessing little Pala has outgrown her shoes, once again?” he said, looking down at her bare and grass-stained feet.

“Only every other day. I’ll also be needing my own pair—as sturdy as you have.”

“Oh? Going out into the field? Taking up with the trackers or hunters maybe? Going on a trip? Mountaineering?” Peta prattled, rapid-fire. He looked down at her current boots, back at Palaya’s feet, and instantly determined both of their sizes.

“Pala, dear, just in front of you, you see that nice pair right there?” One of the pairs of boots started glowing as Peta channelled a sliver of power, and Pala reached out. “Those’re the ones, try them on for old Peta, will you? For you, Raya.” He bent down and pulled out a pair behind the counter. “Cured leather, bonded to a plywood mix from the core of Janti trees. Supple, but tough. Lightly used, true, but you’ll wear through your feet before these boots—they’re the best I make. I’ll part with them for two shards eight.” He brought out a second pair. “If that’s outside your price range…” he continued, after a slight pause.

Raysha frowned, unconsciously patting the purse at her side. “Pass them over, Peta. Let’s see if they fit.”

He handed her the boots with a serious expression. “A long trip then?” he asked quietly. “I’m sure you’ll have stories to tell this old man when you’re back.”

She nodded solemnly and slipped on the boots. Peta may have been known as a bit of a gossip, but he was gifted at his craft—the boots fit like old friends. “They’re perfect,” she said. “Pala?”

Of course, Pala was already jumping up and down to test the shoes out. Raysha put her hand into her pocket, feeling the five shards she had saved.

“Three will do nicely for the both of them, Raya,” Peta told her. Raysha opened her mouth to object, but Peta wasn’t finished. “Your mother has been a blessing helping me with the store here—it’s the least I can do.” Raysha’s shoulders lost their tension and she nodded, taking out three of the copper shards and handing them to Peta. “Thank you, Peta,” she said, squeezing his hand.

Over the rest of the morning, Raysha picked up a cheap cloth backpack, a thin bedroll, and several skins of water. Unfortunately, she was down to a final three copper bits. In the distance came the bright ringing of a bell, and Raysha reached down and picked Pala up, putting her on her shoulders. “Want to go watch? You remember last year?” she asked.

Pala squirmed excitedly on her shoulders, settling into place. “The big man set fire to the stadium. Boom!” Palaya said happily, throwing her hands wide to mimic an explosion. “I hope it happens again!”

Raysha chuckled. Master Narud, the village smith, had indeed set fire to the stands. It had been a riveting match, the smith and his mastery of flame, against one of the reclusive mountain hunters. If the House representative hadn’t stepped in, someone might have been hurt. It had been exciting to spectate, despite the bitter envy that consumed her when she watched people use their power so easily.

Raysha turned towards the showgrounds and started walking over, leaving the markets and joining the flow of people relocating to watch the upcoming competitions. Archery, logging, martial prowess, crafting—literally everything could, and would, be turned into a competition of some manner.

Casting her eyes around, Raysha searched out her parents. A few seconds later, she found them by the crafting section. Sure enough, her father was always easy to spot—ridiculously tall with long dark hair, and a loud, easy laugh. Her mother was almost just as obvious, her bright red hair could normally be spotted a mile away. Next to her mother stood a slim man only a few inches shorter than her father, though he bucked the trend with a short haircut. Wait… Vashi?

Raysha turned and forged through the crowd. She broke free of the stream of people and stepped off the worn path onto the grass. “Vashi!” she called out, but he didn’t hear. Raysha’s call did, however, alert Palaya to her brother’s presence. The child squirmed her way down off Raysha’s shoulders, sprinting towards Vashi like an arrow from a bow.

“Vashi!” Palaya called out loudly. He finally heard and turned—only to almost be bowled over as Palaya leapt onto him in a fierce hug. Raysha approached her family and Vashi turned to her, patting the head of a sobbing Palaya, who was firmly buried in his chest.

“Hey there, Raya,” he said softly. “Little Pala’s gotten so big.” His voice, still hushed, was thick with emotion.

“Oh, Vash.” Raysha gave him a quick hug around Palaya. “It’s good to see your ugly mug again”. He looked well, and more than that, well dressed - which was a definite development! His black tunic was actually well-fitted, and sturdy boots accompanied pants decorated with numerous pockets. Well-made and eminently practical, that suited Vashi perfectly.

Palaya’s outburst had obviously been heard across the green, and Elder Zahra approached the group. “Welcome back, young man.”

“Thank you, Elder,” Vashi said with a small bow of his head. “It’s nice to see everyone again.”

“I’m sure it would be. Are you competing this afternoon?”

“Uh, apologies, Elder. I’ve just arrived, and, uh, won’t be staying too long.” From the side, Raysha smiled. There’s nothing like Vashi awkwardly trying to say no to make things feel like it’s all back to normal.

“Back to your studies, I presume. A pity. You should visit home more often. I’m sure your family would like to see more of you.”

“Yes, Elder.”

Kian flashed a smile at the old woman, then spoke up: “Why don’t we go grab some seats before they’re all gone?” Vashi nodded, excused himself, and put his arm under Pala so he could carry her with him. The family made their way slowly into the small stands surrounding the main competition floor of hard-packed dirt. Kian and Maya asked Vashi to secure some seats, while they found some drinks for the family.

As a child, Raysha had wondered what the Showing was like in the big cities, and imagined stone stadiums with tens of thousands of people cheering on each match. She had been devastated to find out that Showings were only common in smaller villages, and it was seen as a provincial tradition by the urban centres. Everyone knew of the Progenitors—the first humans to be able to use aeon—and their Guides. The Showing was meant to be a celebration of the wonders of aeon and its impact on every aspect of their lives. It was meant to be a joyful event, why would people skip over it?

Raysha was desperate to pry information out of her brother—it had been more than a year since he had visited from the Academy, and she had a list of questions longer than her arms. The muted roar of a thousand people, however, meant that questions could wait. With last year having such bad weather, many more people had turned up for this Showing, and this was by far the largest gathering of people Raysha had ever seen.

She followed her brother, and they quickly found grass seats in the small natural showground. At the base of the natural amphitheatre was a flattened area of ground thirty yards in diameter, with seats arranged along one side. Judges filled those seats: the village Elders, plus the sole representative of the Lightstep House, who would act as both the final arbiter of any disputes and also a talent scout for any promising individuals that might warrant recruitment. House representatives were rare, only journeying from Vinobar for Showings or to officiate any high-profile challenges between important members of the village. It was weeks away on foot, but then again, anyone powerful enough to be sent from a noble House undoubtedly would be able to move far faster than Raysha. From the deference shown to the woman by the Elders, she must be at a later stage than them, which meant an Adept or a Master.

The House did have several Champions as well, above even the Masters, but none would ever be sent out to a small village. Raysha hoped the representative would give an exhibition match, at least. She was excited to see people she knew from the village compete against outsiders, and witness some of the extraordinary powers they had at their fingertips.

A voice sounded out from behind her, and her excitement turned to ash.

“Hey look, everyone, Vashi is back. I wonder if he’ll be taking the goat with him when he leaves; there’s no room here for dead weight,” a female voice whispered loudly behind, accompanied by chuckles. Raysha stiffened in her seat. “I wonder if they’ll make bets about how long she can stay conscious when she shatters her formation,” the voice continued.

Raysha spun around, looking at her bully. Striking eyebrows lay over mousy eyes. Condescending lips. Disgustingly well-tended hair.

“Elha, how delightful to hear your voice again. You know, I hear that we’re wagering about you too, but no one will bet against you being anything but a bitch,” Raysha responded, with a sickly sweet smile.

Raysha felt Vashi’s hand come to rest on her shoulder, but before he could play peacemaker, Elha continued. “I’ll console myself tonight when I’m celebrating my win in the martial competition.” Elha’s smile grew wider. “I’d ask if you’re competing as well, but I’m told you need talent to actually enter, and you are rather useless. I wonder if your sister is going to grow up to be a failure now too, following your fine example.”

Quick as a snake, Raysha’s hand flew out, slapping Elha on the side of her face and snapping the girl’s head back with the impact. Elha turned her head back to face Raysha, grinning viciously. “I accept your challenge.”




Chapter 3

The next hour passed in a worrying blur for Raysha.

Personal bouts were traditionally held before the martial competition. This was a deliberate choice by the Elders, because anyone settling a personal challenge would then enter the official competition having already fought, and thus ran the risk of entering with low aeon reserves or an injury. The practicality of it didn’t reassure Raysha—she wasn’t competing.

Obviously, Elha wasn’t concerned that Raysha would impact her ability to reach the finals for her category. Why would she be… she’s one of the most gifted people in the village. She was one of the few teenagers who were able to smoothly move aeon and hadn’t decided on the simpler approach of only integrating her power.

She shrugged off her parents and brother trying to talk to her, lost in mental struggles of her own. Why had she needed to lash out? Of course, Elha would throw out a comment. She always did. And now Raysha either had to face Elha in the sparring ring or refuse to take the field. Which meant Elha could bring her grievance to the Elders, and that would delay her leaving. Screw that! I’ll deal with that two-faced bitch myself. But to have any chance of winning, Raysha would need to use her aeon, and then she’d risk leaving Hayet village with her power depleted. Vulnerable. Could she take the risk? Was there any way to win without moving to First Awakened? Can I win without aeon?

No.

Around and around her thoughts swam, chasing each other in dizzying circles. They cleared only when her name was called out by the contest adjudicator, his voice amplified by his power to echo throughout the arena.

“Raysha, daughter of Kian and Maya, please enter the ring.”

She stood up and caught her father’s piercing eyes. “It’s up to you, sweetheart,” he said. “But remember, this village is your past. Look to your future.”

She nodded slowly, straightened her back, and marched into the contest floor. The muttering of the crowd grew louder as Raysha advanced. She scanned over the faces, many familiar to her. Many of the younger faces were laughing, but here and there mouths were set in hard lines. The older population universally scowled down and muttered to their neighbours. They might have been displeased that such a match was allowed, but Raysha felt like they were scowling over her very existence.

“Elha, daughter of Timaud and Linmun, please enter the ring,” the adjudicator intoned, and Elha calmly stepped forward. Raysha focused within herself, bringing her well into her mind’s eye, and reformed the rune of Receptivity from that morning. “To settle a personal grievance,” the judge continued, “this bout will go until surrender or injury.” He looked at Raysha, who gave him a shallow bow. Elha followed suit.

“Begin.”

Elha set her feet and locked eyes with her prey. “Come, cripple, let’s see if you have any worth at all.” Raysha didn’t move and instead started to draw her aeon through her formation. She channelled it into her arms, and kept careful control of her power to ensure there was no aura from leakage. Aeon inside the body was largely invisible. “Pathetic,” Elha spat out when Raysha didn’t appear to do anything, then dashed forward. Raysha eye’s widened—Elha must have progressed enough to integrate aeon into her own body to get that sort of unnatural speed.

Upon reaching Raysha, Elha twisted her body sharply, lashing her right hand at Raysha’s solar plexus. Raysha’s training came back in that instant, and she stepped in and to the right, throwing her elbow towards her opponent’s nose. Elha raised her forearm, caught the blow, and tossed her backwards with ease.

Raysha recovered her balance as quickly as she could, but her adversary hadn’t pressed her advantage. Humiliation, then, that’s the goal. Obviously. But spirits, Elha is strong. How can I end this quickly? Stepping forward, she feinted with a quick jab at the young woman’s face before throwing a kick at her left knee. Elha pivoted gracefully, twisted out of reach, and ducked under a follow-up strike. She slapped Raysha across the face. Auburn hair flew out as Raysha’s head was snapped to the side. Her vision blurred. Raysha let the power of the blow spin her around, and then willed her aeon to simultaneously push out of her palm and harden over her elbow. Her arm flew backwards viciously, and her elbow crashed into the side of Elha’s head.

She had done it! It would take days to recover the lost power, but it was entirely worth it. A perfect, clean blow. Raysha almost started laughing, but her exultation died as Elha barely flinched.

Her opponent’s lips twisted in disgust. “So pleased… for what?” Elha touched the side of her head and then inspected her fingertips. “You didn’t even break my skin.” She laughed viciously. “Tell me, Raysha, do your parents still have to heat your bath water? Do they buy candles for your room, or do you just bunk with Palaya to save them the cost of supporting you?”

Raysha lunged forwards and threw a combination of blows, but her opponent swatted them away like she was a misbehaving toddler, and then responded with a savage kick that connected solidly in her side. Raysha gasped in pain as her feet left the ground, and she dropped an arm to protect her injured side. An open palm struck her undefended face.

Her eyes filled with tears, but she forced them open, keeping her opponent in check. Elha was toying with her now, leaving obvious openings that Raysha didn’t have the strength or speed to exploit. Behind her, the crowd, normally silent out of respect, started murmuring with disapproval. Raysha deflected one strike. Then a second. The third smashed into her stomach. She doubled over—only for her chin to connect with a rising knee. Her head flew back, but before she could fall, a hand gripped her shirt and she was yanked forwards towards an incoming fist. Someone from the crowd shouted out in anger. Raysha pulled aeon out through her hand to protect her face. She frantically willed it to thicken. Elha’s blow landed but was slowed. With a last heave, Raysha threw herself forward, crashing her forehead into Elha’s nose—which didn’t even break.

It didn’t even make her stumble.

Regardless, Elha’s eyes flashed in rage at Raysha landing another blow, and the aura around her swelled. And then a dozen sharp strikes to Raysha’s head, stomach and chest connected, and they stole away both light and thought.

Seconds later, Raysha came to, peering up at the face of the adjudicator. “Elha, daughter of Timaud and Linmun, is the victor,” he called out. She felt strong hands under her as her father helped her to her feet and gently led her out of the ring towards a waiting healer. The medic put her hands against Raysha’s head and channelled. The pounding in her skull faded and dizziness retreated. The healer’s formations must have been advanced.

“Vashi, son of Kian and Maya, enter the ring.”

What? Raysha struggled to sit up. Her father put a hand on her shoulder, stopping her from rising.

“Your brother took issue with Elha’s honour in the fight. He’s made his choice; don’t interrupt,” Kian told her in a firm voice.

“No,” Raysha whispered hoarsely, but some events, once begun, had to be finished. Elha and her friends were Raysha’s problem, not her brother’s. She didn’t want him picking up her fight, tarnishing his honour to put a young woman in her place. This isn’t right.

The crowd agreed: the voices from the spectators were angry and dark, buzzing like bees. Those that had smirked down at Raysha looked the most affronted. She understood why: it was rare for the Elder to allow an immediate follow-up challenge. This must be their punishment to Elha for her less-than-honourable conduct at the end of the bout.

Her brother stood opposite Elha, his lanky frame tight with tension or rage—Raysha could not tell. They bowed, and Raysha knew then. Not tension, no. A cold fire burned in Vashi’s blue eyes, while a malicious grin sat on Elha’s face.

“I don’t suppose you’ll put up—” Elha began.

“Be quiet,” Vashi interrupted, his tone flat and frigid. Elha opened her mouth again, but before a sound could escape, Vashi raised his hand, pointed two fingers at his adversary, and unleashed his first attack. His aeon flowed from his fingers, formed a glowing bead the size of a marble, and then steaked out in a fiery line to strike Elha’s hastily raised forearms. Even infused, her skin was burned and a sharp hiss of pain escaped her lips.

The aura around Vashi intensified as he expressed more of his power, and Raysha guessed he was deliberately letting much of his power leak out. The aura grew as Vashi infused his body with more aeon, and the air distorted around him like a mirage. His short hair stirred in the eddies formed, as he allowed Elha to confront the power difference between them. The aura around both his hands began to strengthen and Elha dove to the side, narrowly dodging the first line of fire. As she hit the ground and rolled, the second ray struck her across the chest. Elha groaned but rolled to her feet. She leapt directly at Vashi while drawing back a fist.

He stared into her eyes, unconcerned. His aura reduced its intensity, but Raysha saw the air distort sharply around his face as he took Elha’s strike.

He didn’t flinch.

Her fist thundered into the barrier around his face, and a crack split the air—her wrist had snapped. Vashi stepped forward, his fist a blur as he threw a punch. Elha flew back and collapsed to the arena floor, contorting in pain and gasping for breath. Raysha blinked in shock. Her brother was thin and scrawny, and seeing a punch from him literally toss someone back had been entirely unexpected.

The judge stepped between them, concern writ over his face, but Vashi had already turned and begun walking towards Raysha. “Vashi, son of Kian and Maya, is the victor.”

The life came back into Vashi’s eyes as he approached Raysha. He looked at his father and shrugged. “She deserved it,” the young man said. Kian took in the angry faces of the crowd.

“Yet neither fight was fair or honourable. The Elders should not have permitted you your revenge match, nor Elha her initial challenge. This won’t reflect well on us,” he told them. “Not with you so easily manhandling the young woman. There is no honour in an adult fighting a child.”

“Elha isn’t a child,” Raysha protested.

“She acted like one and was beaten like one. Perception is everything,” Kian said. “Now, enough. Let us make for home and let tempers cool.”

Raysha looked down at the ground, suddenly ashamed of her outburst and the position it had put her family in. Normally, she’d just take the insults and dismissive attitudes on the chin, but something had snapped in her when Elha brought Palaya into it. And now she had managed to make everything worse. She didn’t care if her peers excluded her. That was life. But now Vashi was caught in the mix and who knows how this would impact the rest of her family. To top it all off, she had gotten thrashed in front of the entire village. Kian was right, she wanted to get out of there.

They left the arena and found Maya and Palaya waiting for them, already outside. Pala ran up to hug her sister, and the five of them made their way home, tension pooling thickly between them.




Chapter 4

Raysha awoke the next morning still tired. She had eaten a quiet dinner with the family and excused herself early. Her mood had soured further still when Maya had offered to heat a bath for her, and Elha’s comments bubbled to the surface of her mind, eventually turning into twisted dreams that kept Raysha tossing and turning. The sun had yet to break the horizon when she disentangled herself from the latest dream. Only the constant noise of the cicadas outside kept her company.

She threw the thin blanket off her, reached out to her waiting clothes, and dressed quickly but mechanically. Her mind felt full of mental cobwebs from her fitful sleep. Once dressed, she decided to wrap her blanket around her for the extra warmth and then pushed open her window. Goosebumps rose over her arms as cold air swept into the room. She hauled herself onto the roof and settled into the familiar depression that had formed over the years.

Raysha looked around, but only thin threads of moonlight shone down to illuminate the thin fog that enshrouded the village. She couldn’t see the ancient pearltree in the green, towering above the other trees. The town hall would be empty, the coals probably not even warm. The amphitheatre’s temporary seating would have been promptly stowed away for another year. One Raysha hoped to miss completely.

No, focus.

Raysha stilled her mind as best she could, and then sunk down into her core. If I can’t sleep, I might as well be productive.




The family’s parting was a quiet affair, full of unspoken words, long embraces, and unashamed tears. Raysha looked behind her one last time as they departed the village, her stomach a confusing mix of bittersweet excitement for the future and sadness over leaving her family. She’d miss Pala most of all—children grew up so quickly.

Kian, Maya, and Palaya stood together in the soft glow of pre-dawn light, their silhouettes fading away like childhood memories in the fog. Vashi and Raysha walked in heavy silence until the sun had broken over the mountain range. The towering trees of Hayet slowly ceded to plains of rolling green. To their left, the plains flowed down as far as the eye could see. Only a few leagues to their right, the mighty Firet Mountains stood, snow draped over their granite shoulders.

Growing up, Raysha had heard all the legends: of masters that could use their aeon to redirect rivers, grow forests, tear down mountains, or even just soar over them. And here she was, trudging up and down an endless series of hills.

“I know something is wrong, Raya,” Vashi said softly at her side. “Are you still hurt?”

“Never felt better, Vash.”

Vashi paused before responding, “I’m sure she was just trying to look—”

“Spirits, I know. She’s always like that when around her friends, but she’s right. I am broken! I’m glad you’re here, and I’m glad we’re going to the Academy, but that doesn’t mean she’s not right. And then you proved her right; you jumped in to ‘save’ me, because I can’t do it myself, can I?”

“You’re wrong.” He took a deep breath. “I didn’t save you, I put down a bully. That doesn’t matter, though, because we’re family, Raya. If you need saving, I’ll be there. Hopefully, you’ll be there when I need it.”

Raysha ran her hands through her hair, pulling strands out of her face. “I know, Vash… It’s just not how I imagined leaving.”

They crested a hill, and Raysha saw the long, winding path stretch on and on before her. The wind drew hypnotising patterns with the tall grass down on the plains. It was beautiful. Soothing.

“I mean, you didn’t even hire me a luxurious carriage; what sort of a brother are you?” she continued with a small smile. The tension between the siblings faded slowly.

“How did you do it, though?” Raysha asked.

“It?”

“The Elders all said Elha was a gifted student, yet you made her look like a child. How did you do it?”

“She is a child, Raya. Flooding your body with aeon is a child’s tactic, and her control was sloppy; so much of her power was leaking into aura.”

Raysha waved away Vashi’s comment. “Eugh, no, who cares about Elha? She’s not even that bad when she’s by herself, but insulting me is a cheap trick to score social points, she just crossed the line by drawing in Pala. Anyway, I want to know what you did. The fire thing.” Raysha reenacted his gestures from the previous day. “And your face, you didn’t even blink. How?”

He shrugged. “I’m Third Awakened. Fire, Force, and Resilience. The first two work well for offence, while the latter two pair well for defence. It’s one of the common triforms the Academy teaches. Elha is probably at a similar level, but her aeon control was poor.” He saw a dozen questions struggling to escape all at once from Raysha and waved them away. “I’ll explain tonight. For now, have this.” He swung his backpack around, rummaged through it, and bought out a wooden bottle, which he passed over.

She took it and looked at him in suspicion. “Oh thank you, Vashi, a bottle. Just want I wanted!”

“Open it up, will you?”

Raysha unfastened the lid, taking the top off—then almost gagged. “Pearlfruit juice? Hells below, I am so sick of pearlfruit! Wait, the inside is metal?” She looked over at him. “Why is the inside metal?”

“Look at the base of the lid,” he told her, and she turned the lid over in her hand. “I had this made before leaving. Well, I helped make it too, with the runes. Anyway, the tiny sapphire in the centre you can charge every few nights. It’s set in a Soul rune, and the ones around the outside and down the bottle wall are Purification runes. There are a few other things, but it’s actually a simple design. There’s a variant that’s used to purify water, but the Soul rune should change the function and purify the contents to you.”

Raysha looked at him, confused.

“Long story short, use the canister, absorb more energy. It’s not a fix, I know, but it’s a small step, right?”

Confusion became joy, and Raysha quickly wrapped Vashi in a tight hug. “It’s amazing! How can I charge it? I want to do that right now!” Waiting one more minute would be unthinkable. Years of incorporating the spirit-rich pearlfruit into her diet had allowed her to train each morning consistently, but if she could get more aeon out of each mouthful of the juice, hell, maybe she could do something other than float some stones!

Vashi held up the lid, pointing at a small symbol beside the sapphire. “Just channel a thread of your aeon into that rune, and it’ll flow into the Soul rune and the gem at the centre of it.” He pointed towards the small etchings. “Give it a try.”

Raysha focused and gingerly drew out a tiny amount of her power into her hand. She placed her fingertips over the points Vashi had directed her to. Like a whirlpool, her aeon funnelled from her fingers, then was absorbed quickly by the rune. She saw the etched lines of the rune light up as her power flowed through it and into the sapphire, which started to glow a soft white.

“That’s enough,” Vashi told her, and she released her will. She watched, fascinated, as the glow spread along the strokes in the runes, slowly spreading out from the central sapphire. She could feel her aeon flowing through the rune, like roots growing down predetermined paths. The Soul rune activated slowly, and shortly afterwards the Purification runes started glowing too. Raysha reattached the lid and smiled brightly at her brother. “It glows too!”

“Yeah, sorry about that.”

“Eh, everything has some leakage. You said that was a simple design?” she asked, raising one eyebrow to express doubt. After all, the runes certainly didn’t look simple—the Soul rune in particular was a spiderweb of complex lines.

Vashi let out a short laugh. “Comparatively, for sure. Objects have no will, so to have them be useful, every single function has to be explicit. This is simple—because it does one thing, it’s a simple thing, and it does so passively. The only challenging part was figuring out how to adapt the runework used to purify water to fit a Soul rune in. You wouldn’t believe how many plates of metal I went through. I actually found the answer in a review document of tomes from ancient Erasted that used a variant runeform.” He saw the look on her face, and continued, “Everyone can use the aeon these days; we’ve bred the talent into the whole population, so this sort of knowledge has mostly been forgotten. But hundreds and hundreds of years ago, not so much. So that’s where I’ve been looking for solutions. There are lots of designs which aren’t catalogued anymore because of that.”

“I see… That makes sense, I guess, and—”

“And I can give you more details later if you really want, but it’s all tedious, trust me. Now, fill me in on what I’ve missed. Palaya will probably be taller than you by the time we come back!”

Raysha nodded; it was a fair request—she was being self-centred. For the next several hours, she caught him up on everything that hadn’t come up over the quiet dinner table the previous night. Palaya’s growth from a clumsy, chubby child into a cackling, wild spirit; her father’s most important woodworking projects and the construction of a larger town hall; her mother’s pride in her carvings and deft wood shaping; her own trials, morning exercises, and the various tasks she had taken to help support herself.

She had dabbled with dressing game, hunting, woodwork, and stonework, but everything she could do, someone else could do better, faster, and more efficiently with the help of their aeon.

Each time she had been politely turned away in favour of a younger, more talented candidate, and she’d had to push down a wave of bitterness and frustration. She would slink back home, and try to tear her mind off the failure by redoubling the effort she put into her aeon manipulation exercises.

But no matter how many extra hours a day she practised, the gap between her and her peers could never be closed properly. Sure, she could use her power properly for a day or two and be like everyone else, but then her well would run dry, and she’d be powerless for months as she waited for it to slowly refill from each sip of pearlfruit.

Bitterness had eventually given way to hopelessness, as her peers started specialising and picking careers, while she continued to burden Kian and Maya. Those picked for crafting apprenticeships had learned to imbue their creations with specific aspects, and the simplest way to do this was literally by saturating them with aeon. She had watched Peta do it with his shoes once, and the old man had shaped the leather boots while continuously pushing Resilience-aspected aeon through them. Children apprenticed to hunters integrated runes of Motion and Strength into their bodies, becoming swift as an arrow and strong as a bull. And they’d need it, because if they encountered an awakened beast—an animal that had intuitively tapped into its own core—then things could turn ugly very quickly if they didn’t have the power to protect themselves.

She thought about trying to be a hunter just so she could spend her time away from the stares and silent judgement, but the Elders had forbidden it. The dangers of an awakened beast were apparently too great to be ignored. They had said that the difference between a stag that had started to utilise aeon instinctively and one that hadn’t was only apparent in two ways. First, you could be lucky enough to see one of the spirits that were attracted to the beast. Secondly—and more likely—you’d find out only when it decided to run you down and moved with unnatural speed. Raysha didn’t buy it then, and she didn’t buy it now—it had been years since a hunter had encountered one, and it was her life to risk, wasn’t it?

For once, she didn’t feel pressured to hide away the details. She knew her brother actually cared, and the trip would take weeks. If there was any time for a long story, this would be it.

As she talked, the trail they followed meandered slowly downwards. The hills of her home flattened into great rolling slopes with scattered stands of trees. They stopped frequently at the streams running down from the mountains, refilling their flasks with chilled water.

The sun lowered itself to the west, setting the sky afire and casting the slopes of the plain into sharp relief. Upon a small rocky bluff, Vashi and Raysha stopped for the night. Raysha took stock: there was a scattering of trees below for cover if needed, a stream nearby for water and washing, plus the remains of an old campfire. This was probably a common rest-stop for traders.

In the fading light, the pair gathered what deadfall the trees had shed. Vashi prepared the fire and set the wood aflame with a thin stream of flame from his finger. He prepared a simple dinner from the supplies Kian and Maya had given them and split the single oat biscuit Palaya had gifted them for ‘dessert’. Afterwards, Raysha had offered to clean the dishes in the nearby stream, but her brother insisted on doing the work, with the logic that he could heat the water to make it an easier task. He wasn’t wrong, but Raysha didn’t like not contributing, even if she’d take longer to do basic tasks.

“The purification should have finished by now,” Vashi said as they relaxed around the small fire. Raysha jumped up eagerly, found the bottle and took a long sip. Vashi caught the look of excitement on her face. “Just for expectation management,” he said, “I tried the bottle myself. I have slower recharge than most, and the bottle didn’t even add ten percent, but it did add something. It won’t be enough to set up any integrations.”

Raysha waved his comment away, sat down crossed-legged on her bedroll, closed her eyes, and looked inwards. She saw her well, its boundaries stubbornly impenetrable to the aeon outside her body. And then she felt it—the essence in the pearlfruit started leaking up into her well and joining the small lake that floated there already. It wasn’t the vague wisp she was used to—no, it was a slightly larger, slightly less vague wisp.

“It’s definitely helping!” she told Vashi excitedly. “I could actually train more now! You can teach me everything you’ve learned at the Academy on the way. Hells, I can keep myself at Awakened with this!”

“Wait, you don’t have a solid formation? You’re travelling Formless?” Vashi clarified, looking shocked. “I thought you’d have moved on from that?”

“I’m almost always Formless. I create the formation and move to Awakened when I exercise. When I’m done, I let the rune dissolve. I’ve been able to keep First Awakened unconsciously for years, just like everyone else, but the slight drain it takes to keep persisted isn’t worth it for me. And with the ease you dealt with Elha, I don’t think you’ll exactly need my help if anything happens.”

“That’s so dangerous,” her brother chastised. Raysha shot him a direct look. “But,” he clarified, “I guess I’ve never even noticed that they took energy to maintain.”

Unlike her, Vashi had been blessed with a large well that would refill in around a day. The tiny drain of a solid runeform would be imperceptible to him. Lucky bastard.

Her brother looked into the air, a small frown on his head, and his fingers twitched as he did some mental calculations. “You must have crystalized your forms… thousands of times.”

“You look shocked by this… Why?”

He shook his head and gave her a wry smile. “Most people will just keep the same formation as long as possible. Working aeon is hard, unless you practise it all the time. They’re like a blacksmith hammering out a sword, but once they make one that’s functional, they put it on their belt and don’t make more unless the first one breaks. But you, you’re the blacksmith that gets up every morning, forges a brand new sword, practises with it, and then melts it back down an hour later. Those wanting a weapon would call all the time spent forging one a waste of effort, but the smith would get pretty damn good at making swords. How many times would you estimate you’ve made each of the basic runes? A thousand times?”

Raysha laughed softly. “Far more than that, dear brother. Each of the basic runes, over and over, every morning. When I couldn’t waste any more aeon by actively practising, I’d just sit there, creating, crystalising, moving aeon, and then releasing runes. For hours on end. Trying to make them as perfect as possible, so next time I could practise for longer.”

“That’s… a lot of work. Can I see?”

“Sure, pick a rune.”

“Rune of Light. Green. Take your time.”

Raysha raised an eyebrow at him, and then lifted a finger, drawing in the air a smooth circle. Behind her fingertip, she left a tiny trail of light that glowed a vivid green in the air. The colour came from her will alone, but Raysha did wonder if there was a rune for the concept of Green itself. Not that I imagine it would be a useful rune to add, though. She completed the ring of light and stood back.

Vashi approached it and inspected the floating circle. “Raya, this is amazing.” He focused, opening his perception to aeon further. “Not even a hint of diffusion, no wavering, a single spectrum. I can’t even do this!”

“Of course not, because who else needs to care about wasting a single glimmer of light?”

“Sure, but do you know how many students block their own progress because they are sloppy or can’t iterate on their formations? This is a great achievement—don’t take that away from yourself.”

Raysha let the light fade, unsure what else to say and not wanting to snap back a bitter comment and hurt her brother’s feelings. Making a single rune wasn’t exactly challenging—it was taught to children after all. Sure, after making thousands upon thousands of runes it was beginning to almost feel intuitive. But so was tying a shoelace. I can make a steady light. Hurray.

Her brother frowned at her. “What?” she said.

“You. You’re too cynical. With that control, you could work towards an illusionist speciality. Light-based formations are some of the more aeon efficient ones.”

Raysha made a mental note to be a bit less bitter. Sarcasm and cynicism were her go-to defences, but she knew it was tiring to be around. She gave him a small smile. “That’s a good idea,” she conceded.

Where the ring of light used to be, a green flash of light appeared, floating lazily in the air.

“Oooh, there are fireflies nearby?” Raysha asked.

Vashi shook his head. “No, there must be a stormtree below us. That was a spark,” he said. Raysha nodded—she’d heard about the tiny spirits before. “They’re invisible until they manifest themselves,” he explained.

“Some of the hunters have talked about coming across them. I just thought they’d be… bigger.”

“Not content, hey? Do me a favour and sit on the outcrop there,” he said, pointing to the flattened top of the bluff. Curious, Raysha did as asked, seating herself. “You remember Elder Zahra’s lessons? What is it that spiritual creatures live on?”

“Aeon,” she whispered, and comprehension dawned.

“Aeon,” he agreed quietly, drawing forth power from his well and casting it unaspected into the air around her. He took several steps back, then kicked dirt over the fire, and night swept over the camp.

The darkness was fleeting.

The first spark responded to the feast Vashi had provided, and a small pulse of rich, blue light pushed back the night. Then another, this time glowing a deep green. More now, in orange, red, and other colours Raysha had never seen in nature before. She sat motionless, eyes wide, as the sparks played out a pulsating dance around her. She slowly held out her hand, palm up, and released a trickle of power. Dozens of spirits floated towards her hand and the aeon diffusing around it. Enraptured.

A pair of pulsing spirits alighted onto the tip of her finger, one the pale blue of a frozen lake, the other the rich orange glow of an ember breathed to life. They drank in the thin thread of aeon, shining brightly. They remained close after Raysha reluctantly cut off the supply of aeon, then slowly faded from sight as they shifted back into the spiritual realms.

Raysha sat on the outcrop, as still as the rock itself, long after the sparks had faded away.




They established a rhythm quickly at Raysha’s insistence. In the silvery pre-dawn light, they would sit side by side, meditating. Each morning, Raysha would ask Vashi to sketch out in the dirt a new rune he had learned at the Academy, and she would work on adapting the glyph to her unique aeon signature. This was fairly simple, as Vashi’s signature, given he was her brother, was similar to hers, and it gave her a good head start. She was still determined to perfect her formations, though. Not just for the extra efficiency or improved aspecting, but because if she constructed it wrong, used it, and it shattered on her, that would be an issue. It was why Elha had referred to her as a goat back at the Showing, a fun reference to the first time her formation had shattered as a child.

Raysha shuddered at the memories. She had been sitting on a small, grassy hill under Elder Zahra’s stern gaze. She had been so excited, so eager to play with her new power, and had ignored the Elder’s advice and rushed forward. Of course, the haphazard rune of Motion she had formed had cracked as soon as Raysha tried to draw power through it, and the stabbing pain inside her chest had torn a scream from her.

A massive amount of uncontrolled aeon had blasted out of her, as her well emptied. Most of her power had gone up into the air, but what was left flattened the grass and shrubs on the hill she sat upon. Elder Zahra had stood like a part of the mountain range herself and had weathered the blast unperturbed. The other children waiting further away had been knocked to the ground. Elha had cut her knee on a rock, and their relationship had only worsened from that point.

Raysha had fallen unconscious, to the initial shock of the children waiting for their turn of instruction. The shock had turned to amusement and mocking as soon as the Elder assured everyone that Raysha would be alright. The children, upset at being affected by Raysha’s file, had been relentless in their teasing. Elha’s parents were herders, and the young girl was quick to point out the similarity between Raysha falling unconscious and the fainting goats that they had. The name stuck. Children are such assholes. And after Elha’s injury, the girl’s parents had demanded Raysha be taught separately from the other children, stating she was a danger. While Raysha admitted there was a kernel of truth to their statement, it had meant that the amount of instruction she had received was less than the others. On top of that, there was nothing like needing separate instruction from the Elders to solidify in the childrens’ minds that Raysha was an outsider.

Her formation shattering, all things considered, was a powerful lesson, and Raysha was determined to never have it happen again. She had learned how to control her aeon so that a broken formation wasn’t a catastrophic incident, but it was still painful and unpleasant. Even worse than that—it was wasteful.

And thus, she practised her runecrafting and then her aeon manipulation, and Vashi worked on his ability to hold as complex an internal formation as possible. Her brother had told her he was Third Awakened, and was thus persisting three runes in his core at all times, but most students his age were higher. He wanted to catch up before the yearly tournament in case he decided to participate. Apparently, a small number of students around their age from the great Houses had even progressed past being Awakened, condensed their aeon, and were Initiates on the paths they had chosen to study. Raysha smiled through her envy, assuring her brother that he’d catch up in no time at all.

After meditation and a judicious sip of the purified pearlfruit juice, they walked. Raysha would hold her tigerseye foci and perform the exercises Vashi called out. On one hand, Raysha’s skin burned, soles blistered, and shoulders grew stiff. And yet, somehow, she had never been happier. The shackles that trapped her—ones that had been so obvious in Hayet—faded with each passing step until only faint gossamer threads remained wrapped around her soul.

And then, at night, they would set up camp. Vashi would handle the fire and cooking while Raysha refilled the water, foraged, and cleaned what she could. They’d relax and talk about home, before Raysha jumped back into various mental exercises Vashi had been shown during his tuition. Her brother would sometimes join in, but was also partial to sitting down by the fire and reading over one of the handful of books he had stowed in his pack. When he’d still lived at Hayet, he’d spent most of his free time in the back of the town hall with the two shelves of books the community had access to, sitting on the beautiful mosaic inset into the floor and lost in his own world. Some habits never change.




The plains rolled past them as they journeyed onwards. Small villages floated by in the distance. The wind played over the hilltops, and flocks of birds sailed overhead to ride the mountain currents. Raysha and Vashi talked of small, unimportant things, and their conversation filled the long hours of dusty travel. The pressure she felt continued to evaporate like dew under a rising sun, for she felt less of a burden. Raysha the Useless was back in Hayet, now she could be Raysha, sister, traveller, explorer.

In the evenings, she forced Vashi to take on the role of a teacher. Several days into their journey, the siblings camped on an open plain. Vashi paused before he set their campfire alight and looked speculatively over at Raysha.

“Why don’t you light it?” he asked his sister.

“It seems like a bit of a waste…” she responded.

“It’s a learning exercise,” he clarified. “Trust me.”

She grinned, needing no further prompting. “Well, if you truly insist…” Without closing her eyes, Raysha sculpted and crystallised a Fire rune in her core, moving to First Awakened. She always liked Fire, for its rune was a simple collection of jagged strokes. Discordant, but somehow right. She pulled a sliver of power through the rune, and the raw aeon felt hotter as it aspected to the concept of Fire. She drew her power out, keeping it contained and compressed as a ball of glowing orange aeon between her cupped hands. She spread her hands, and a marble-sized drop of fire floated in the air. She mentally threw it towards the fire, but it inexplicably fell short.

She frowned. It was like someone had dashed it to the ground. Raysha narrowed her eyes. Vashi studied his nails. “Spirits, I need a bath,” he muttered.

Raysha summoned another bead of flame, this time throwing her aeon towards the fire directly with her will. It shot from her hand—but before reaching the wood, it veered sharply upwards, carried up a dozen yards before the fire winked out.

Raysha glared at Vashi. Or at least, the back of his head. “Such a beautiful night for star-gazing,” he remarked, staring up at the sky. He wasn’t even looking at her. That insufferable, smug, arrogant, little bastard.

“You might want to add Motion or Force. Fire itself isn’t very receptive; it’s just not the right concept,” he said, still staring upwards.

“Ah… I’ve… I’ve never actually done that…”

Vashi turned to face her, eyebrows raised incredulously. “Elder Zahra never…?”

“The Elders, in their esteemed wisdom, thought I would be better perfecting single rune formations, as that’s all I’ll ever be able to sustain. Apparently.” The words left a bitter taste on her tongue.

“Well, I won’t tell her if you won’t,” her brother said, gesturing for her to sit down by him, several yards from their potential campfire. Raysha sat, and Vashi began instructing.

“Open your mind’s eye, feel your core. Visualise your well of aeon.”

Raysha was already there. Beneath her, she saw a small lake of aeon drifting within the confines of her core. Vashi’s voice echoed down as if from a great height. “Focus upon the boundary above your well, where you construct your foundational runes.”

She visualised the boundary above her well of aeon, as she had so many times before.

“Craft the fire rune.” And so she did. She mentally traced out the shape of the fire rune, pulling up aeon from below her into the right shape, before condensing it down into crystalline form.

“Test the rune,” her brother said. She did. She fed minuscule amounts of aeon into the open nodes of the glyph and felt her power travel through the crystal smoothly, gaining a modest amount of fire aspect. She nodded her head to let her brother know she was done.

“Visualise the basic rune of Force,” her brother told her, “and simply align the input nodes of Force to the output nodes of Fire. Just like a puzzle.” Raysha followed and delicately grew her aeon along the new pathways that would form the second rune. “Once you know where you will place it, release Fire, redraw your aeon up, and then form both new runes in one go.” Raysha, having already visualised how the combined formation would look, did so, and then beheld the crystal aeon in her core. “That’s it… you’re done.”

Raysha opened her eyes and glared up at Vashi, her eyebrows furrowed. “Seriously? That’s it?!”

Vashi chuckled. “For just pairs of runes, yes, it’s that simple. That’s also true for the majority of triforms, where it’s rare that you’d need some sort of intermediary rune to connect the concepts you want. But try to go too much further and you’ll see how tangled a formation can become. And then when you learn the more advanced versions of the Fire rune, it becomes three-dimensional, which is a hundred times harder to form. But that’s for when you get past Awakened.” He coughed politely, then gestured with a twitch of his hand towards the fire.

Raysha glowered at the flames. That was what the Elders had thought was too advanced for her? Ridiculous. It was no wonder that children had streaked past her in progress! She angrily channelled aeon through her new formation, feeling it resonate to both Fire and Force, before she mentally hurled another marble of flame towards the camp. It shot out between her hands as a blur of light.

It… missed.

She stared in disbelief at the scorch mark that lay a full pace away from the fire. And then her head rotated with glacial slowness until she was glaring back at Vashi—who somehow had the temerity to be back to inspecting his fingernails. Are you kidding me?

More speed, that was what she needed. Taking a deep breath to help calm herself, she pulled her aeon through again, focusing on imbuing more Force into her aeon. There was a limit to how aspected her aeon would become with these basic runes, but sheer willpower would always push the boundaries of what could be done. Her skin tingled as she held her power within her. Good luck stopping this one! She released it, her mind focused entirely on making the projectile faster. The bead screamed from her hand and cut a perfect line through the air towards the firewood. Straight as an arrow, the attack impacted the sticks and kindling, blowing them apart effortlessly and tossing their shattered remains into the nighttime air.

Ha! Yes! Take that, you monster!

Sticks rained down around them with a rough clatter, and glowing kindling drifted to the ground like smouldering snow.

“You know, all you had to do was keep control of your aeon after releasing it…” Vashi chimed in. How helpful.

“Great tip, thank you, oh wise instructor! Surely not something that should have been said beforehand. Mysterious, are the ways of the learned scholar, unfathomable, their teaching—”

“Yeah, yeah, I get it, Raya, thanks. All I mean is that if you keep your intent focused on your aeon it’s much harder for someone else to influence. We can practise tomorrow, don’t worry.”

“Worry? I’m not worrying, I made a fire explode! This is the best night ever!” Raysha said with a merry laugh.




The following day, after another delightful breakfast of dried food and Pearlfruit juice, Raysha voiced a question that had been bouncing around her head from the previous night.

“So, why is it that you went to the effort of making this bottle, but you don’t have a walking stick engraved with the Fire and Force runes you love so much? You could have a staff that shoots fire, and you could free up space for other runes in your core.”

“Because it would be rubbish.”

“The bottle isn’t rubbish though, is it?”

“Well, sort of. It’s inefficient, but who cares—it’s a bottle, and the inefficiency just means it glows a bit, but the amount of power in it is tiny.” He paused to structure his thoughts. “In our core, our formations are aeon and thus almost perfectly efficient. And they are shaped to our will, tailored to our individual resonances. That’s as good as you can get.” He picked up a stick off the side of the path. “I could scratch runes on this, and if I made it to work with my own aeon, it would be almost useless for anyone else, apart from you and our immediate family. And still, scratched runes aren’t great; most of the energy would leak out and burn the stick up when I’d try to use it anyway.” He twirled the stick idly in his hands as he thought.

“Physical formations—enchanting, that is, though the word is fairly archaic these days—it’s hard.” He paused and looked over at Raysha. “Actually… I’ve been considering looking into it properly. I don’t think I’m cut out for textual scholarship.”

“That’s what you’ve been doing the past two years, right?”

“Pretty much,” he said.

“So why haven’t you changed focus, then, if you’re not enjoying it?”

“I enjoy some of it, especially the problem-solving aspect. And you know me; I love reading… but when it’s a document in a language I don’t understand, and I have to try and translate it… it’s such a chore. It’s a puzzle I don’t enjoy solving, but then again, it’s how I found the formation for your bottle.”

“Vashi,” Raysha said after a heavy pause, “please tell me you haven’t spent two whole years researching ancient cultures to try and find solutions to my problem…”

“Well, it hasn’t been the whole two years, but it makes sense. In the past fewer, people—”

“Yeah, I remember, I know, but Vashi, you have helped me out,” she said, shaking the canister. “So, please, find something you love doing. I can spend my own time looking for solutions—don’t let that be your life as well.”

Vashi’s mouth opened, and Raysha knew he was about to defend his choice—that they were family. She got it. “No, no ‘buts’,” she said firmly, pointing her finger at Vashi. He closed his mouth and gave a wry smile.

“Now,” she continued, “tell me about enchanting.”

“You want an introduction?”

“Nah, I meant what you like about it. You said it was something you wanted to look into?”

“Maybe. I mean, yes, I’m going to look into it, but it’s a broad field.”

“What about the research side? You said that was the part of the scholarship you liked, right?”

“Actually…” Vashi hesitated as if unsure he should continue. “Actually, I have a friend in the formation-innovation research wing that has offered to put in a word to get me on her team. They even pay a stipend.”

Hmm, a friend… or a ‘friend?’ I’ll have to grill him about it later.

“Sounds like a good idea,” she said. “A good opportunity.”

“It is,” Vashi said with a slight smile, eyes looking out but seeing only memories. Raysha hid her own smile—either Vashi was lost in memories of the idea of crafting… or of his female friend. Coming quickly back to the present, her brother continued. “I have been experimenting with crafting at the Academy. I could probably show you how it all works properly once we arrive?”

Raysha nodded sincerely. “That would be amazing, Vash.” Maybe she could try and overcome her limitations that way. Something at the Academy had to work. It had to.




The next two weeks passed in an exhausted blur. Raysha’s control improved, she stopped dropping her own foci upon her head, and the bruises faded away. In her exercises, she could now keep the tigerseye suspended solidly above her head when she walked, even when Vashi would apply his own will to jostle it. They had small competitions between them, and Raysha was pleased to discover that while Vashi could certainly dump more power into his foci than her without any concerns, when it came to control, she was the clear winner. She could do more with less, and she could even hold the foci a yard above her head without issue. Vashi began to struggle as soon as his foci were out of reach. I guess having to be stingy with aeon has some benefits.

The rolling hills of home dried out, baked by the sun into flattened plains of green and gold. The towering mountain range to the east didn’t change—they spanned almost the entire width of the continent.

For the first time since leaving Hayet, the pair spotted dust hanging in the air ahead of them.

“It’s about time!” Vashi exclaimed happily. “We’re almost at the Bariya’s pass.”

Raysha hurried forward, dragging her brother along slowly in her enthusiastic wake. Who would have thought that she would ever be excited to see a road, of all things? Except, it’s not just a road, is it?. It was the final legacy of Ascendant Bariya, made hundreds of years ago to facilitate trade and movement both within Darius and with the Isles of Paratha bordering their nation. The pass was one of the most important arteries of traffic on the continent. What had once been a harrowing journey over the harsh peaks of the Firet Mountains had become a safe and well-maintained highway for caravans. Merchants no longer had to risk losing ships in the Whitewall to transport their goods, and the vast farmlands in west Darius had grown rich with easier access to the capital city of Hidan and the rest of the inner continent.

Hours later, their trail reached the road. After days upon days of trekking over hard-packed dirt and scattered rock, her sore ankles appreciated the expanse of smooth tiled stone. Wide enough for multiple caravans to pass easily, the highway stretched from horizon to horizon in an unbroken line. Behind them, a long caravan snaked its way west towards Paratha or Vinobar, and Raysha imagined she could almost hear the laughter of the drivers, guards, and staff. A life of travelling, of freedom and following the winds of profit—it didn’t seem so bad.

They turned east towards Hidan and the Academy, and the mountain ranges to either side of the road slowly resolved into individual giants looming overhead. Raysha stared at the cliff face.

“The cliff is… shiny?” she said. The afternoon sun reflected brightly off the cliff walls. “I’ve never seen rock that smooth—it looks almost polished. What sort of stone does that?”

“Any rock does.”

Raysha looked pointedly at a rough stone to the side of the road.

“Really?” she responded, sarcasm dripping from the word.

“Cut it in half with a hot-enough knife, and yes.”

“Cut it in half? Why would someone do—wait.” Her head jerked up, and she looked towards the opposite side of the road, where a matching cliff face rested in the distance.

“I once thought the legends about Bariya carving out the path were metaphorical too,” her brother said from her side. Raysha couldn’t believe it—an entire mountain could fit in the pass they were approaching. For someone, anyone, to have carved it out using their own power was incomprehensible. The power to change the actual world, to reshape not just a country but the continent itself… it filled her with an impossible yearning.

Raysha walked quietly, lost in a maelstrom of thoughts and wishes swirling in her mind. It felt arrogant for her to even want to be an Ascendant like Bariya was. Leaving Hayet, she had been Formless, and it was only thanks to her brother’s incredible ingenuity and kindness that she was able to sustain a single rune of Receptivity. That put her at First Awakened, a state normally achieved by talented children or young adolescents. Vashi had told her about the combination of Fire, Force, and Resilience he used in the fight with Elha, so he was at Third Awakened… Close to being able to hold Fourth Awakened, from his own assessment. And I’m daydreaming about the upper ranks of spiritual power? That’s pretty pathetic. Arrogant. Stupid—

A pebble hit her in the temple.

Raysha spun angrily to Vashi. “What the hell are you doing?”

“Snapping you out of it. Your expression would have scared off a bear! I get it—”

“What do you get, exactly?” Raysha snapped back.

“You think I don’t understand? Do you think I don’t feel small? We’re both ants in a world of lions—”

“No, you don’t understand. You can do something. I am stuck here, stuck being useless, stuck being nothing.”

“Raysha,” Vashi began, raising his arms pleadingly.

“No! You don’t know what it’s been like, Vash! Every day at home I would sit and meditate for hours while everyone else—everyone—had a role. A purpose. I can’t keep up with the hunters, I can’t enhance my strength to log, and no one will teach me their craft because I can’t imbue my work! I sit and mind the children, only to watch them awaken their power and then surpass me, over and over and over! And right before we left, the Elders were ready to lock me into that role for the rest of my life!” Raysha yelled, her voice becoming hoarse.

Vashi let the silence grow for several long moments, processing Raysha’s outburst.

“I’m sorry, Raya. You’re right. I don’t know.” He paused, unsure of what else to say. “We’ll figure it out.”

Raysha sighed and nodded. She wasn’t mad at Vashi; none of this was his fault. It was the opposite, in fact, as he was the one trying to help her. Spirits, I’m being such a jerk. Raysha cast around for a distraction.

“Is that a man running towards us?” she asked, gesturing to the distant figure.

Vashi shaded his eyes and squinted down the road. “Maybe? Can you make out any details?”

Raysha shrugged. “Not many. Green clothes, perhaps?”

“Might be a guild messenger. We’ll find out soon, if so.”

Raysha didn’t need to ask what he meant; the figure was approaching far faster than expected. The man didn’t look to be exerting himself, his strides instead seeming to glide across the ground. His green and grey outfit blurred into the background landscape, such was his speed. Raysha watched in fascination as the messenger ran past, and she swore she saw the briefest of nods from the man as he left them in the dust.

“So, green and grey? Guild messenger?” she inquired.

“Yeah, did you notice his insignia?”

“Three white bands, I think.”

“Third Realm, then, no wonder he was moving like that. Any Enlightened with a spire three-layers deep, especially if each layer was composed of who knows how many runes focused on speed, could chase down a horse even with their feet tied together.”

Nevermind making it all the way to an Ascendant, Enlightened would be a dream come true. Or even Initiate, that would be so much better than Awakened. Most people never progressed past Awakened, and she wanted to beat the average… just once. And once you got to the Initiate stage or beyond, your aeon became more dense and potent, which would be such a massive help.

“I wonder how long they can run before their aeon runs out,” she said.

Vashi looked over at her. “I don’t think he was actively using his power. Probably just integrations.”

Raysha stumbled. Today was not a great day for her self-confidence. She knew that you could choose to channel your power through a formation and into your body, enhancing it according to whatever aspects your aeon had taken on… but she had no idea you could go so far with it. Even if the messenger had a formation focused on Motion or a similar concept and was passively integrating it, she was expecting something reasonable. She knew the loggers back home that integrated Strength were roughly twice as strong as those that didn’t, so she had thought it wouldn’t be much more than that. But the messenger was running faster than a galloping horse without even breaking sweat was ridiculous. How could anyone compete with that?

She’d have to ask Vashi about just how far integrations could go. Are there even limits?

Raysha had never tried integrating. She didn’t have the aeon to waste in the hope that a tiny fraction would be imbued into her body. Directing part of her own aeon into her body would result in both a reduction in how fast her well refilled, in addition to decreasing the amount of aeon her well would hold. She wasn’t too worried about reducing the size of her well—she had room to spare—but even with pearlfruit juice, her recharge rate wasn’t enough to sustain even a small integration.

That said, a large part of Raysha had often wanted to just try it out, even if it left her powerless for a few months. Integrating Strength might have obvious benefits, but what exactly would integrating Force do? Would someone that integrated Fire self-combust, or would it make them resistant to being burned? Maybe it would just keep them warm at night, that would be hilarious and also incredibly useful in the winter. She’d love to just experiment, if only she had the power to spare.

Integration was ultimately what most people focused on when they were unable to condense their aeon and advance from Awakened to Initiate. So people would often forgo the more difficult and mentally exhausting active usages of power, and dedicate their will to passive approaches. They’d make a formation that focused on integrating and improving whatever concepts were most useful to them, direct their aeon into their own bodies, and never worry about it again. It was the easy option, for sure.

She looked down at her shoes, knowing that old Peta would have imbued his crafts, and she couldn’t help wondering how long boots would hold the aspects he had chosen. Probably years, given the pride Peta took in his work and the high-quality materials he worked with.

Coming slowly out of her thoughts, she responded to Vashi’s earlier comment on passive integration. “Amazing. So… do you have any? Integrations, that is?”

“Just Resilience now. I think I’m going to learn runes for Clarity, Perception and Insight. I’m hoping they all have runes simple enough to be glyphs, but I doubt I’ll get that lucky. Anyway, they’ll help me in my studies more than lifting heavy things or running freakishly fast. But they’re much more complex, and I don’t know if they have any active use, so I haven’t quite got there yet. What would throwing a bolt of Clarity-aspected aeon do to someone? Give them a slight buzz?”

Raysha shrugged. “Don’t know, but if you need someone to test things on, let me know.”

Vashi’s plan made sense. So many people focused on simple things like being stronger, but the more difficult concepts were a rare find—at least in Hayet. And hell, if Vashi was going to craft more wonderful things, that sounded like a great plan to her. Raysha was still lost in less sombre thoughts when the lengthening shadows of the mountain pass overtook her.




The following morning saw a welcome change. Plodding steadily forward, a line of caravans had almost caught up to the pair. Most of the drivers and caravan staff she saw were Darians like her, and garb like her green tunic and dark-washed pants were the norm. However, a few caravans behind the leader, a bright collection of colours caught her eye.

Tugging on Vashi’s arm, Raysha slowed her pace, letting the brightly colours catch up to them. A middle-aged woman sat driving the wagons, comfortably perched on a large pile of cushions. Long braids of thick, black hair hung down her shoulders, and underneath her hair rested many layers of bright, patterned fabric. The material cascaded from her shoulders down to her calves, bold and bright against her dark skin. It seemed like the fabric shimmered as the wind ruffled it, and Raysha stared intently. What’s it made out of? Or is it normal cloth that’s been enchanted—

“Never been to the Isles, have you?” the woman called out, catching Raysha’s not-so-subtle inspection.

Raysha blushed and shook her head quickly, now staring at the ground directly in front of her. “No, ma’am,” she called back.

“Ma’am?” the driver said with a bright laugh. “The name’s Huali; that’ll do just fine. You kids are heading to Hidan, right?” Raysha nodded back, and Huali continued, “Why don’t you jump on up and let those feet rest?”

Raysha looked to her brother, who shrugged his agreement, and they walked over to the caravan, pulling themselves up.

Her wariness fading slightly, Raysha introduced herself. “I’m Raysha, this is my brother Vashi. Your… kaftan… is beautiful.”

“It catches the eye, doesn’t it?” Huali extended an arm to Raysha, letting her feel the fabric. “It’s called a pareo.” She pointed to the bold, black patterns inlaid into the multihued cloth. “If you knew the designs, you’d be able to read this and tell my island of birth, for each isle has a unique signature.”

“How is it reflective?” Raysha asked, moving the cloth in her hands and watching the edges of the pattern glint in the light.

“Morii silk. No idea how they do it, but the weavers have the worms eating metal, and you get incredibly strong and reflective thread. It’s one of our most prized exports—beautiful to behold, light as silk, stronger than leather. Mine has only a small amount, but if you visit Paratha you might even see a whole pareo made out of morii silk if you find someone rich enough!” She eyed the siblings expectantly. “It’s even a powerful conductor and great for crafting.”

Vashi perked up and turned his head, interest now piqued.

“I knew it!” Huali said with a grin. “Students at the Academy, I’d bet a card on it!”

Vashi nodded. “I am, and my sister soon. History and crafting for me,” he explained.

“Well, just remember there’s more to learn than just what’s in stone walls! Why, back home…” she began, delving into a proud explanation of Paratha’s history. Of their wave dancers and storm callers. Of ships that could sail into the eye of a hurricane and divers that could spend days underwater in the vast reefs. Of the gargantuan spirits of the ocean and the rich ecosystem that grew around them. Raysha got lost in the details more than once. Spirits, imagine if there’s a quiz once we reach Hidan! So long as she had Vashi, though, she’d be okay. She traded places with him, the little scholar, and he delightfully picked Huali’s brains for as many details on their crafting techniques as he could. Say what you will of Vashi, but once he decides to look into something, he doesn’t waste any time.

That night they camped with the caravan. Huali gave a cheerful introduction to the rest of the drivers and staff, and the siblings made polite conversation. Vashi turned in early instead of lingering at the communal campfire. Raysha bade him good night and kept her place by the firepit. She didn’t participate in the easy conversation that flowed. Despite the warm welcomes she had received, she couldn’t shake the feeling of being an outsider. She wanted to join in, to make jokes, to share in the easy camaraderie around her, but couldn’t overcome the warning in her heart to not attract attention.

Later in the night, Raysha glanced towards her sleeping brother. Vashi might have had the right idea. She excused herself and made her way to her bedroll. Next time, I’ll join in.

The next morning the siblings rode with Huali again. Vashi exhausted his questions about materials and traditional crafting methods from Paratha and was content to let Raysha carry the conversation. When the talk died down, Vashi often dozed. Raysha didn’t, opting instead to continually practise with her foci and hone her aeon manipulation skills. More messengers sped by, and at one point, a full century of soldiers marched past them, heading west through the pass. No one else seemed concerned by the soldiers, so Raysha watched them as they went by, curious as to their destination and purpose.

Various other messengers, merchants, and travellers helped break the monotony of the next few days, and Huali seemed happy to let her two passengers keep mostly to themselves.

Mid-morning on the sixth day, as they continued their descent, the city of Hidan finally came into view.




Chapter 5

The walls of Hidan towered over Raysha, pressing down on her with the weight of the world. Rebuilt from stone hewn from the mountain Bariya had shattered, the city before her rose like a monolith from the ground. With the stone pathways, stone walls, stone buildings—stone everything—the city felt alien to her sight.

“Next!” a tired-looking guard called out, and Vashi stepped forward into the gate, holding Raysha’s hand.

“Travelling from Hayet back to the Academy. Just ourselves,” Vashi told the guard. The man gave them the briefest of glances, nodded, and gestured for them to pass with a small wave of his fingers. “Next!”

A small frown was fixed on Vashi’s face, and he pulled Raysha through the long gateway. Raysha turned back briefly and caught sight of a waving Huali as guards inspected their caravan, and she returned a warm smile and wave. Focusing back on Vashi, she noticed his frown. It was normal for her brother to be uncomfortable in crowds, but there was more tension in him than she expected. “That seemed to go well, right?” she asked.

“They don’t normally do gate inspections. And up there….” He pointed to guards manning the wall and towers. She followed his gesture, but was she missing something? Soldiers stood in pairs along the wall. Their leather brigandines and greaves were strapped tight, and various armaments rested at their sides. Nothing seems suspicious… am I missing something?

“Up there?”

“The soldiers manning the walls,” Vashi said. “They’ve doubled the shifts since I left.”

Oh, that’s a relief. Her basic powers of perception hadn’t failed catastrophically, there were just too many of them. Maybe just new trainees. Is that how it works?

“Well, I hope they aren’t afraid of heights,” she joked. “But seriously, all this stone, it’s so… overbearing. Couldn’t they build at least some of this out of good old wood?”

“Not in the glyph.”

“Now I know you’re being obtuse on purpose, brother dearest.”

Vashi started explaining: “When Bariya rebuilt this city, he laid the foundations for it in the shape of a massive Differential rune. A gathering rune, if you want to be colloquial. And incorrect. We’re walking on those foundations now.”

Raysha noticed that his steps lightened as his mind refocused on a topic closer to his heart. “It’s the reason why the Academy exists,” he continued. “At the centre of the rune, the ambient aeon is many times higher than normal. It’s one of the best places on the continent to study the spiritual arts.” He paused, and clarified, “Most cities have a similar setup, just a lot smaller. Here the core density differential spans a huge area, so everyone gets to benefit from increased aeon and faster regeneration, instead of just having a small tower where masters can rapidly throw Techniques at an attacking force.”

Raysha chuckled darkly. “Increased aeon recovery sounds good, I guess. Double my natural regeneration, well, that will take me from zero… to zero! I am unstoppable!” She grinned at Vashi to let him know she was making a joke, and not actually complaining.

“This place is great, I promise. Let’s just get off the actual glyph and find some greenery, and then you’ll feel better.” Vashi pulled his sister to the side, and she followed him off the main road. After a surprisingly short distance, the buildings gave way to open ground and green grass.

“There are parks surrounding all the glyph-strokes,” he explained. “And the change between stone to the dirt acts as an edge to help define the shape of the glyph.”

Raysha nodded along, content to let her brother explain more than she needed to know. He was now explaining the studies people had conducted on the impact on glyph efficiency as a function of the size of the stone blocks that made up the main roads. Everything made a vague sort of sense, and by that, she meant that she nodded along and understood nothing. What doesn’t make sense are all these people! Where do they all live? How do they get enough food in here? Oh spirits, what about the other side? Is there an ocean of human waste just around the corner?

She had thought Hayet was a respectable size; it had around a thousand that called it home, and more than that lived further out and would visit on market day. The gulf between village and city was as wide as a mound of dirt to a mountain, or a puddle to a lake.

Raysha followed Vashi and the park deeper into the city as he gave her a brief rundown of the various points of interest and local history. “Apart from the Academy, there’s a huge amount of crafters here. The mountain peaks close to the city are rich in resources, and processed metal and ore gets floated down the Lampa. Smiths, jewellers, and leatherworkers set up their workshops between the Academy and the river, and they produce masterpieces every day. Grain, hides, and more exotic resources from Paratha flow in through Bariya’s pass, and get turned into wonders. From here, the Bay of Ireshimho is downriver, and ports to Erasted, Iona, and Nhami are within a few days’ reach. And the markets here, Raya, they’re amazing!”

His enthusiasm managed, ever so slightly, to infect Raysha. “Did you want to show me them, if they’re so amazing?”

“Where did you think I was taking you? What sort of brother would I be otherwise?”

They passed through the park and back onto a heavy stone road. Away from one of the main gates, the traffic was less oppressive, and the cries of merchants hawking their wares from storefronts penetrated the constant rumble of activity. In one store, rolls of textiles were draped off tall grey columns, and tables of fabric led from the open front of the store deep inside.

A few doors down a bakery wafted delicious scents out to prospective buyers, and next to the bakery was a cheery façade, the signage over the door proudly declaring the building to be the Half Moon Tavern. Colourful signs and banners hung from mosaic entablatures as far as her eye could see. And down in the distance, a spired structure rose from the city centre.

“The centre of the Academy,” Vashi said, following her gaze. “But first, a tour.” They continued down the thoroughfare, and as they progressed, the buildings slowly grew more prestigious and opulent. Solid stone became interwoven with greenery, and secluded paradise gardens branched off the main road, ringed with collections of speciality services and stores. Does that store only sell belts? Unbelievable.

Vashi signalled they were changing direction again, and after waiting for a patrol to pass, they cut to their right. The young scholar was keen to explain more. “The southern inner quadrant is filled with artisans. The river lies just south of the city, and most of the goods that come in find their way to the southern outer ring. That’s where they set up shops for processing and manufacturing refined materials, in addition to the huge storage warehouses. The crafters are supplied directly via the main streets, and the closer you get to the Academy where the aeon density is highest, the more expensive and higher quality the products. Well, in general.”

They passed workshops of all shapes and sizes. There were glassblowers with marvellous creations lining their windows. Bladesmiths displayed hundreds of products, from simple swords of bright steel up to masterwork pieces inlaid with complex formations and resplendent gemstones. Leatherworks with mannequins showcased intricate sets of armour. Raysha pressed her face against the window of a jeweller’s store with childlike excitement, gaping at the formations etched into the pieces. I can’t even see the individual runes, they’re so tiny! How do they make these? What I wouldn’t give for a gold card—or a thousand—in my pocket. From inside the store, a shop assistant rolled their eyes at Raysha’s wistful expression.

There was even a book store! A whole store of books, more works than she had ever imagined. And around all of this, people. Hundreds… thousands of people. Wide-eyed, Raysha tried to look everywhere at once, head swivelling like an owl on the hunt, each store her prey.

“Don’t lose yourself yet, we’re about to get into the thick of it,” Vashi said over the constant ruckus. They rounded a final corner—Oh spirits, he was right! Sprawling before them was a vast park; there were twisting paths ringed with market stalls, as well as gardens and ponds intertwined behind the lined pathways. Grassy knolls were populated with lounging men and women, and broad green trees shaded even more brightly dressed citizens and scholars. Gone were the dim, muted tones of cloth from back home, and in their place were colours that put to shame even the most extravagant avian displays. There were rich black tunics and shining gold buttons. Pristine white robes from Erasted, decorated with thick, dyed belts. Leather wraps from Nhami inlaid with intricate textures and patterns. Bright pareos from Paratha, shimmering in the sunlight. And behind them, around them, a sea of merchandise and plant life. An ocean of people and things that would, if she didn’t keep up with Vashi, surely drown her. She felt overwhelmed and out of place, standing there in filthy, dirt-caked clothes. She looked over at Vashi to try and ground herself. He had finally relaxed.

“I take it you’ve been here once or twice?” Raysha asked.

“Just once or twice,” Vashi responded with a quiet chuckle. “It’s always good to stretch the legs after spending a day studying, and there are few places nicer to wander through and pick up food. Come, I’ll take you to my favourite.”

“I didn’t realise you were allowed outside,” Raysha said.

“What?” Vashi said with a frown. “Of course we’re—oh. Right. That was a joke. You were joking. Ha. Ha.”

“What your distracted brain was looking to say is ‘being facetious,’ Vash.”

“Was it now?” he said.

They made their way lazily through the park. While many of the market stalls they passed by contained food items, some showcased finely made goods. “Where does all of this come from?” Raysha asked. “They can’t make anything in these stalls.”

“Easy. Every store worth visiting in Hidan has an associated stall here. The shops supply a select few items, and entice whoever they can to visit the actual establishment, which will have more range and cheaper prices.” He pointed a stone’s throw away down the path to a stall decorated with bright purple banners and a showcase, displaying tiny glass sculptures of dazzling skill. “I’m sure you remember walking past Khalad’s Glassworks on our way here. Their stall is always easy to pick out with those banners. Of course, not every store gets a spot—the council manages allocations for each month, and anyone trying to add their own stall is banned for a year and fined a huge sum. Got to keep the park an actual park, after all.”

“It’s… a bit overwhelming, to be honest.”

“It took me months until I felt at home here, so don’t sweat it. In fact, I think I’ve got something to help take your mind off things.”

Vashi led her over a cobblestone bridge spanning a swiftly flowing creek and headed straight towards a colourful stall. Operating the small establishment was a tall man with a barrel chest and broad moustache. “Hey, Vinter!” Vashi called out to the man.

“Master Vashi! Haven’t seen you in months. Did you lock yourself in the library for a vacation, perhaps?” the man called back with a broad grin splitting his face. At least, Raysha thought he was smiling. A bird could be living in that moustache and I wouldn’t even know.

Vashi helplessly shrugged his shoulders. “You got me. Apparently, I somehow managed to find my sister under all of those books.”

“Oh ho, is that the case? And you’ve come straight here to assuage your guilty conscience—I know how the story goes. Don’t worry, guaranteed forgiveness after a single scoop, no matter what you’ve done.”

“Scoop?” Raysha inquired.

Vinter shifted his attention to her, adopting an air of overt casualness. “Of course! Just pick a flavour, nothing to it.”

“Hmmm. Surprise me.” She was suspicious of this easy-going man. What was this colourful substance in containers? She knew full well what a strawberry looked like, and it had nothing in common with a smooth, pink mush.

“Well, then, let’s trust to family bonds and you can have the same as Vashi always does.” He looked to Vashi, who nodded happily. “Aaand coming right up!”

A few seconds later, with the clink of a few bits, a bright smile from Vinter, and a promise from Vashi that he’d be back soon, she had her new ‘prize’ in hand. A cup of mush, just what I need right now. I should have asked for some water. At least I get a fun little wooden spoon, though. She looked at it suspiciously. Unimpressed. And then Vashi stuck his spoon into her… thing! Hers!

He carved out a large chunk of her food and put it in his mouth, sighing happily, his own cup still untouched.

“Well, you weren’t eating it,” he explained. She threw him a fiery glare, then quickly turned her body, protecting her now precious treat, and tentatively raised a spoonful of the stuff to her lips.

Sweet, merciful, ancient spirits. This is amazing! She needed more. Faster and faster, spoonfuls disappeared into her greedy mouth, each delightful explosion of flavour accompanied by an icy sting of cold. She continued to eat until, horrifically, there was none left. She needed more of this ‘ice cream’. Now.

Ah… but the thief owed her one spoon’s worth, didn’t he? She turned casually back towards her brother and then lunged at his cup, spoon extended and going for the kill. Her form was perfect, her aim was true, and she struck ice cream. Or, she thought she did. Her spoon snapped in half, not even denting the mushy substance. She saw the distortion of dissolving aeon around the ice cream.

“You infused your food?” she asked incredulously. “That’s… that’s cheating!”

Vashi grinned, then slowly ate another spoonful of ice cream. “Of course I did. You think you’re so subtle, but I saw you coming a mile away.” He grinned, taking another infuriatingly slow bite. “Cheating sure does taste good.”




Vashi and Raysha wandered through the park towards the towering structures of the Academy. They passed by a courier’s station at the entrance, and Vashi paid a few bits to have two messages sent while she waited outside. They pressed on, and less than an hour later, they were seated in a small office, waiting. A single tiny window set high into the room let in a dull beam of sunlight, highlighting the prodigious amount of dust lazily floating in the air. A long desk spanned the back half of the room, separating rows of filing cabinets and the waiting area. A woman was perched on a chair in the precise centre of the desk, her bun of hair pulled tightly back.

“Can I help you?” the clerk called out, and Raysha stood and walked over to the desk.

“Um, hi,” she said. “I was hoping to get tested?”

“Name and origin?” The woman extracted a blank form from a drawer.

“Raysha, from Hayet Village.”

The clerk jotted this information down on the paper. She glanced up. “Your tester is waiting in room 2A. Down the corridor,”—she pointed to her left—“first door on the right. Good luck.” After dismissing the applicant, she turned down to her paperwork. Raysha looked back at Vashi, who gave her a thumbs up of encouragement, and then nervously turned down the corridor. Finding the right door, she paused for a moment, taking a deep breath. I’ve got this. It’s just a test.

She knocked softly.

“Come in,” a muffled voice sounded through the wood.

Opening the door and stepping in, she found herself in a small room. A similarly tiny window at the back overlooked a central garden, and a fitful breeze stirred the air of the room pleasantly. Behind a plain desk in front of her sat a bespectacled man in a stiff brown tunic. “Please, sit,” he told her, gesturing to the empty chair in front of the desk. She complied. “Testing normally takes about fifteen minutes—it’s not an ordeal, don’t worry. We just have to make sure you have some foundation to work with,” he continued. “You are of Awakened level?”

Raysha nodded stiffly. “Yes sir, First Awakened at the moment.”

“See, you’re already ticking the boxes. Just try to relax.” The man gave her a soft smile.

It didn’t reassure her. Raysha instead nodded again. She wished she could relax, but too much rode on this.

The examiner pointed to a curious tetrahedron on the corner of the table. It resembled four spherical ball-bearings connected with thin metal rods, each sphere a different colour. “Without using your formation, levitate this pyramid for me.”

Easy enough. Will shaping was her speciality. She drew forth a trickle of raw aeon from her core and directed it into the pyramid, concentrating on manifesting her will and not letting the faintest hint escape her control. The pyramid smoothly rose to chest height in between her and the examiner. He took notes, and leaned forward. With a hand, he adjusted the glasses on his nose, bringing his face right next to the pyramid.

“Not even a hint of aura,” he said. “Remarkable. Rotate it in place.”

She set it spinning, wondering just how long ‘remarkable’ would remain in the assessor’s mind. The ‘but’ would come along shortly, just as soon as they asked some pointed questions. It always did.

“Make the top point glow—no, keep it rotating, the test is cumulative.” He nodded as the point began emitting a soft white light. “Pick a point on the base. Heat it. Still no formations.” Splitting her concentration once more, Raysha added another thin stream of aeon and willed it to take on the concept of heat.

Once the examiner could feel the heat emanating from the top sphere, he nodded and continued. The next task was to freeze one of the ball bearings. Then to make a different one ring like a bell. Over and over the requests came, until sweat was running down Raysha’s face and her mind felt stretched thin. I might be good at will shaping, but this is ridiculous. Formations exist for a reason!

“Enough,” the examined told her, and she released the tetrahedron, lowering it to the desk. “The final test is not a test of skill, but a confirmation of inherent talent.” Opening a desk drawer, the man took out a curious artifact and handed it over to her. “Simply envelop the device in your personal aeon, then press your thumb onto the prick. Given access to your aeon and blood, the device can measure your core directly.”

Raysha swallowed but did as directed. She let her aeon flow out and around the device, then pressed her thumb down into the indentation, trying to ignore the sharp spike of pain. In front of the examiner, the device lit up. Raysha laughed internally, and a bitter smile appeared on her face. If only we could skip this part. Two primary gauges surrounded a slew of smaller secondary indicators, and the left-hand indicator started rotating. The man frowned and reached forward, flicking the right-hand dial a few times, clearly puzzled. After a few moments, he looked up. “I apologise, miss, but it seems like the device is… not functioning correctly.”

Raysha broke eye contact, embarrassed. “It’s not broken. That would be me.”

“No, young lady, you see, this device measures—”

“The left-hand dial represents the size and depth of my well,” Raysha said softly. “The right-hand one shows its permeability to environmental aeon, and thus how fast it will refill.”

“You’ve taken the test before?”

“I haven’t, sorry, I meant that I don’t need to. My core isn’t permeable. The amount of environmental aeon I can use is zero. The dial is correct.”

“No, there’s always some small amount. Slower recharge is common with deeper wells, and yours is impressively large. Staggeringly large, actually. But to have no ability to absorb aeon at all, well, it’s unheard of.”

“I make do. Lots of rich spiritual foods. Lots of patience. I can still learn—you’ve seen my willshaping to prove that. And my brother told me the Academy was advised about my… condition… months ago and was reassured that it wouldn’t be an impediment.”

“I see, I see.” The examiner looked down between furrowed brows, writing a few more hurried notes before folding the report in half and sealing it in an envelope. “Well, it’s all noted regardless, so please take this”—he handed her the envelope—“and return it to Emina.” Seeing Raysha’s look of confusion, he clarified with a small smile: “the serious lady at the front desk.”

“Ah, thank you, sir.”

“My pleasure, young lady. Best of luck.”

Raysha closed the door behind her and approached Emina tentatively. “Is there anything else I need to do?” she asked after handing over the envelope.

“Take a seat.” As Raysha sat down beside Vashi, the clerk opened the envelope, pulling out the contents and reading over them, face impassive. She reached down for a stamp and then imprinted the result on the application card attached. She stood up, filed away the results in a broad array of cabinets behind her, and then sat back down. “Raysha, of Hayet Village,” she called out.

Raysha jumped up and hurried over, and the clerk handed her the marked application card. She looked down.

“Re… rejected,” she whispered.

She walked back to the chair and sank down into it, passing the card silently to her brother. She watched his shocked expression quickly be replaced by one of cold anger, and he stood up and strode to the front desk.

“Rejected? I checked before leaving that the Academy accepts students even with… issues. On what grounds is my sister being rejected?!”

“Requirements change. She can apply again in a year.”

“A year? Are you serious?” he demanded incredulously.

The clerk said nothing and simply stared back at him, letting the silence grow. Vashi’s ground his teeth furiously, but his anger wilted in the unflinching gaze of bureaucracy. He turned on his heel as Raysha placed a hand on his shoulder.

“It doesn’t matter,” she said. “Let’s just go.”

Vashi went to respond but stopped at the look in his sister’s eyes. He relaxed his jaw and nodded. With a parting angry glance at the clerk, he followed Raysha out into the corridor, his angry silence a counterpoint to her quiet resignation of defeat.

Raysha strode out of the administrative hall, through several courtyards, and around a host of facilities now closed to her. Vashi pulled up to her side and directed her towards an intimidatingly large rectangular building. Nasdin’s Hall, the carved entryway told her.

Raysha cleared her throat softly. “So… is this where you live?”

Vashi slowed down, pulled out of his thoughts. “Yeah. Fourth floor. Sorry, just needed to get somewhere quiet, away from… people.” She suspected he had another choice word instead of ‘people’ that he had to stop himself from vocalising.

“Sounds good to me. And hey, at least this way I still get to see a dorm room before heading back home, right?” Her attempt at humour bounced off Vashi’s back and died. They walked through the great common hall that made up the first floor, weaving around the couches, tables, chairs, and desks that haphazardly packed the room. They passed up broad wooden stairs into the second floor, which was lined with an unending set of small, numbered wooden doors. The third floor showed much the same, except with the occasional shared common amenities. Finally, they reached the fourth floor, and Raysha was glad to see a bit more space between the rooms. She was glad her brother didn’t have to live in a glorified shoebox, which also meant he must have some form of income in the city. He walked up to his door and channelled a specific pattern of aeon into the locking mechanism. It clicked, then unlocked, and he pushed the door open, inviting Raysha in.

She stepped past him, taking in the room. Directly opposite the door stood a long desk. A pile of books was perched precariously at one edge, and scattered notes littered the length of the worn tabletop. At the other end, spools of wire and small casting moulds were accompanied by thin plates of metal with scratched glyph prototypes. A ratty chair hid under the desk, and a faded carpet covered faded floorboards. She stepped into the room, past a bookcase to her right, following the beam of light from the large window above the desk. It shone down onto a small bed in the corner of the room. The bed was piled high with a colourful duvet and a bounty of pillows.

And atop them all, a single old woman.

Raysha froze, locking eyes with the stranger in the corner. Calm, keen eyes belied a wizened face, and thick, salt-and-pepper hair framed skin the colour of night.

“Finished your inspection?” the old woman asked. Raysha squeaked, realising she had been staring at the mysterious figure.

“Hlaya, is that you?” Vashi called, coming around the bookshelf. “It is! What are you doing here? Scratch that, how did you get into my room?”

Hlaya stretched her back as she hopped off the bed. She was surprisingly limber, her eyes sharp. A woman who wore her age like a regal cloak rather than stooping under the weight of time. Hells, if I could move like that when I’m a hundred, that’d be amazing.

The old woman fixed Vashi with a glare. “What I am doing here, is responding to your note about being back. But right now, I am waiting for someone to remember their manners, yes?”

“Of course. Hlaya, this is my sister Raysha. Raysha, Hlaya. Now, how did you get in my room?”

“Boy, I was breaking into vaults decades before your parents were born. Ask better questions.” She turned Raysha. “That introduction was pathetic, wasn’t it? I am Hlayalim Alnifani, historical researcher. You would be the one with the crippled core, yes? I’m guessing you already took and failed the application?”

Raysha wasn’t sure how to respond—on one hand she wanted to defend herself, but, oddly enough, she didn’t feel insulted. The words were a fact, not a slur. She was saved from having to answer when Vashi jumped in again.

“How did you know she failed?” He paced the room, clearly still agitated. “I checked everything over with the staff before I left. Multiple times! It doesn’t make sense!”

“Of course it does. You just lack the right information.”

“Right information?” Vashi’s voice was flat, clearly not appreciating being led along.

“Three weeks ago, Erasted transitioned rather rapidly from polytheism to monotheism. I suspect it was quite the affair.”

“What?”

“It’s quite simple, young man—there was a coup. Turns out the previously dull God of Knowledge decided to rearrange the pantheon. He gave himself a promotion, and the other gods quite simply lost their heads. Now Atareus governs the nation absolutely.” She raised an eyebrow to Vashi. “Surely you noticed something when you arrived? All the patrols didn’t tip you off? The extra guards, the recruitment fliers, and of course, the fact that only those with combat capabilities are currently being accepted into the Academy?”

“But why would they—”

“Think, boy! A violent coup in the nation on our doorstep. Lord Eshan and Lady Lensanati have bought up a vast amount of food and arms, and I wouldn’t be surprised if we hear hints of mobilisation soon. The Houses are spooked, and with good reason. You don’t take over a country to do nothing with it.”

“So, what do we do?” Raysha put in.

“Do? Nothing. Let the Houses figure it out. We’re leaving the city tomorrow morning.”

“What?!” the siblings responded together.

“I found a solid lead. I’ll explain it to you shortly,” she said, pointing to Raysha, then she turned to her brother. “In the meantime, Vashi, I expect you’ll want to spend the afternoon ‘catching up’ with Shirin. And then apologising for leaving again. You can introduce your sister to everyone tonight.” Vashi gave the historian a chagrined look and started to respond.

“No,” Hlaya overrode him. “No excuses. I’ll get your sister prepared, off with you.”

She quite literally chased him out of the room with her cane, and all too soon Raysha was alone with this weird crone that had just made her brother flee his own room.

“What are you doing just standing there grinning?” the historian said. “You’re leaving too! Out!”




Chapter 6

Hlaya and Raysha exited the dormitory, angling back towards the commercial district south of the Academy. Raysha decided to break the silence first.

“Yeah… I’ll admit I’m a bit confused right now. For some reason, Vashi seems alright with us travelling somewhere together with absolutely no details. And you actually chased him out of his room. I don’t know whether to be intimidated, amused, or just concerned.”

“Your brother needs a firm hand sometimes, especially when it comes to women. The boy spends far too much time in books and not enough time in reality. He’s embarrassed to say, but Shirin is a young researcher that he’s been dancing around.”

“I teased something like that out of him on the trip here. He wouldn’t give details.”

“Yes, because like all young men, he’s an idiot in matters of actual importance.”

“That’s not very fair.”

“No? Well, you get him out of his shell, then, and after that, you can tell me if I was right or not, yes? I’ve lived a long life—ninety years this summer—and I have little patience for the awkward, fumbling overtures of youths. But what would an old woman know of these matters?”

Raysha shrugged, intimidated by the blunt assertiveness of the tiny woman. She’d have to dig further when she was alone with Vashi. “And what about the other points? Who are you, exactly?”

“A historian. Vashi has been my assistant, probably because of you. I’ve spent seven decades investigating the cultures and civilisations of pre-enlightenment humans.”

“Great… but what does that mean?”

Hlaya snorted. “I’m guessing Vashi didn’t spend that travel time digging into the weeds, did he? Here’s a thought experiment. You come from a small village.” Raysha nodded, but Hlaya had already continued on. “Pretend there are ten unmarried men in the village. Only one can channel aeon. Who is the most eligible bachelor?”

“Him?”

“Of course. Stronger, healthier, capable of things no one else can do; it stands to reason he’ll marry and sire many children. Now imagine if half the men could use their aeon. Which ones will be matched first?” Raysha saw where this was going, and Hlaya acknowledged the light of understanding with a small nod. “Precisely. Just as we breed livestock to have certain characteristics, we’ve bred ourselves so that everyone is able to utilise aeon. Everyone alive can be traced back to one of the Progenitors.”

“That’s definitely… interesting…” Raysha let the word trail off into the air.

“I’m not done,” Hlaya chided. “You might be the first person in a dozen generations with an incomplete core, but a thousand years ago, people like you were as common as dirt. For those with power or wealth, but an incomplete soul, this was the problem to solve. We believe they did. And that means that the solution to an ancient problem will most likely be found in ancient history.”

Raysha paused, desperately needing clarification. “Vashi said something similar. You’re saying solutions exist? Or is this another thought experiment?”

“That’s why we’re leaving—we’re going to find out. For the last two years, Vashi has been working with me, ‘borrowing’ scrolls and texts from the Academy that he can access as an assistant archivist. Before he left, he delivered to me a set of scrolls dating back around twelve hundred years. They detail the life and death of Chief Mkekhem, an ancient Lokam warlord, who was ostensibly born without ‘the Gift,’ as they called it. According to the documents, he was blessed with power by the gods after slaying a ‘great demon,’ then went on to live a savagely successful life.”

“Ah, just got to be blessed by the gods, gotcha.” Hlaya fixed her with a flat stare, and Raysha blushed. “Sorry. It just seems like not much to go on.”

“Well if you’d prefer to stay here, I’m sure you could eke out some form of a life…” Hlaya’s sarcastic words bit into her, but she was right. Even if it’s one in a hundred, I’ve got to try. I will not be going home empty-handed. She had no desire to live her life at the bottom of the social ladder, dancing to the whims of the village Elders. She just knew better than to get her hopes up.

A cane whacked painfully across her ankle and she stumbled, almost tripping onto the grass.

“That’s a habit we’ll break you out of quickly. Self-pity has never been a good look.”

Raysha glared at the evil woman. “Is the only reason you carry that cane to bully people?”

“Oh no, it can do far more than that. A good, sturdy cane can be an absolute lifesaver. And speaking of which, you are woefully under-equipped for a historical outing.”

“Historical outing, is that what we’re calling this? Sounds like an extended museum and library tour.”

“Frankly, my dear, that would be rather lovely. Unfortunately, anything worthwhile is never so pleasant.”

Raysha raised an eyebrow. “This is your way of saying things are going to be unpleasant?”

“Contrary to my seemingly infinite wisdom, I have absolutely no idea. But plan for the worst, and you can only be pleasantly surprised.”

“And what would we be planning for?”

Hlaya ignored the question, posing more of her own. “Did that village upbringing of yours happen to include martial training?”

“Yes.” The woman’s condescending tone didn’t sit well with Raysha. “Would you like a demonstration?”

“Ah, there’s a bit more of the fire I was told about! No, girl, I believe you. One must learn to defend one’s honour, after all.”

“Not that it’s done me any good…”

“Not yet, but that’s another thing we can fix. Now, preferences?”

“I’m a mean shot with a bow,” Raysha said.

“Rubbish. Anything else?”

“What? You haven’t even seen me shoot!”

“Not you, girl. The weapon itself.”

“How is it rubbish?” She had wanted to be a hunter when younger, and liked to think that her skill with the bow was well above normal! Skilled hunters could down prey from vast distances. How is that rubbish?

“Were you planning on asking for man or beast to wait until you’ve strung your bow before they begin their attack?” Hlaya seemed rather irritated to have to explain, and kept firing off answers. “Perhaps asking them to retreat a few paces and sit still so you can get a good shot off? Or, assuming you do see an assailant coming, did you want to be the one targeted first so you can’t loose an arrow? And as your quiver empties, will you call for a quick time out to recover ammunition?”

The old woman shook her head. “The goal is to keep you alive. So pick again.”

Raysha bit her tongue—her hard work being so readily discarded hurt, and she wasn’t convinced. For someone physically weak like her, she had thought it a great choice. Hunting for dinner, ambushing an opponent from a great distance, that sounded great. Keeping herself out of harm’s way while still being useful surely had to be an advantage. But Hlaya was still waiting, and she tapped her cane impatiently.

“Um… unarmed and staff were the two martial disciplines our community trained in and were allowed in challenges. Bladed weapons were too dangerous. And too expensive.”

“Hmmm, well, a solid piece of wood has many uses.” She rubbed her walking stick appreciatively. “And they’re very unobtrusive.”

“So, your advice… is for me to carry around a big stick?”

Hlaya grinned like a wolf. “You’d be surprised how many problems can be solved with a large enough stick.”

The pair made their way back into the commercial district, Hlaya fording a quick path through the crowds of people. The question burning in Raysha’s mind finally wormed its way out of her.

“Why are you helping us? Why are you helping me?”

Hlaya paused for a fraction of a second before responding. “I was told after I reached a certain age, I no longer had to justify why I did anything.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“Correct.”

Raysha waited, letting the silence drift on. Hlaya continued walking, seemingly content not to elaborate any further at all. Well, this is fun.

Eventually, they arrived at a multi-level store, which the large hanging placard revealed to be Ribald’s Remarkable Reserves. They stepped into the establishment, and a small bell tinkled as the door closed. A handful of round tables were arranged in front of Raysha, each showcasing a different sort of product. Behind the show tables, rows of long shelves stretched back into the store through which a handful of people browsed. Side rooms branched off under arched doorways at regular intervals, signs above pointing customers to each section. The table and shelves were packed with wares. There were sleeping rolls, staves, and survival gear. An entire section was dedicated to potions, pills, and protective pendants. At the back lay maps, notebooks, and great tomes of writing. There was a lifetime of work, laid out in densely stocked shelves, all with a cleanly written price tag. An attendant wove around small tables piled high with colourful devices.

“How may I help you today?” the attendant inquired.

Hlaya gave the young man a smile and a pat on the shoulder, moving past him. “Where are you lurking, Ribald?” she called out loudly.

A faint crash emanated from a stock room, and a few seconds later a bald head stuck out of the doorway. Ribald locked eyes with the historian, who stood in the centre of the aisle, tapping her cane on the floor. “My goodness, the great Hlayalim herself, come to bless my humble store once again!” The rest of the man followed his shiny head. Ribald was a short, rotund man, dressed in a garish clash of colours. He deftly danced around the organised chaos of his store with a happy spring in his steps, until he was in front of the historian, and gave a deep, flourishing bow.

“My lady, at your service! And you brought a guest—a great beauty, no less. I am honoured!”

Raysha thought now would be a great time for Hlaya to put that cane of hers to good use and rap some sense into this poor-sighted proprietor.

“Ribald,” the historian said, “I see you haven’t changed at all. Does that flattery ever work on your customers?”

He grinned back happily. “You’d be surprised! Who knows, one day it might work on you too, you shrivelled prune!”

Hlaya laughed. “Is ‘prune’ the best you have? You’re losing your touch. I see you’ve already lost all of your hair. Can you really afford anything else?”

“First, I didn’t lose my hair. It’s just all relocated to my back since we last talked. Second, I am being polite—you are with company, after all.” He turned to Raysha, holding out a hand. “Madam, welcome to my emporium! Are you looking for something I can help you find?”

She shook his hand. “Raysha, pleased to meet you.” She looked around. “It… uh… it looks like you’ve an amazing collection in here.”

“So formal. I see Hlayalim has yet to rub off on you, good, good! Now, what brings you to my small corner of the city?”

Hlaya started walking forwards, towing Ribald and Raysha behind her. “We’re embarking on a small affair. Heading through the Crystal Plains, maybe the Kaehwoods, and up into the mountains. This one,” she said, pointing her thumb at Raysha, “is currently ill-equipped to handle a rogue housefly.”

“We do stock some cunningly crafted flyswatters.” He gestured to a side door, and then led them into a more spacious section of the store. Coming to a stop, he pointed proudly up to the wall. “Our best fly-swatter, no matter how big the fly! Plenty more around the side. For flies of all shapes and sizes, guaranteed.”

Upon the wall hung a gigantic maul taller than Raysha. A sleek leather-wrapped handle was affixed to a huge burnished head of metal. She stared at the massive weapon. How has the wall not simply cracked in half under the weight of that chunk of metal? A ruby was set into the side of the hammer, and gold filigree encircled the gem, sculpting an intricate formation comprised of many runes. Even looking at it made her feel poor.

“Bit much?” the owner asked. He was obviously a merchant trading genius, to be able to so cleanly deduce the issue with his ‘fly-swatter’.

Hlaya looked to Raysha and gestured for her to take the lead before folding her hands behind her back and leaning comfortably against the wall.

“We were thinking of a staff, perhaps?”

“A staff! Fantastic idea—much easier to haul around! This way!” Down the end of the room was an array of staffs lined up on the wall. “You’re of good height as well,” he explained, “so you shouldn’t need the length of any of these adjusted. Please, please, inspect them, feel them, and I will be back before you know it!” Ribald hurried off to deal with the sound of breaking glass that had echoed around the store.

Raysha stepped forward, closer to the wall. The staffs were laid out from the plainest on the left to masterwork creations down to her right. She knew which one she’d pick already. The cheapest. Hopefully, she could afford one of them. But to feel and study the works of art in front of her was an opportunity she didn’t intend to squander.

She took the first staff off the wall, a six-foot length of solid wood with metal caps on top and bottom. She noticed it had a tag helpfully affixed to the top. It stated simply ‘Walking staff, oak, steel cap. B1c.’ Apparently, at this level it was just classified as a walking staff, and it was still out of her price range, assuming the ‘B1c’ meant a single bronze card. She only had shards in her pockets. Perfect. Her family hadn’t been well-off in the village, but neither had they been poor. But if the cheapest staff here in Hidan was a whole bronze card… Just how high is the cost of living in this place?

Hlaya saw her twisted smile after she read the tag, and correctly guessed its source. She waved away Raysha’s concerns. “Girl, this adventure is going to cost far more than a little staff. Find something reasonable you can use, and I’ll finance it.”

Raysha stiffened. “I don’t need charity.”

“And I don’t need children dying because of their pride,” Hlaya said bluntly. “Now pick.”

Raysha turned back to the staffs, mildly affronted. As if I would just die because I don’t have a stick in my hands! How ludicrous! She could take care of herself, and she’d find a way to pay the old woman back for whatever she got. Still… it would be nice to have one of these on hand… even the most basic offering. She looked into Hlaya’s stern gaze and decided wisely not to respond.

The next staff down the line looked identical to the first, with the exception that the wood was darker, heavier, and more solid. ’Quarterstaff, Sapele, steel cap. B2c3s. The weight felt good in her hands, and the wood was beautiful. While the texture of the oak staff revealed waving striations, the quartersawn Sapele showed perfectly straight patterns that seemed to shift when the staff was rotated.

The third staff was the same design, but this time the tag told her the darker wood in this staff was Guaiacum. The previous staff had heft, but this one—it must be twice as heavy. Gods, it feels like a rod of metal, what sort of wood is this?. Thankfully the expensive price tag—it was in silver now—wasn’t an issue, as there was no way she would have the strength to actually use the weapon.

Staff number four was covered in runes. She didn’t even bother to check the price tag.

Raysha looked back over the collection. Anything with multiple gems or runes was pure fantasy. At the end of the row were collections of caps of various materials, sizes, and designs that could be swapped out with the plain round caps adorning the base staffs. Some were inset with far larger gems and delicate formations. All were unnecessary for her. She returned to Sapele creation she had picked up near the start. As much as she wanted the carved version that she wouldn’t have to worry about breaking, it didn’t make sense. It was ten times the price, and she could just be careful with the mundane, runeless one.

“It’s a smart choice,” Hlaya said. “That’s a beautiful wood.”

It was. She took it decisively off the rack.

Ribald rejoined them as they perused the various offerings of the store. Hlaya inspected various supplies and equipment while Raysha bounced between all the most expensive items in the shop. The archery section was fascinating, and Ribald cheerfully explained the perks of the high-tier offerings. An ivory-and-gold-inlaid bow possessed a mind-numbly complex formation. The proprietor explained that the dozens of runes would couple the arrows and the user’s will, and thus allow some limited control of the arrow while in flight. Engraved jade arrowheads would hold an aeon charge for several seconds, striking targets with staggering force.

And around the archery section rested rows of bright, gleaming, silver blades. From simple camp knives, to a masterwork pair of long curved blades that shared a single sheathe, this store had everything. And the clothing, armour, garments, there was too much! Leather, chain, and plate all adorned mannequins. Exotic gis, boubous, kaftans, and robes provided a dazzling barrage of colour. Raysha touched the smoky material of a flowing cloak. The tag told her that woven formations would make the wearer less noticeable and more likely to be overlooked. A blue and white gi in the corner promised to be as tough as leather, self-repairing, and—of all things—self-cleaning. A golden robe displayed in the very centre of the room emitted a palpable aura of power around it, and the signage underneath stated the item was rated as second-realm—containing power comparable to a Second Realm Enlightened. The robe enhanced regeneration, resistance to the elements, and was capable of summoning a powerful defensive shield in times of need. The base of the podium it rested on was packed with circles of formations. I guess that amount of security is probably justified.

She looked down at her green tunic. It already needed stitches. Great.

Raysha felt she understood why Vashi was interested in crafting: this store was filled with art. Graceful and deadly, elegant and functional. It was beautiful. She would come back to this store after their trip, and walk out decked like a great emperor.

Eventually, they made their way to the counter. Raysha had her staff and a sharp camp knife for her own use, and carried an additional armful of items Hlaya had unceremoniously dumped into her hands. The historian had picked out a blanket that would repel water, a bottle similar to Raysha’s—albeit thrice the size—for purifying water, a small knapsack that would help preserve food items inside it, and, interestingly, a few tiny gems of cut topaz and garnet.

Ribald seemed rather pleased with the large collection of goods Raysha dumped on the counter. “Food preservation as well,” he said, gesturing to the knapsack. “My dear Hlayalim, are you sure I can’t interest you in a dimensional bag?”

“Do you see a dimensional bag on the counter?”

“Well, they’re easy to miss. They’re—”

Hlaya cleared her throat. Loudly. Ribald grinned at her.

“Next time, I agree,” he said. He tallied up the price tags. “That’ll be nine silver cards, two shards.”

Hlaya stared at the man.

“For a new customer, that is. For you, my old friend. Only eight cards even.”

“Why, thank you, Ribald.” Hlaya deposited eight cards down. Raysha had expected the old woman to haggle even further. Back home, it was common for both parties to engage in fierce rounds of negotiation. Is Hlaya just rich enough not to care, or did Ribald offer her a good price without her saying a word? There was nothing Raysha could do to financially contribute, so she kept her mouth shut.

Ribald bagged up the goods and passed them over to Raysha. The historian appeared to be financing the trip, so if pack animal was to be Raysha’s role, so be it. Not a glamorous job, but she was determined to be useful… even if that meant being a two-legged packhorse.

The pair departed the store, and Ribald’s well wishes followed them out the door.

“Is that it?” Raysha asked.

“I had everything else dealt with as soon as I received your brother’s message. Except for a quick trip to the apothecary, we’re well-enough equipped.”

“An apothecary? Why do we need an apothecary?”

“Because I am old,” Hlaya snapped. “These old bones will take any help they can get.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Raysha apologised. She hadn’t meant to antagonise the historian.

“I’m having sport, girl, relax.” Hlaya gave Raysha an encouraging grin. “Making youngsters uncomfortable is a favourite pastime of the elderly. Medicines, anti-septics, and yes, maybe a few herbs for me. It’s quite a way, so tell me what you know of herblore as we walk.”

The conversation became a quiz, and then a lesson, as they steadily made their way north through the city. The polished stone of the Academy and rich ornamentation of the mercantile district was slowly replaced by a simple industrial style. Smooth stone became rougher, and the clamour of traders at stores gave way to the dull rumble of carts and footsteps. On and on they walked, until Hlaya turned off the broadway they had been travelling through, down a smaller lane. With every twist and turn, the buildings crowded in farther, creeping inch by inch onto the walkways, squeezing every scrap of space available from them.

The temperature dropped from the ever-present shadows over the small laneways. Dirt gathered in the corners of buildings, and once clean lanes grew crates and impromptu structures. Raysha stuck close to Hlaya, taking comfort in the stream of words coming from the old woman.

The historian noticed the tension in Raysha’s shoulders. “Welcome to the less savoury side of city life.” She gestured around expansively. “Hidan’s slums, home to thousands of disillusioned souls that have been left behind by uncaring Houses that think only to play politics. Left to fend for themselves while rich lords and ladies fight each other for advancement resources so expensive they could be sold to rehouse the entire city.”

Raysha didn’t respond initially, not wanting to appear foolish.

“We don’t have this in Hayet…”

“Ah, but Hayet is a small village, yes?”

Somehow, that was meant to explain things. It didn’t, at least not to her.

“We’re almost there, if that helps,” Hlaya told her. It did… but…

“Why are there no apothecaries near Sovereign Park?”

“There are many.”

Oh. So why in the world are we hiking across half the damn city? What’s so special about this one in the middle of the slums? She went to inquire, but Hlaya raised an eyebrow slightly, and Raysha swallowed the question.

In the last few minutes of the walk, the lanes grew even dimmer and colder. Buildings pressed down on her, and refuse was intermingled with boxes and crates left on the ground. The putrid stenches that filled her nose were so powerful she could taste them on her tongue. They made a final turn onto a small stone road, and suddenly they had arrived. There were no broad glass windows on this store, no painted placard swaying over a colourful door, only two small windows in which bushels of drying herbs hung, and a rough painting of wormwood leaves on the door.

Hlaya pushed open the door and stepped inside, Raysha following closely behind. Immediately the scents hit the young woman. Lavender, mint, cloves, and other smells that were brand new. Large sunlights were set into the roof and provided light to potted herbs in the centre of the floor. On every wall hung dried herbs, flowers, and roots. A door behind the shop counter opened, and a woman stepped through. Behind her, bright sunlight illuminated rows upon rows of engraved planting boxes. Raysha made a note to ask Hlaya why anyone would engrave a planter box.

The door softly swung closed, cutting off the view and the light streaming into the room. Out of the bright light, the features of the apothecary resolved themselves into a middle-aged woman with brown hair securely fastened in a bun. The woman cleaned her dirt-covered hands in a basin to the side of the counter and then nodded at the historian.

“Hlaya, more of the usual?”

“Yes, please, Narasin,” Hlaya responded, passing over a small leather pouch.

The woman nodded, took the pouch, and turned around. On the wall behind the counter were hundreds of precisely labelled ceramic and glass jars. The apothecary deftly selected a half-dozen ingredients and started reducing them all to an organic powder with a stone mortar and pestle. Raysha took the opportunity to inspect the various plants growing in the store, including a beautiful flowering specimen with deep purple and white blooms. She heard the grind of the pestle stop, and returned to the counter. Hlaya was speaking softly to Narasin when she arrived, and she saw the herbalist nod her head and disappear out the back door. She returned in a minute with two extra pouches. One was of light brown leather, pulled close with white thread. The other was darker leather, not just pulled closed, but sewn directly shut. She passed them both to Hlaya, who in turn handed over a collection of bronze cards and silver shards.

Narasin deposited the currency under the counter. “Come back soon.”

They left the apothecary, and the unpleasant smell of the slums resumed its assault on her nostrils. Raysha was intensely curious about the two extra pouches. Would asking about it be inappropriate? What if I’m prying, or Hlaya thinks I’m a busybody? No, if I’m going to be travelling with her, I should test the waters now. “Medicine, and two secrets?” Raysha asked.

“No. Medicine, one secret, and one catalyst for you.”

“Catalyst… for me?”

Hlaya waved away the question. “Later, later. Easier to show.”

They started making their way back towards the Academy, weaving around buildings, shacks, and people in equal measure. Raysha expected Hlaya to continue her quiz on herblore, but the old woman was mute. I guess I must have failed the test.

Desperate to fill the silence, Raysha told the historian about her family back home, happily supplying stories of Palaya’s escapades and mischief. Despite having her new staff in one hand, and a bag of wares in her other, she gestured animatedly to describe Pala’s childish pranks. She then stumbled, her staff tripping up her legs, and fell onto a gaunt, passing man. They both tumbled to the ground.

“I’m so sorry!” she said, scrambling to pick up the staff, and her face flushed red in embarrassment.

The man recovered first and got to his feet. He reached down, extending his hand to help Raysha off the ground. “No, my apologies,” he said, pulling her up to her feet and dusting off her shoulders. He moved to continue down the alley, but a hand on his thin forearm held him in place.

“We can’t let you go without a proper thanks, no?”

Hlaya tightened her grip, her fingers a skeletal vise. Raysha stood back, confused. “Check your purse, girl,” the old woman instructed. Raysha patted down her waist. It wasn’t there.

Oh. That bastard!

In the moment Raysha had patted herself down, the pickpocket twisted, attempting to escape the grasp on his arm. He struck down with his hand, managing to break Hlaya’s grip for a split second. He turned and attempted to leap away.

A cane nudged his right ankle, jumbling his feet and sending him crashing to the ground.

Panicking, the man hauled himself back to his feet, but Hlaya was already in front of him. How the hell does an old woman move so quickly? The historian’s arm was outstretched. “The purse?” she requested.

The man snarled, trying to sidestep past her, but the butt of a cane jabbed him in his stomach, stopping him cold. He swiped his hand, knocked the cane to the side, then stepped forward to throw a powerful punch directly into the face of the ancient researcher.

The fist flew through the air where Hlaya’s face had been a split second before. The historian looked up at the man contemptuously.

Raysha’s mouth opened in shock. Hlaya had moved so fluidly, so easily, so casually. The woman was probably the oldest person she had ever met, and yet she was still that far above an ordinary person?

Whack.

The first blow from Hlaya’s cane cracked down on top of the man’s head.

Whack!

The second caught him in the side of the chest, staggering him.

WHACK!

The third blow caught him in the thighs, and the pickpocket cartwheeled in the air before crashing down on his head, senseless.

“What the fuck?!” Raysha exclaimed, staring at Hlaya as the historian rifled through the unconscious man’s clothes. She straightened, holding both Raysha’s purse and the man’s own.

“I think this is only fair, don’t you?” she asked, as she pocketed her own personal loot.

“What, no? Yes? Who cares! What just happened?”

Hlaya tucked Raysha’s purse behind her belt and tied it securely. “You’re welcome,” Hlaya said.

“Oh um, yes, sure, thank you. But how?”

The old woman chuckled. “Am I supposed to have lived nine decades and not picked up any tricks?”

“But—”

“Later, dear, later. Plenty of time for details once we’re on the road and out of this cesspool.”



Engrossed in replaying the events of the alley in her mind, Raysha found herself back at the entrance to the dorm in no time. Hlaya had left her at the doorway, telling her that she still had more work to do, but at dawn tomorrow they would meet outside the dormitory. The historian, Raysha decided, wasn’t half bad. Hell, if she could beat up a petty thief when she was a thousand years old, that would be fantastic. Those were goals.

Distracted, she wandered automatically into the building and to Vashi’s room. She tested the handle and, finding the door unlocked, walked in. Vashi wasn’t alone. Perched on his desk was a short young woman in rumpled clothes, who held his hand in hers. Large glasses and long brown hair framed a delicate, teardrop face, and she smiled warmly to Raysha and gave a cheery wave. “I was wondering if we’d get to meet. Hi, I’m Shirin.”

Raysha pulled herself from her thoughts, filing them away to discuss with Vashi. So, this is Shirin? “Raysha,” she responded by way of introduction. “Are you not coming along? I’m told it will be a rousing adventure.”

Shirin laughed lightly, like the tinkling of a silver bell. “The Head Archivist would chase me down if I even thought about it.”

“I see… Should I maybe come back later?” Raysha asked, a mischievous tone seeping into her voice.

“Hmm…” Shirin rubbed her chin, pretending to ponder the question deeply while a smile twitched at her lips, trying hard to break free.

“What have you got there, Raya?” Vashi interjected, visibly uncomfortable.

“Oh, this little thing?” She held up the Sapele staff. “Hlaya told me I needed a big stick, so we went and got a big stick.”

“Yes, I got the ‘big stick’ part,” he said, miming out air quotes. “I thought you might want to elaborate, provide some detail, perhaps?”

“Nah,” she said. Raysha walked over and plopped herself on the bed, turning back to Shirin. “So… you work in the Archives as well?”

“Yeah, assistant librarian. It’s a fairly common job for students to take, as there’s always demand. In a few months, I’m scheduled to start in the runic research group. Maybe if this one,” she jerked her thumb at Vashi, “got better at his formations we’d be able to work together.”

“Sorry for my ignorance, but what exactly does runic research mean?”

“A lot, actually, but I want to try and simplify formations with an external area of effect.”

Seeing Raysha’s blank look, she continued. “Imagine a device which you could put in the middle of a field, and it would help crops grow faster, healthier and larger. Right now, you’d have to create a formation around the entire growing area, but imagine if we could simply invert the effect and have it apply outside the formation, it would become so much more viable!”

“That does sound useful,” Raysha agreed. “I sort of just assumed we could do things like that now, though?”

Shirin shook her head. “Yes and no. Diffusing aeon out into the environment makes it lose its aspects far too quickly for it to be of any use, unless you really over-engineer the formations. We’re looking into trying to have a main central artifact, and then potentially adding boundary posts to increase aspect retention. It’s a work in progress, but if we can simplify the designs and use more common materials, it might be viable for farmers. What about you?”

“Me?” Has Vashi told Shirin about my condition? “Honestly, no idea. If there’s no fix for my core, then who knows? I’ll figure something out, and try not to worry too much beforehand.”

If only she could actually take her own advice—worrying was one of her main specialities. From Shirin’s puzzled expression, Vashi had obviously not disclosed Raysha’s personal problems, which she was thankful for. Her own issues should be hers to disclose to whom she wanted. Shirin she was fine with, given how close she was to her brother, but she had long since tired of hearing how ‘sorry’ everyone was. She let the topic pass, diverting it to talking about life at the Academy.

They made idle chat for an hour, while Vashi sat there awkwardly, playing with the odd item on his desk with his hands and contributing a word here and there. Raysha noticed his fiddling; Vashi had grown up in the time he had spent away, but it seemed some things never really changed. Gradually, a picture of Shirin formed clearly in Raysha’s mind. Smart, hard-working, and passionate. Caring. She was happy for her brother.

She’d have to make sure he didn’t ruin it.




Chapter 7

There is a finite amount of time that three people can spend in a tiny room before it begins to feel cramped. For Raysha, that time had well and truly passed, and with a gentle suggestion, the trio had agreed to move their conversation out into the common room, with its more comfortable seats and much larger space.

Given the late afternoon hour, the common room was now hosting multiple small groups of people, who had spread out and claimed the largest, most lavish couches. Raysha cast around for a spare seat away from the room’s current occupants, only to lock eyes with a young man in patched clothing, who sat in the corner with a few friends. He was waving them over. Well, waving to Vashi or Shirin.

Vashi and Shirin changed course automatically, heading towards their friends, and Raysha reluctantly followed behind.

“Welcome back, Vash,” the young man who had waved said as they approached. He flopped back down on the worn couch underneath, an easy smile resting on his face. He pushed his mop of unkempt hair back with an idle hand. “This is your sister, then?”

Vashi nodded, moving slightly aside so he wasn’t blocking Raysha. “Raysha, meet the misfits. Kardan,”—Vashi pointed to the tanned man who had waved them over—“Manzid,”—he pointed to a tall man on the couch next to Kardan, who gave a small wave—“and the best of us, Leyli.” At her name, a small young woman with wavy blonde hair smiled cheerfully, dimples appearing on her cheeks.

“So, is the illustrious Nasdin’s Hall going to get one more resident?” Kardan asked.

“Just passing through,” Raysha said quietly.

“We’re both heading out again in the morning,” Vashi explained as Shirin perched herself on the edge of the couch. “My sponsor is going on a field trip and taking us with. I’m guessing we’ll be gone a fair while.”

“Wait, are you going to skip the tournament?” Leyli spoke up.

“It’s still months away, so we should be back before then.” Vashi shrugged. “But it doesn’t really matter does it?”

“Doesn’t… doesn’t really matter?” Kardan spluttered.

“There are rumours about some massive prizes this year,” Manzid said.

“And what’s the chance I’d progress far enough to get any of them?” Vashi said. “Leyli, you’re most likely to make it. What do you think my odds are? One in a hundred?”

“Only if you started training properly,” she said. “You know you’re falling behind on your level of spiritual advancement.”

Wait, Vashi is actually falling behind? I thought he might have been being facetious.

“Right, so let’s round to approximately zero. Not ideal,” Vashi said.

“I’m not entering either,” Shirin said. “Honestly, I never understood the appeal of whaling on each other, let alone all the time we spend at the Academy on combat training. I’m going to pick up an extra research subject in prep for my placement. It’s a much better use of time.”

“You know why we do all the martial training,” Manzid said in a low, serious tone. “Promising talent from the academies makes up the backbone of the real military strength of the country.”

“And exactly how many of those promising talents come from the poor students that lodge here at Nasdin’s Hall?” Shirin asked.

“Well, it’s not just the great Houses… but not many, that’s true,” Manzid conceded.

Kardan stood up from the couch. “Whoa, whoa, politics alert. Putting the pin in this discussion right now, or Raysha might think we’re too dull to hang out with!”

“On that note,” Vashi said, “I was thinking about showing Raysha the facilities. Anyone want to come?”

“A walk will do these old bones good,” Kardan said, stretching dramatically.

“You’re twenty,” Leyli replied flatly.

“Older than my parents ever thought I’d make it!” Kardan said with a cheeky grin.

“With that flapping mouth of yours, it makes sense,” Leyli responded. “But yes, I’ll come along. A walk sounds pleasant.”

Vashi offered a hand to Shirin, who used it to pull herself off the couch. “To the library, then.”

Kardan groaned.




The fading sun was warm on Raysha’s skin as the group stepped out of the dormitory, off the path, and onto the lush grass outside. A cool breeze stirred her hair, bringing with it hints of food from the markets to the south. To the north, the large spire she had seen when she entered Hidan rose from a central building in the Academy proper. Dozens of halls and structures were scattered on the campus grounds between Nasdin’s Hall and the spire.

“Our first destination,” Vashi said with a gesture in front of him towards a distant blocky building constructed of man-sized stone bricks.

Kardan looked between Vashi and Shirin, then let out a melodramatic sigh. “Always with the libraries, you two.”

“Maybe if you learned to read you wouldn’t hate them so much,” Shirin retorted.

“How dare you! The library has a wonderful collection of picture books.”

“Anyway,” Vashi interrupted, “it’s where Shirin and I work most of the time, so it’s one of the few places I can show you properly.”

The pleasant stroll towards the library was punctuated with commentary from the academy students.

“That set of buildings down there, the repeating wings, those ones, yeah, they’re actually all small crafting buildings where beginners get to do workshops,” Shirin told her. “The setups are kept very simple, and promising students normally get placements with a Master craftsman in their professional workshops.”

Raysha nodded along. The facilities looked… comprehensive. There had to be some instructor in one of the thousand disciplines here that would be willing to take on someone with a broken core. And she was about to leave the city. Perfect.

A minute later they walked past a dull rectangular building. Amusingly, Manzid told her it hosted the lectures for engineering- and architectural-focused students. A building that boasted dozens of raised seating areas on its roof was revealed to be a meditation centre used by students with air- or weather-aspected formations seeking to gain insight and help build the mental imagery that gave potency to their developing Techniques. On one of the raised podiums, a student floated in the air. Bloody show off.

Apparently, fire-based cores had a similar setup inside around a roaring hearth. There was an artificial waterfall in a close-by building for similar purposes. Those pursuing more esoteric paths had to find their own study aids. Raysha didn’t understand how it was supposed to help. You just draw aeon through formations, right? What does building up ‘imagery’ do to help?

Behind those meditation-focused buildings, Raysha saw a long row of villas. “Is that where the staff live?” she asked.

Vashi shook his head. “No, generally students that progress past Initiate are offered their own housing to help their studies. The vast majority of them are early realm Enlightened, those seeking to go further generally leave and travel. I don’t know if we have any students at the stage of Adept or Master—we barely have lecturers at that stage. And only the chancellor is above that, at the Champion level. Frankly, most people leave the Academy for other things either at the Initiate stage or when they’ve broken through to Enlightened. Those that stay are normally crafters wanting to continue their trade or research.”

Raysha looked down at the rows of stone houses. Sure, they each had a little garden, and much more privacy than students crammed into the halls, but she rather liked the idea of being in a communal residency. If she ever fixed her core, she could finally be a normal student and it would be a shame to skip all of the ‘normal student’ experiences by trying to get her own place off the bat. She almost laughed at herself for engaging in such wishful thinking. As if I’m ever going to be in that scenario now.

The long shadow of the library swallowed the group as they approached. Raysha followed her brother up a small set of stairs before following him through a set of enchanted rotating doors. Kardan stepped in next to her with a grin. “Nothing says having too much time on your hands like enchanting a set of doors, does it?”

She stepped out from the revolving doors into the library proper. Two large, angular statues of warriors had been placed on either side of the door, their crossed spears framing the huge interior.

On the ground floor in front of her was a rich, wooden desk staffed by several librarians and archivists who were waving to Vashi and Shirin, obviously work friends. Behind them, hundreds of desks and chairs were laid out with military precision, surrounded by multiple rings of bookshelves. And to her side, stairs to the upper levels were monitored by overseers.

That was the mundane part. It turned out, the massive library building was mostly hollow. The atrium rose at least fifty yards above her head, and the vast space of air that filled the blocky building was filled with thousands of floating bookshelves that hung in a three-dimensional grid in the air, each bookcase hovering with a foot-wide gap between its neighbours. She watched, transfixed, as the grid shifted, shelves moving in a great ripple to allow a summoned bookcase from the centre to move towards a librarian waiting on an upper-floor balcony.

How the hells did they suspend an entire library in the air? This makes everything ever made back home look like cheap trash.

One of the librarians in front of her chuckled, and Raysha hurriedly closed her gaping mouth.

She didn’t break eye contact with the levitating shelf, though, and watched it gracefully move through the air to the waiting librarian. The woman pulled several selected volumes from it, then it floated back down, merging again with the matrix of shelves.

“Bit much, isn’t it?” Kardan said by her side.

“The library is one of Hidan’s most important resources,” Vashi said by way of an explanation. “So they put a lot of work into it. The tomes in the Lattice are all restricted materials you need authorization from library staff to view. It’s hard to get around restrictions with no one noticing if it means jumping into thin air and climbing through floating shelves in full view of everyone.”

“Has anyone ever done that?” Raysha asked, curious.

“Thought about it once,” Kardan said. “Just to see what they’d do.”

Shirin and Vashi both rolled their eyes.

“Don’t you judge me, I know everyone would kill to see the constructs actually activate,” Kardan said, pointing at the huge statues to the side of the revolving doors.

Raysha had no idea what he was talking about, but already felt like enough of a country bumpkin that she didn’t risk asking.

“So, any other amazing feats I should know about?” she asked.

“Nothing as fancy as the Lattice,” Vashi said. “I’d offer to try and find a book for you, but only common works are permitted to leave the building, and none allowed to leave the city itself. Sorry, Raya.”

“Nah, wasn’t thinking about that. It’s just, you know, a lot.”

“If it helps, none of the other buildings are as impressive,” Kardan offered.

“You’ve forgotten about the private training grounds,” Manzid said.

“Except we won’t be seeing those, will we?”

“Want to browse, or keep the tour going?” Vashi asked Raysha.

“If we can’t take anything with us out of the city, let’s go with the tour option and see what else I’m missing!” She laughed lightly, careful to keep any hints of bitterness well hidden.

“Back out, then,” Vashi said. “I’ll give you a better tour once we’re back. I promise you’re only missing it for a little while.” With a friendly wave to the staff behind the desk, Vashi led the way out.

Outside, the sun had begun to slip behind the taller Academy buildings, and a wispy breeze tugged at the stray hairs which had slipped out of her braid. She felt much better, out of the library. Not that she had any issue with the wonderful enchanted works on display in the library, but more than anything it drove home just how far away from Hayet and her normal life she was. She would be excited to get to know this new world—except she knew in the morning she would be leaving it behind once again.

“Public training grounds next?” Leyli asked.

“Sure thing,” Vashi agreed easily, letting her lead the way.

“Do the grounds float in the air as well?” Raysha asked with a weak smirk. She was starting to feel a little overwhelmed.

Vashi smiled in understanding, but Manzid took her question seriously.

“No. The training grounds are on the edge of campus, and beyond them are estates from the six Houses.”

“You’re saying the Houses are all based here?” Raysha asked, confused. The Houses were responsible for different parts of the country. For them to all have estates here was somewhat unusual; there was a high level of competition between the Houses—competition being a broad term that included friendly rivalries, changing alliances, public challenges, and bloody espionage.

Manzid nodded. “All the Houses put their scions through the Academy, and close proximity to the densest aeon, the training grounds, and master craftsmen means that it’s an ideal location.”

Raysha nodded her thanks, and Manzid launched into a too-detailed explanation of the local political landscape. Even back in Hayet, Raysha hadn’t been interested in what Lord So-And-So of the Lightsteps was up to, and how this was received by the Whisperblades, Siegebreakers, and other noble Houses. She tried to pay attention, but she had had her mental fill of new places and people, so it went in one ear and out the other. She nodded occasionally as Manzid’s explanations washed over her.

It never really made sense to her, to care so much or know so many small details. Does it really matter to us what the Houses get up to? Fat chance any of them are going to open up their secret vaults any time soon.

Thankfully, it wasn’t long before they came to the training grounds properly. Most of it was a massive mundane grass field, where large rope rings cordoned out practise spaces. Opposite the field of rings, a section of dozens of targets and mannequins sat in the sun. Arrows rhythmically thudded into the targets, launched by students, though Raysha did note the number of people practising archery was far less than those working on melee combat. Behind the targets was a large wooden obstacle course. And across the field from both of those, the grass gave way into a patchwork quilt of terrain.

“What on Rhodus…” Raysha said, looking down the field.

“We call it the gardens,” Vashi said. "Different terrain to practise in for different events or activities.

The grass field transformed within the space of a stone’s throw into small hills. The hills transitioned into bluffs, then cliffs and rocky outcrops. A small stream flowed through a sculpted canyon down into the tiny hills, where it formed a shallow pond. Beyond the cliffs, canyons, and miniature snow-capped mountains, the field turned to sand dunes and then softened out into a hard-packed salt basin. And finally, behind the basin, was a collection of forest-like sections with dozens of species of trees. It was like someone had taken the continent, distilled it to its raw components, and shrunk it down to a hundred acres in size.

“Oooh,” Raysha said, “do they have any stormtrees over there?”

Shirin looked at her quizzically. “No, those are fairly rare… Why?”

Raysha shook her head, more disappointed than she wanted to let on. “I wanted to see some more sparks. No issues. Anyway,” she said, looking over at the tiny mountains and changing the subject, “how do they keep the snow from melting?”

Vashi laughed. “That’s what’s impressing you?”

Raysha muttered something under her breath about the usefulness of smart-ass brothers.

Vashi grinned. “What was that?”

“Nothing, Vash. It is impressive. I wasn’t expecting to see, you know, an entire world shrunk down into such a small place.”

Of course, a hundred acres was not exactly small, but when they had included mountains, deserts, and a dozen other biomes, it certainly didn’t seem like enough space.

“Students get to practise here?” Raysha asked.

“Sometimes,” Vashi said.

“Sometimes?”

“Anyone can use the common fields,” Shirin said, “but the specialised terrain requires approval, and the Verdon Complex needs a formal pass.” With the last part, she pointed across the field to a decadent-looking stadium.

“Ah, rejuvenating baths, massages, catering, healers on hand, truly the epitome of functional martial mentality,” Kardan said, his voice dripping with sarcasm.

“No pass?” Raysha guessed.

“No pass,” he agreed. “No one here has one. I doubt anyone at Nasdin’s Hall has one; you might have picked this up from the ratty couches in the common room, but our Hall isn’t exactly illustrious. Anyway, a day pass into the complex might be given as an incentive for various classes, but you have to bleed bronze to have permanent access.”

“That’s too bad. Would have been interesting to see.”

“Apologies for the interjection,” came a voice from behind them. Raysha spun around to face the duo who had approached, making eye contact with a handsome stranger. A small smile poked out underneath a well-groomed beard, and his immaculate jacket and pants would probably have cost what her parents would make in a year. At his side hung a richly decorated longsword, scabbard covered with fine metal filigree and leather workings. Next to him was a younger man in the same uniform, albeit lacking the rich weaponry.

“Miskar Whisperblade, at your service,” the stranger said with a bow. He indicated his partner, and said, “My attendant, Pavad.” The young man bowed as well.

“Um… hi?” Raysha said.

“My attendant and I have a reservation and I overheard you aren’t able to view the facilities in the complex. I am allowed to bring a guest, so I could give you a tour if you wanted to evaluate the services and resources yourself.”

Vashi made to speak, but Raysha got in first.

“I appreciate the offer,” she said, matching his formality and bowing lightly. “Perhaps when I return to the city?”

She shot Vashi a look that said ‘I’ve got this.’ She was an old hand at deflecting requests from village Elders and those ‘worthy’ of respect and deference.

“If you are worried about being delayed, a quick tour would only take a handful of minutes. It’s always good to know what you’re coming back to,” the man responded.

Raysha smiled through her teeth. As nice as the man was, walking off with a stranger in an unfamiliar city was not something she felt comfortable with. “Thank you for the offer, but I’d prefer to dedicate a proper afternoon when I’m back in town.”

The man’s eyebrows twitched minutely upwards as if surprised by the second rejection. “I look forward to it,” he said. With a nod to her and her companions, the man and his training partner moved off towards the facility.

Raysha let out a breath she hadn’t realised she had been holding. When she had a chance to prepare, new people were fine. But out of the blue… not ideal.

Who just goes up to random people like that?

“You handled that well,” Leyli told her. “I don’t think Miskar is used to being told no.”

“Is he important or something?”

Kardan laughed, running a hand through his brown hair. “His family is richer than the King of Taranis, he was tutored by past First Blade of the Silver Arena, is a prominent son of the Whisperblade House–the son of an actual Champion too—and already an Initiate. With his House rising in prominence due to all the military posturing lately, yeah, I guess he’s pretty used to things going his way. Anyway,” Kardan said, a grin forming on his face, “Leyli was right, you handled that well. Miskar’s known to be a proud, prickly bastard, so that hint of formality was perfect. You’d make a killing as a merchant, and you’d be a natural fit here, better than most of us misfits. Maybe you’d even get adopted into a House, hey?”

“Ah, thanks?” Raysha said, confused at their compliments over such a simple deflection. “People get adopted?”

Shirin nodded. “Recruited, not adopted, don’t take Kardan seriously. But yes, promising-enough students that are pursuing paths similar to the official House paths often get snapped up.”

“Promising, as in the Tournament?”

“Yup! It’s the biggest event of the year!” Kardan told her.

“And always a disappointment for us,” Leyli clarified. Raysha’s brows furrowed, so the girl explained: “Almost without fail, the top placers in the tournament are all already members of a House. It’s hard to compete against better training, better equipment, and better facilities. More importantly, they have their House paths and formations library available.”

“That’s the most important?”

“Oh yes, most Techniques are jealously guarded. The Houses have centuries of knowledge on how to construct specific formations into potent Techniques. Depending on how high you rise in the House you can be granted different—and more valuable—manuals, and then coached one-on-one to help learn them. You can literally save years of your life spent on experimenting and trying to construct your own personal path. And its not just your Path either—all the best mental exercises to increase your aeon density when you advance are prized secrets.”

“But there have to be some in the library that aren’t a secret, surely?”

“Of course, but they’re not as good, and without personal trainers to help you tailor an existing formation to your own aeon signature, it can take an extraordinarily long time. You could find the most amazing Technique, and spend a week constructing your internal formation exactly as told, only to find out it doesn’t work at all with your own aeon. The Houses have instructors who help you refine those formations until it works for you. Without that help, well…” Leyli gave a helpless shrug. “At the end of the day, the odds are stacked against the commoners.”

“As expected,” Kardan added.

Vashi nodded. “And that’s why some people… like me… don’t worry much about it, despite how lucrative the prizes might be,”

“Ha, you’ll regret not competing when I do and take home everything: enchanted items, elixirs, bags of gold cards,” Kardan said, pointing a finger dramatically at him. “You’ll approach me begging for scraps, while I live like a king.”

Vashi nodded. “You win something good, and I’ll be there, begging on hands and knees, I promise. Thankfully, it will never happen.”

The back and forth continued for a while as the group slowly walked out of the fields, making their way down to the evening markets south of the Academy grounds. Kardan described in increasing depth the extravagant purchases he would make with his prize money. The rest of the group detailed how they would exploit his fame and fortune. It was, all things considered, a warm and easy comradery that Vashi had managed to find at the Academy.

She’d like to come back one day.




Chapter 8

Raysha and Vashi sat side-by-side on the worn wooden floor, each atop a thin cushion. The hint of light from the steel-grey morning sky welcomed them to a new day as the siblings focused on the arrangement of foci suspended in front of them.

Raysha’s concentration flickered for a second, and what had been a delicate orbiting pattern of stones became a clattering mess on the dormitory floor. She wiped the sweat off her forehead and looked up to her brother, who had opened his eyes at the sound.

“New record!” she said with a bright smile.

“You put me to shame,” Vashi responded, willing his own set of meditation foci down into a pouch at his side. Vashi had been using a set of metal ball bearings for his foci, and Raysha liked their uniformity. She was tempted to ask him to liberate another set from an Academy workshop for her. But she also didn’t want to be a pain.

He stood up and started gathering his pack. “Come on, it’ll be better to wait for Hlaya than have her come and collect us.”

The mental image of a frowning Hlaya, bouncing her cane in her hands, formed in Raysha’s mind.

“Oh yes.” She frowned. “Wait… how long do we have? I want to try and go and get some of that ‘ice cream’ for breakfast.”

Vashi laughed. “Well, in that case, I have some sad news for you.”




Denied her ice cream, and thus denied any real happiness, Raysha sat on the grassy knoll outside the building. She let out a long, melancholy sigh, staring hard at the red apple her brother had tossed to her. “It’s just not the same…”

“Alright, I’ll have it, then.”

Raysha clutched the apple protectively. How dare he. “No, it’s mine now.” She bit into it, and sweet juices ran down her chin. Vashi took out his own piece of fruit and started eating. This early in the morning they were thankfully alone on the grass, having said farewells last night to Shirin and Vashi’s friends. It wasn’t long after they’d finished their ‘breakfast’ that the old historian walked up to the building. Hlaya ran an approving eye over their packs and travel gear. “Ready to go, then?”

“You bet!” Raysha stood up with a happy bounce. “Let’s go track down this Chief Mekky of yours.”

“Mkekhem,” Hlaya corrected, then looked over to Vashi.

“I’m ready to go too, what’s the plan?”

“Simple plans are best,” Hlaya said. “We walk until your feet blister.”

Raysha hummed thoughtfully. “Are you sure you wouldn’t prefer a nice horse-drawn carriage?”

“Good heavens, girl, what spirit visited you last night to make you so… sprightly?”

“She set a new personal best this morning with her foci,” Vashi explained.

“Youthful exuberance. Must not be a family thing. Let’s go.”

With a cheery wave to the uncaring brick building and the sleeping misfits within, Raysha set off with the other two.

Despite the early hour, the city was already bustling. Light foot traffic turned into a dense crowd of tightly packed people on the primary arterial roads, and it became a chaotic blending of workers, couriers, scholars, and everything in between. Hlaya plunged through the flow of people, and her two accomplices rode her wake as deftly as they could manage.

The acrid smell of city and crowd washed over them, blissfully broken every intersection by bakeries and food vendors making a quick living off the masses of hungry people walking by.

Something more than an apple would definitely help keep her going on a long day of walking. A stall ahead showed dozens of kebabs, the meat and vegetables dripping in a dark, rich, sauce. Raysha’s mouth watered. What’s the chance I could sneak off, buy one, and be back before they realise? In the second she had been not paying attention, Hlaya’s tiny frame had drifted further ahead, and Raysha hurried to catch up. The kebab stall passed by.

Raysha’s stomach grumbled in protest. But the gurgling of her stomach went unheard, and uncountable savoury and sweet delicacies were regulated back into the rich but unfulfilling land of longing.

As they approached the north-western gate, traffic bottlenecked and slowed to a lumbering crawl. Inch by inch, they approached the great stone walls of Hidan. Guards manned the battlements, and the wide flanking towers ahead jutted from the ground stories into the air. They passed into the shadowy gateway, damp footsteps echoing and merging. At least we don’t have to talk to anyone to leave the city.

There was so much in Hidan to see, take in, and learn from. Yet, just after arriving, she was leaving again.

I’ll come back.




The road split immediately after they left the gateway. From a bird’s perspective, it must have looked like a spider’s web of stone and dirt paths branching out in a dozen different directions.

Vashi was quiet, and Raysha noticed every now and then he would touch the pouch at his side, as if drawing comfort from it or making sure it was still there. Last night, Raysha had taken a brief walk outside while Shirin said her farewell to Vashi. When she had returned, her brother had been running his hands over a small leatherbound book: The Art of Formation I: Foundational Runes. Shirin had purchased him his own copy, so he could take it out of the city and continue studying on the journey. He kept touching the book through the leather, as if worried it would suddenly vanish.

Every few minutes the trio was passed by mounted riders or carriages, each of which received a bitter glare from Raysha as she trudged along the side of the road. She knew that the cost of a carriage was ridiculously high, and it wasn’t feasible if they were going off the paved highways, but still… it would be nice. Shade, comfort, speed. Instead, her future was filled with dirt, blistering sun, and aching feet.

“Maybe we could ask for a lift? You know that’s what we did on the way here, Hlaya? Hitched a ride with a Parathi woman; it was great.”

“Very resourceful of you, dear. Maybe you can negotiate for space once we’ve got everyone.”

“Everyone?”

“He’ll be along shortly. I’ll let him make the introductions.”

Raysha peered around her in suspicion. There’s another joining, is there? A man was running towards them on the road. But no, the green uniform, those were messengers. A mounted rider in bright robes a hundred or so yards behind them was slowly gaining ground. No, that doesn’t seem like practical travel gear. There was a man ahead resting off the road under a broad brown hat. Maybe him.

To Raysha’s side, Hlaya smiled to herself, enjoying the brief moment of silence. Vashi didn’t chime in, and a quick glance over told Raysha that while he was physically walking beside her, he was off somewhere far away in his thoughts.

Raysha turned back to the road, intent on finding the last member of their party first. Her eyes followed the hatted man as the trio walked past him without pause. Drat. Not him, then. Who else?

A white-haired man with a long walking stick was approaching them from a side road. That would be just perfect, two grumpy elders to bludgeon anything in their way with canes. Frankly, that could work out fairly nicely—Hlaya had made short work of that pickpocket. Or behind the elder with a walking stick, there was a man sitting on the roots of an upturned tree. A sketchbook was open in front of him, and a thin line of charcoal danced across the page, though she couldn’t make out the object of the drawing.

Artist or elder? Who would it be?

The old man passed by them with a cheery nod to Hlaya, and Raysha was strangely disappointed. What a story that would make. She looked back at the artist. He was gone too. Eugh, this is frustrating!

“Took you long enough!” a loud voice boomed from her other side. She snapped her head towards the sound, and was gifted with the sight of Hlayalim lifted off the ground, enveloped in a hug from a huge man. “It’s been forever, my dear daughter!” he said, thick with emotion.

The historian scrambled to free her cane from between his massive arms. “It’s been twelve hours, you giant oaf!”

“An eternity,” he agreed, before putting her down. A grin was plastered on his face.

Raysha watched, bemused and amused, as the giant jokester got a sharp whack in the shin from Hlaya’s cane.

Hlaya whacked him in the shin a second time for good measure. “Always have to make an entrance, don’t you?” She shook her head in resignation. “Vashi, Raysha, this would be—”

“Octavian! Renowned artist, intrepid explorer, prospective author, and aggressive diplomat, at your service!” The man gave a low, courtly bow, adding a dramatic flourish with his cloak. He stood up, and Raysha got her first good look at him.

He was immense.

He must have been a full head taller than either her or Vashi, taller even than her father, and he was built as solid as a mountain. Above broad shoulders was a handsome face with a square jaw. Curly, light-brown hair hung almost to his shoulders, and laugh-lines decorated the corners of his mouth and his eyes. He wore a set of fine leather armour that was undeniably well-tended. Oil gleamed over the material, and the small areas of metal buckles and reinforcement plates shone in the sunlight. On his back rested a long, black greatcloak, and the handle of a weapon peaked over his right shoulder.

“Hi!” Raysha said brightly, holding out a hand. Octavian shook it.

“Vashi. The brother,” her sibling helpfully pitched in. Octavian shook his hand as well.

“Pleased to meet the both of you. Hlaya filled me in last night on the details, but I’m sure that’s only scratching the surface.”

They moved to the side of the road as a troop of soldiers jogged by.

Octavian gestured towards them. “That’s the sixth century I’ve seen pass this morning. Most of them are heading north. I spent some time in the larger military bars last night getting friendly with the officers. They’re calling it ‘training exercises,’ but I think the upper command is worried. If I’ve already seen an entire cohort move today, they might have a whole legion fortifying the northern border. That’s a lot of expense.”

Hlaya nodded with a worried frown. “Well, let us hope it’s all smoke and no fire.”

“Indeed! The Pantheon hasn’t ordered any aggressive action in over a century, so why start now?”

The historian raised an eyebrow. “All this talk of the ‘Pantheon,’ Octavian, and yet we both know that it no longer exists.”

He shrugged. “True, true. But the God of Knowledge has never been a warmonger. Historically, he was the least threatening and aggressive of them all. Most of his time was spent involved in various research projects.” He paused. “With that in mind, I really didn’t expect him to exactly paint the Temple of Sinetha with the bodies of the other gods. I would kill to know how he managed it.”

Raysha raised her hand, hesitant to interrupt. “Sorry, sir—”

“Octavian.”

“Octavian, you don’t seem particularly worried at all. About the death of gods…”

“Ah, yes. See, I grew up in Erasted. In fact, some of my family entered the clergy themselves. We call them gods, but your people would call them Archons. Not the best name there, either, but that happens when you mix spiritual growth with political power. They’re human beings like you and me, just those who have progressed much further along the path of enlightenment. When one deity dies—which isn’t often—the replacement is chosen from their Applicants. Champions, you’d call them here, and you’d call Erasti Aspirants—that’s the theological rank below Applicants—Masters. Don’t ask me why the names are so similar, just remember it’s just different labels for the same stages beyond after Adept. And all the politicking going on, my goodness. Personal grudges going back centuries, the constant manoeuvring—I never really could stand it when I was in their service. And for Atareus, the god of research and knowledge, to go from moving in the shadows straight into somehow overpowering all of the others at once, by the Divines, maybe they’ll get something done now. Atareus was never one for rash or emotional actions.”

“So you’re not worried at all?”

“What I’m not, is someone able to change any of this. So why spend time worrying?”

Raysha frowned. It seemed like there were still some pretty compelling reasons to worry a little bit, but she had pressed Octavian enough for having just met the man. Maybe during their travels, if they got closer, she could pry a bit more. For now, he seemed friendly, and would probably be a better conversational partner than the brusque historian. “So, if I can ask, why are you travelling with us? I don’t know if there are many opportunities for… art… on the trip?”

“Honestly, I’m just surprised you actually know where we’re going. Hlaya is always a bit too tight-lipped.” He flashed a winning grin her way, which wasn’t returned. “And about art, that’s not true at all! Away from civilisation is the best place for me. Why, I already got in several quick sketches this morning.”

“Wait, that was you on the tree back there?”

“Of course! A small ridge-tailed monitor was sunning on one of the branches; it’s the closest I’ve managed to get to one yet. Seems like living near the city makes them less shy of humans!”

“So you sketch… animals?”

“Animals, plants, anything you might bump into out in the wild. I’ll make a bestiary out of them one day!”

Vashi spoke up. “So… you’re coming with us, so you can sketch… things?”

“Hmm, more so I’m here as a favour to Hlaya, but I shall take all drawing opportunities as they arise.” He dropped his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “I suspect the old bat doesn’t really care about my sketches.”

“Bats have famously sharp hearing, you know,” Hlaya interjected. She addressed the youngsters, “I asked Octavian to journey with us to keep him out of trouble… and because he can help solve trouble,” she added begrudgingly.

“What she means is that I have a big mouth, but sometimes it’s useful. And if that fails, well then, we always have—”

“Aggressive diplomacy?” Raysha guessed.

“Correct!” Octavian responded with a happy grin. He pointed his thumb over his shoulder to where a long, leather-bound hilt protruded. “Persuasion was a gift from my old life for my services. We’ve been through a lot together.” He reached up, grasped the hilt, and bought Persuasion to his front. He offered it over to Vashi, proud as a father and keen to show off his prized possession.

Vashi’s eyes flickered over to meet Raysha’s, a plea for help written in his look. Raysha just grinned. This one’s all yours, Vash.

Vashi accepted the weapon.

It was a massive combination of warhammer and axe. On the broad steel face of the head was a small, inset garnet, and steel grooves had been filled with bronze to create a layered formation of multiple runes. The face of the warhammer was slightly convex instead of being a flat surface, and at the other side of the head, the metal thinned and flared outwards into a broad, curved axe. The cutting surface was wrapped in a thick piece of leather instead of a sheath. The haft of the weapon seemed to be made out of solid metal as well, and channels carved into the material spread down the length of the shaft, disappearing under the tight leather grip that covered the bottom third of the weapon. Persuasion must have been as long as Vashi was tall, and he was by no means a short man. But no, the truly remarkable thing about the weapon must be its weight.

Vashi tried to keep the strain off his face, but Raysha saw a vein twitch on his forehead. Not to mention, his entire face was quickly turning a lovely shade of tomato.

Her curiosity got the best of her, and she reached out to Vashi, while looking up at Octavian for permission. The big man nodded cheerfully, and she grasped the handle mid-haft. Vashi dropped the warhammer at once and let his sister bear the whole weight of the weapon. He took a half leap backwards.

The weapon plunged to the ground instantly, pulling a yelping Raysha with it.

Persuasion dug a good inch into the dirt. It must weigh double or even triple her own bulging travel pack. Spirits, that would make it sixty pounds. Probably more. To willingly lug that around… I’m travelling with an insane man.

From the ground, a dusty Raysha imagined her hitting her infuriating brother with this absurd weapon.

Her violent ruminations were interrupted by the appearance of a sun-browned hand in front of her face. She grasped the hand and Octavian pulled her to her feet.

“My apologies, Raysha! I should have mentioned the weight, and obviously you don’t integrate strength.”

He looked down at her hands and saw the small grazes on her wrist from hitting the ground. He looked back up, shocked. “Ah, you don’t integrate any forms, do you?”

She shook her hands out of his grip and stepped back. “Nope!” I wish I could, though. Thanks to Vashi, she could at least train properly in the mornings, but she couldn’t waste her precious aeon inflow by diverting a large portion of it into her body. Yes, it would be great to be able to integrate Strength, Resilience, or any one of a hundred other concepts, but what would be the point? Even if she focused all of her aeon into integrating with her body, it would only be a small fraction of what anyone else could do, and she’d run out power in a day or two just trying it out. No, better to stockpile her power for when she truly needed it.

Octavian reached down and easily picked Persuasion from the ground in a single hand. He dusted her off and stowed the weapon over his shoulder. “Might be fun to practise integration later,” he said. “Sometimes even just a bit of resilience can go a long way if you know you’re going to be in a tight spot.”

Raysha felt a spike of annoyance. She was aware of the benefits that integration provided. She might have a well that would refill trickle by trickle, but her brain was perfectly functional. “Sure,” she said flatly.

“Hey now, we’ll figure that out tonight. Hlaya’s been working on something to help you integrate. I do need to talk to her about a few things, so if you’ll excuse me.”

Octavian quickened his pace, catching up with the old woman who had been slowly drifting farther ahead.

Raysha raised an eyebrow at his retreating back. “I wonder what that all means.”

“Guess we’ll find out soon enough. I still don’t quite understand why he’s here.”

“Me neither, but any help we can get, right?” She had pushed her brief burst of annoyance back into a tightly packed box and buried it deep. He’s probably just being optimistic and embarrassed that I grazed my hand trying to hold onto his weapon. “At least he seems more fun than Hlaya. It’ll be nice to have someone else to talk to on the trip.”

“What about me?” Vashi responded, with fake indignation.

“Oh, Vash. I love you, but you’re not the most social creature, at the best of times. Unless you count reading as a team activity.”

He pondered this statement for a moment, a hand idly caressing his book pouch. “Yeah. Okay… that’s fair.” He grinned at her. “He’s all yours!”

“What?! No, I didn’t mean like that!” She swung a hand out to smack him lightly, but he danced out of the way, laughing.




The day passed by in agony.

Raysha forced one leg in front of the other, over and over. Her thighs burned, and sweat dripped down her face and into her eyes. An entire day spent hiking uphill towards Bariya’s pass… this is a nightmare.

To rub salt in the wound, she and Vashi had literally just done this trip. Why couldn’t they have just met Hlaya and Octavian at the other side of the pass? Surely there were some form of communication formations one could purchase… somewhere…

Thankfully, Raysha wasn’t alone in her pain. Even Vashi was showing a light sweat. It wasn’t much, but it was comforting to know that she wasn’t the only one hurting. It seemed like integrating Resilience helped a bit with your stamina, but it wasn’t perfect.

What didn’t help were the two figures ahead of her. Hlaya looked exactly as she had that morning, and Octavian still had a spring in his step! They were clearly mocking the struggling siblings, setting this gruelling pace and not even pretending it was straining them as well.

Ahead, Octavian glanced back at the flagging siblings. He leaned over to make a comment to Hlaya, who then also turned her head back. Raysha couldn’t even summon the energy to give a spiteful wave.

The big man gestured towards a copse of trees a hundred yards from the road, and he and Hlaya turned off the paved path, heading towards the trees. They reached there first and sat down, waiting for the siblings. A few minutes later, groans and grunts announced the arrival of the brother and sister duo.

Raysha dropped her pack, and she swore that when it and her quarterstaff hit the ground she felt the land shake. She expected the dense pack to start sinking into the soft loam, given what it had done to her poor shoulders and back. Taking cues from her pack, Raysha also flopped to the ground, then let out a great sigh of relief.

Beside her Vashi managed to keep some measure of composure, calmly placing his pack against a tree trunk and beginning to stretch his body.

They sat in the shade for several minutes, catching their breath and taking long draws from water skins. Below them spread the long roots of the mountain range they were headed towards, with Hidan a seemingly singular stone monolith lying to the southeast.

Octavian was gazing out over the sloping green plains, looking intently to the great fields north of Hidan. “Looks like I was wrong.”

Raysha and Vashi followed his gaze. Wrong about what? Orderly rows of white tents decorated the far-off field. Rows upon rows of tents. Just how many soldiers are supposed to be partaking in these “training manoeuvres”?

Octavian glanced over at Hlaya. “What do you make of it?”

The old woman focused her gaze on the encampment in the distance. “Tents enough for a whole legion. Multiple picket lines off to the side, though there are no horses tied to any of them. The latrine trench is small, so a short-term staging area, probably for soldiers coming either through the pass, or from the south. If they are pitching tents in preparation, multiple groups will probably use the area.”

Raysha blinked. Isn’t your eyesight supposed to worsen with age? The woman has eyes that would put a hawk to shame! And where in the realms does that military knowledge come from?

Octavian seemed to have different concerns. “Aphaea’s tits, you think they’re staging multiple legions by the border?”

Hlaya shrugged. “Perhaps. With the Adjudicators holding the Bay of Ireshimho sacrosanct, the only real gateway to Darius is the northern border.”

Raysha lifted her head up from where she had been listening quietly from the grass. She had never seen an Adjudicator. Are they really such a powerful faction? I thought they were just put in stories to scare children into behaving properly. She sat up with a small groan. “Can the Adjudicators really just declare that? Didn’t you say this new deity wiped out a bunch of other gods? Why would he care about some rules?”

Hlaya smiled grimly. “Did your village Elders ever tell you the Warning of Luar? Of The Lament?”

Raysha shook her head. They had barely taught her about her own country’s history or the history of the great Houses. That being said, none of the Elders were proper historians like Hlaya anyway.

The historian positioned herself comfortably. “In the twenty-third year of—” she caught Raysha’s blank face and quickly reassessed. “Around four hundred years ago, the city-state of Luar discovered—”

“City-state?” Raysha interrupted.

“Questions at the end of the lesson.” After a brief pause, Hlaya continued, “Luar discovered a rich source of orichalcum ore. Orichalcum, as an effective superconductor of aeon, is the most valuable metal on the continent. Unfortunately, finding a vast source of wealth is often a disastrous event for any country, city, or person that does not have the might to secure their windfall. Given the glazing over of your eyes, I shall spare you the minutiae, but the long and short of it was that within the year, the leadership of Nhami, or more correctly, what would go to become Nhami, unleashed their most powerful warriors against the city. A group of Champions and Archons was sent to secure the orichalcum deposits.”

Hlaya paused. “And they secured it. The issue was that they did it by depopulating the city. As to why, well, there are many guesses. Xenophobia? Racism? National tension? Poor leadership, coercion, or something else? The reasoning doesn’t matter. A city of fifty thousand but very few advanced individuals—a city with no means to defend itself—was erased from the land of the living.”

The historian’s voice was heavy, as if the weight of the lives had settled in a grim mantle around her thin shoulders. “The mineral deposits underground suffered no damage, of course. But on the surface was absolute devastation. One of the few reports we have described it as if an otherworldly hurricane of ash and fire had swept the island clean. Every building razed, trees uprooted and burned to ash, and every living being, humans, livestock, pets, even the very insects… every living organism within a dozen leagues of the city had their lives instantly snuffed out.”

“This, thankfully, did not sit right with many people.” She looked over to the siblings. “Did you know that once you have progressed past the stage of Master, there exist stages of growth which transcend the formations we utilise? Where one’s will can shape reality and where, when directed internally, the human body will cease to age, or even regain its youth?”

Raysha started to shake her head, but realised it wasn’t a question.

“Individuals that attain this level of power inevitably end up in one of two groups: those that use their personal power to attain political might, and those that shun politics and the spotlight to seek further advancement in their own, private, ways. Anyone who tries to straddle a middle ground finds themselves pieces in the machinations of the more ambitious.”

“The massacre of Luar drove some of the latter group to action, those who had shunned personal enrichment. Sovereigns Xenobar and Beata, and Ascendant Ireshimho, gathered the Champions and Archons who had attacked Luar, along with the Sovereign that had sent them. They were bound and flown to the island. On the peak of the isle’s mountain, their cores were shattered. And then, to send a message to the vultures circling, to those that may have encouraged or stirred up those events in the hope of profiting off the resources, they decided to simply remove all potential for profit. A Sovereign’s power is a terrifying thing. An Ascendant’s defies belief. Combining their power, the three wiped Luar off the map. In a most literal sense. Of the island, there is no trace left. A crater that’s three league deep and a hundred wide lies on the bay floor, which is now named The Lament. I walked the shores of the bay in my youth, and blacked, fossilised trees stand in frozen testament to the destruction that swept away the dead city.”

Raysha and Vashi absorbed this silently. Raysha nodded to Hlaya to continue, her mind struggling to visualise the scale of the power unleashed. Vashi stared off into the distance. Knowing him, he was probably calculating the amount of energy such a crater needed. Or maybe he had heard it all before, and was just daydreaming. Nothing showed on his face.

“The trio founded the Adjudicators, whose home is now the isle of Iona in the Bay of Ireshimho, named after the still-living head of their order, the Divine Adjudicator himself.”

“Prior to the Warning, it was still considered dishonourable to challenge those below one’s own station and advancement. There is no honour in an Enlightened defeating an Awakened, just as there is no honour in an adult attacking a child. But after the Warning, and the formation of the Adjudicators, those who violate these precepts too severely may face the wrath of Adjudication. The bay has been declared a place of commerce and peaceful travel. To try and flout Ireshimho’s will so flagrantly, so close to his home… not even a ‘god’ would dare that.”

The wind whispered through the canopy above them, the rustling noise a counterpoint to the heavy silence that had fallen over the group. Hlaya seemed lost in memories. Octavian sat in thick silence. Vashi, probably still calculating. And Raysha sat there, still slowly recalibrating her world view to include the absolute power of country-destroying individuals.

It was the old historian who broke the silence first. “Catch.” She tossed a small pouch to Raysha.

The object slipped through the young woman’s hands, bouncing lightly on the grass just beyond her. She recognised the pouch as one gathered during their visit to the apothecary.

Hlaya nodded at the pouch, signalling Raysha to open it. “I had to finish researching their safety before giving them to you, but this should be another stepping stone.” The contents of the pouch rolled out into Raysha’s pale hands. Three ridged seeds, each the size of a large marble, sat in her palms. She looked up quizzically, and Hlaya obliged the unspoken question. “These are seeds of the Firnhas tree. Ancient specimens of this species attract the attention of many spiritual entities, but these come from a young tree. Colloquially, they are known as stormtrees,” she explained. “The seeds act as natural attractors for ambient aeon by thinning the boundary between our realms, and thus provides a source of food for smaller spirits. However… drop these into your purification canister, and they will both keep the contents fresher, and slowly imbue them with aeon. They’re not toxic to humans, which is nice, yes?”

She held up a finger, cautioning Raysha. “It won’t be much extra inflow, compared to anyone else. But it will work, even if we have to fill the canister with water when we run out of pearlfruit. Add them now, and you should notice the effects tomorrow. You’ll need it too; we’ve a long march ahead of us.”

Raysha nodded. “Thank you,” she whispered. Hlaya dipped her head in acknowledgement, then went back to studying the distant encampment. Raysha tipped the seeds into the canister attached to her pack and squeezed her brother’s hand as they rested. It had been less than a month since she had left Hayet, and yet it felt like a lifetime. She hadn’t fixed her core, but the generosity of her brother and Hlaya meant, regardless of their fortune on this journey, she could return far less of a burden than she had left. There were suddenly options in her future—freedom, where before there had been a cage.

It was exhilarating. It was touching. And most of all, it was terrifying.




Auburn hair tumbled to the ground, spilling like wine across the grass. Raysha dug her hands into the forgiving loam and inhaled the earthy scents. The decision to rest for the night had come not a second too soon. If she listened to her tortured legs, it might even have come a few hours too late.

Her brother leaned over her. “You okay down there, Raya?”

“Mmmph,” came the muffled response.

I should have spent more time working out and less time practising my will shaping; this is just embarrassing. It had always seemed so pointless to push her body to the limits when exercising. After all, no matter how much she pushed herself, anyone with basic integrations would be able to run rings around her.

Raysha let the evening sun wash over her as she relaxed her tired muscles. If only she had taken out her water skin before flopping down. She wiggled experimentally. Nope. Way too much effort to take off the pack.

The annoying weight of her pack lessened as someone pulled it up, and the cold breeze of wind against her damp back sent a shiver down her spine. The pack continued to lift off her back, now pulling her up with it. “Nooooo,” Raysha groaned, desperately trying to dig her hands into the sweet, sweet ground.

It was not meant to be.

She was lifted slowly up into the air. She turned to face Octavian, and blinked in shock.

It was Hlaya. Who is lifting me off the ground with one bony hand?! Terrifying woman.

“You,” the historian said pointedly, “are not yet finished for the day.”

“What? But we’re camping here for the night!”

“Correct. But first, lessons.”

Hlaya plucked the quarterstaff from where it was fastened to the side of Raysha’s pack then placed it in her hands, unclipped her bag, and spun her around.

There towered the massive form of Octavian. His cloak, vest, and pauldrons had been removed, and he stood there in leather pants and white canvas undershirt, with a long staff idly spinning in his fingers.

“Is that how you plan on holding the staff?” he asked wryly.

Raysha looked down at her hands. She was holding the staff in the middle, her hands next to each other. Useful for twirling, but not much else. She moved her left hand to just below the butt of the staff, her right hand a shoulders width further down. This was all part of the basic training in her village, and while she didn’t have the strength or speed to be competitive, she at least thought her technical form was solid.

She inspected the staff Octavian was holding, and her confusion quickly resolved itself. It was Persuasion’s haft—he had somehow removed the massive head of the weapon. Aggressive diplomacy, oh, I get it now. Hitting things, by means of Persuasion.

The ‘diplomat’ nodded approvingly. “Much better. A lefty, too. Good, that will confuse opponents. Now, show me what you know.”

Raysha hesitated. “What if I hurt you?”

Octavian laughed. Surprisingly, it was a sound of genuine mirth without a hint of mocking. “Raysha, I have worked for decades on reinforcing my physical body. I focus now on integrations, rather than building a complex spire for formations. You could hit me as hard as you could in the face, and at most, it might form a light bruise.” He smiled. “But I appreciate the kind thoughts. Now… show me what you can do with that”—he glanced at Hlaya and winked—“big stick.”

Raysha stepped in cautiously, staff held in a rear guard to her right. She whipped it forward at Octavian’s left-hand side, waiting for him to block.

He didn’t move an inch.

Her staff slammed into his side. It was like striking a chunk of grinning granite. Her hands stung from the hard impact. “See? Not an issue. Don’t hold back.”

Her shock faded, and she returned his grin, relieved. If only I could have struck the Elders back home like this, it would have been much more fun. Maybe I’d have even put more effort into training. And then she stepped in, moving to ram the butt of her staff into Octavian’s face. The big man stepped back fluidly, dodging the blow with ease.

He bought his staff down from a high guard towards her head. Raysha dodged back, raising her staff and deflecting the blow to the side, then slipped inside his guard. With a twist of her hips, she sent a lightning-fast strike to his chest. Octavian blocked effortlessly.

“Good speed,” he said, “but you’re lacking weight behind the blows.”

Raysha advanced again. Maybe I’m a third of your damn weight, that’s why. She unleashed a flurry of blows, but every swing, every feint, every attack was brushed aside. Her aching legs were forgotten as her frustration mounted. She wasn’t the best in the village, but for being unable to integrate, she was far better than most would expect. And yet, the ridiculous ease with which the warrior defended himself was unbelievable. I’m good at staffwork, dammit!

Her anger leaked out, and she overextended a swing, which pulled her balance to the side. Octavian gave a ringing parry, knocking her staff out wide. Raysha stumbled. Octavian stepped inside her reach and gently placed the palm of his hand on her shoulder, then pushed.

She flew backwards, tumbling like a ragdoll across the ground. She picked herself off the grass, unhurt apart from wounded pride. She wiped her face to remove the specs of dirt that had attempted to blend into her smattering of freckles.

“Your form is good, but you signpost your attacks with your eyes and your body.”

Raysha brushed grass off her tunic. She realised with surprise that she wasn’t feeling defensive, for there was no derision in Octavian’s critique.

The man gestured for her to resume her offence. She opened her mind’s eye, visualising her core. She was currently Formless, preserving her precious aeon. But with the gifts from Vashi and Hlaya, it was time to utilise her power. The thought made her feel queasy. Irresponsible. But what if I need it tomorrow and I don’t have enough? She mentally shook her head. No, if I don’t learn now, I never will. Hoarding my aeon just means never using it.

One rune wouldn’t be enough. No matter how perfect her glyphs were, all the ones she knew were the simplest versions of the concepts. That made them easy to form for beginners, but not very potent. If I’m going to use my power, let’s do it properly. I’m not sure if different aspects combine in weird ways, I’ll just go with Force, and if I add Receptivity that should just increase my ability to control my aeon, and add some extra punch.

First, the basic Force glyph she had done a thousand times before. She visualised it on her interface, mentally mapping out its shape with precise detail, drawing her aeon up, and moulding it into the rune but kept her aeon liquid. Then, she mapped out Receptivity, such that it interlocked it with Force like a jigsaw puzzle. She willed her aeon to flow into its shape as well, creating a single liquid formation comprised of both runes. The shape of the first glyph started to fuzz as she struggled to focus on the second one, until she brought her will back to bear. With a surprisingly small amount of effort, she drew her power back into the correct shape and solidified the aeon into crystalline form. She drew a thread of her power through the formation, feeling it flow unimpeded, resonate with the concepts, and gain aspects from both Force and Receptivity. It wasn’t perfect, but, for a first attempt, she was lucky it hadn’t cracked. There was still resistance in the flow, but it looked like her continual efforts in runecrafting had been well worth the hassle.

The process had only taken a handful of seconds, and it probably looked like she was just clearing her head after being tossed around. She locked eyes again with Octavian as she split her concentration; a small part of her now dedicated to maintaining the active formation, while a larger part of her focused on the much more challenging goal of landing a strike on her new travelling companion.

Even with her being Second Awakened, the only chance she had to hit him properly would be to surprise him. As soon as she channelled, her hand would be revealed, and he’d know she was actively using her power. A hundred percent out of the gate, that’s the only way I’m going to land a blow.

Raysha crouched down, weight resting on the balls of her feet, her position outside of standard striking range. Her muscles felt coiled, and they itched to spring into action.

Octavian raised a dark eyebrow. “Waiting for an invita—”

She sprung forward.

Her front foot planted into the ground, and she pivoted, twisting through her legs, her hips, and her chest. She released her right hand, holding the staff only at the base, and thrust the weapon out for maximum reach. At the same time, she channelled her aeon into the weapon, propelling it forward in a rushing blur.

Octavian’s brows twitched in surprise at the sudden ferocity of the attack, and he barely managed to shove the lunge to his side. Raysha’s momentum bought her into unarmed range, but she was determined not to give the man another point. She let her body continue twisting, ducked under an anticipated return blow, swept a leg out, and channelled again to spin her heel around with vicious speed that surprised even her.

This… this is amazing.

Her blow connected. Unfortunately. It didn’t send Octavian tumbling to the ground, instead, her foot just stopped instantly. Her body, however, continued to twist… in a decidedly unpleasant way. She hit the ground, rolled, and came up quickly, resetting her hands on her staff. She rubbed at her sore back. She had lost her concentration when she’d crashed into the ground, and her formation had cracked and shattered into nothingness. Her aeon still roiled and surged in her body painfully. Second Awakened, back to Formless. Her control was still shaky.

Even with that in mind, she was grinning ear to ear. She felt a little bit guilty, but overwhelming that was a fierce joy in being able to use her power properly for the first time. I’m going to get used to this.

Octavian held up a finger to pause the session.

“Great use of your power. But you should have opened with that. You should treat sparring matches as if I was a real opponent,” he told her firmly. “In a fight, your goal is to neutralise your enemy as quickly and efficiently as possible. If your life is on the line, don’t skimp out at the start to gauge your adversary.”

“Actually”—she smiled sweetly—“I moved to Second Awakened when you threw me to the ground.” Let’s see him deal with that one.

“You crystallised a formation… during combat?”

“You were winning too easily,” she explained.

Octavian glanced over to Hlaya and Vashi, and then back to Raysha. He clapped his hands together. “Amazing! When I was your age it would have taken me an age to swap formations, you should be proud of yourself!”

Raysha couldn’t help her genuine smile. The artist’s enthusiasm was clearly heartfelt, and she was unused to compliments. They felt… warm. Confusing. Where’s the catch?

“There’s another reason to always enter combat with your aeon active,” he continued, back into the lesson. “Come at me with your power contained.”

She nodded and stepped forward, throwing a gentle strike towards his chest. Her staff reached within a foot of his white shirt, and then it was suddenly pushed back. Ah… right. He’s using his aeon as well. She voiced her thoughts aloud, “If I don’t channel my own power into my staff, then you’re free to do it instead, yeah?”

He nodded. “Precisely. Unless your weapon is attuned to you”—he patted Persuasion’s haft—“it’s as open as any other item for someone else to use against you.” He pointed to a small glyph in his staff. “If I didn’t add my own aeon to the node here, Persuasion would resist my will as well. Years of slowly adding my personal aeon into the node, and having it diffuse into the material, has the opposite effect—I can influence her almost as easily as if she was part of my body.”

Raysha looked down at her wooden staff. Now it made sense why it had been one of the most basic offerings at Ribald’s. I bet most of the other weapons were enchanted to attune to their user. She looked back up, realising Octavian had continued talking. Focusing her attention once again, and for the next half an hour, they alternated between discussions on the application of aeon in melee fighting and the practical examples that saw Raysha thrown around the campsite until she became disturbingly familiar with the taste of grass.

At the end of the session, she was beyond exhausted. She was bruised, she was sore… and she was happy.

For more than anything, she was learning, and Octavian had said he was impressed with her natural skill. She was becoming a team member, not baggage.

Raysha smiled at her brother as he sat down next to her and started unpacking his travel bag. In the setting sun, golden light lay over her older brother like a shining mantle, and Raysha committed the scene to memory. “Did you see, Vash? I almost got him!”

Her brother laughed. “You came far closer than I would have, that’s for sure!”

He pulled out travel rations and a small cooking pot and then started preparing a fire to cook dinner over. The siblings chatted softly until the invading shadows had swept over them both. Hidan glowed in the distance, the light shining through thousands of windows smearing into a single warm glow. The vast valleys and plains surrounding them were speckled with campfires, each holding the darkness at bay.

After they had all eaten, Hlaya had a final piece of advice before retiring for the night: “The seeds should have had some effect by now. Put the extra energy into integrating Life, and hold it while you sleep. You know how to do it?”

Raysha nodded. “I’ve practised forging the rune, but I’ve never integrated it long enough to see an effect.”

“Well, this will be the last day you can say that. I’m turning in for the night… so if you have any issues, talk to your brother.”

Of course, Vashi was sitting next to her, ready to help if she needed it. Sometimes you’re just too supportive, Vash. I’ve got this.

Raysha sunk into her core. She’d have to make the rune small to only siphon a tiny stream of power. She visualised the Life rune—it was the most intricate of the basic glyphs the Elders had taught her… and also the one she had practised least. Life runes were great for integrating but that meant the aeon was unrecoverable. After all, Life in its basic form just acted to speed up natural functions, but that did use up energy. Practically, that meant that she’d practised making the rune and crystalising it into a formation, but not explicitly using it.

Ah well, it’ll be a day full of new experiences.

She drew out the Life rune, visualising the pattern, and shrunk it to a fraction of its size before crystalizing it. Honestly, she wasn’t too sure if the size of the rune would have an impact, but she hoped by making it as small as possible, it would use a minimal amount of her power.

The crystal aeon shimmered in her core, free of obvious flaws. She drew a sliver of power through it. Actually, that’s not too bad for a first attempt. There were only a few spots in the rune where the flow was disrupted. She dissolved the formation, and recreated it with some minor adjustments. As this was going to be something held overnight, and not just for a minute or two in a spar, she wanted it to be perfect. She recreated the rune a dozen more times, each iteration getting a smoother flow and stronger Life aspect to her aeon. Her exhaustion lengthened the process, but after a minute, she finally had a perfect little Life formation glowing in her interface. Back to First Awakened, and for an entire night. I wonder how much of my well it’ll drain while I sleep.

She pulled a hint of power through the formation. Instead of channeling her power externally as she had during Octavian’s martial instructions, she let the power diffuse from her core and into her body, willing it to unify with her physical form.

She withdrew her concentration, and the chill fingers of the night’s breeze danced over her skin. She shivered and threw a blanket over her shoulders as she settled into her bedroll. Beside her, Vashi raised his eyes in question. She gave a small smile, and he laid down, seeing that his sister needed no help. Raysha burrowed under her blanket—the mental stress of holding only a single rune active was surprisingly light, and the trickle of energy leaking out of her core felt like the inner warmth after having a hot tea.

It was surprisingly pleasant.

Lulled by the crackling of the fire, the whispering of the leaves, and the contentment of taking another step forward, Raysha slipped into dreams.




Chapter 9

The smell of sizzling meat wafted slowly into Raysha’s consciousness as she awoke. Her stomach gurgled, expressing its displeasure, and the young woman sat up.

“Morning, Raya!” Vashi said brightly. He gestured to the breakfast he was attending to. “I see some things never change. Sleeping until there’s food ready, classic.”

“Hey, yesterday was the longest day of my life,” she protested.

Octavian looked up from where he and Hlaya had been quietly talking. “Longest day of your life… so far. And, dare I ask, how do you feel this morning?”

Raysha paused, before gingerly stretching her arms above her head. They seem… fine. Her legs would be the real test. If I have to walk another twelve hours with cramping calves, I’m going to have to get Vashi to rig up a cart we can attach to Octavian. She put her legs underneath her, and stood up. She blinked in surprise. “I… I feel good. Spirits, I feel great!”

She bent over to touch her toes, trying to detect soreness in her muscles when she stretched them. Still nothing. This is amazing!

Octavian laughed as Raysha jumped up and down experimentally. Hlaya continued to eye the campfire and the sizzling breakfast with growing impatience.

I can’t believe everyone doesn’t integrate Life! She closed her eyes, focusing her gaze inwards. Her core sprang into mental view, the formation was still there and still in pristine condition. Oh dear. She dissolved the formation instantly, returning back to Formless. The small trickle of power taken by the formation had added up while she’d slept, and she could feel that her reservoir had decreased. Not by too much, it had used less than a tenth of her well, but that was for only eight hours of integration! Any trend down to depletion caused her to shiver in anxiety, and already that would be more than she would recover during the day, even with the seed-and-canister enhanced pearlfruit juice. If she used all her aeon training and integrating, she’d just fall unconscious like she had as a child. And while that was a long way off, she didn’t want to take any chances. I’ll just have to see how it looks tonight and figure out how often I can afford to integrate.

Still… the day would be infinitely better now that she wasn’t starting it by belabouring already aching muscles. The slight disappointment about the aeon cost was mostly overcome by the feeling of her whole body being refreshed.

“Why doesn’t everyone integrate Life? This really does feel great.”

“Prevention is better than a cure,” Hlaya said.

Well, that wasn’t cryptic at all.

Octavian nodded. “Integrating Resilience, Stamina, Strength, or many other concepts, would stop you from getting sore in the first place. If you could sustain any of those integrations and not deplete yourself, we’d do that instead. Life is an expensive concept to integrate once you try to get it working on more than just sore muscles. For a real injury, even directing all your aeon regeneration into your body might not be too useful. So, it’s better to prevent injuries instead of healing them a bit quicker.”

Raysha frowned. “Why wouldn’t it be useful?”

“Life, in its simplest form, increases your natural regeneration. You can use Life to grow crops faster, for example. But what if you break your arm? Suddenly your Life integration has caused your body to heal fast enough the bone is now set wrong. Life is great for scratches, bruises, anything you’d let heal naturally without tending to it. But anything that needs intervention, well, rapid healing can cause issues. Ever had an arrowhead break off inside you, and then the wound closes over before you’re in a spot where you can extract the head?” Octavian shuddered. “It’s not a fun time.”

“Yeah, that makes sense. So you all have Resilience, then?”

Vashi nodded, along with Octavian. Hlaya hesitated. “I prefer Receptivity these days. Not as effective if one is going to be thrown around a campsite like you, but far more flexible.”

Raysha didn’t understand. Aspecting aeon to Receptivity made it easier to willshape and direct. What would that do to your body?

“A little of everything,” Hlaya interjected.

Did she just read my mind?

“I will my body to be more resilient,” Hlaya continued. “Which, as you might guess, has some effect, but not as much as actually integrating Resilience. But, see, I also will myself to be stronger. Faster. To heal quicker, recover quicker. At my age, I tend to need a bit of everything, rather a lot of any one thing. I don’t have the inclination to persist a formation comprised of a dozen different runes for integration, so I chose one that’s more general. I try not to get into too many brawls”—she looked pointedly at Octavian—“so I don’t need resilience as much as others.”

Curious. How far can you push Receptivity? It was her favourite rune for active formations, for precisely the same reason. It was flexible. But she hadn’t realised just how flexible it could be when integrated. If I have some spare aeon, I’ll have to experiment when I can. Does the intent of the person influence the improvements the integration gave? Would stronger will allow for greater benefits? Is there a limit to the benefits, no matter how mighty the will? Luckily, there would be plenty of time on the walk to ask those questions and a thousand more that would inevitably come to mind.

The day passed in a dusty blur as they travelled through the pass. Octavian entertained the group with tales of various adventures in his past. Either they were of dubious trustworthiness, or the man had in fact visited almost every major city on the continent. He had sailed the Whitewall, visited the Kubori peaks to climb the Oldfather, and danced the Quavet in the jungle city of Jiylann. He had defended the herds of Taranis from the great prairie wolves, and fought in the Silver Arena of Linia.

And here I am, Raysha of Hayet village, who has walked to Hidan. The bards will be thrilled.

Initially, Raysha wasn’t sure what to make of the man. He told big tales, and he made constant jokes. She wasn’t the best with jokes, having grown accustomed to being the butt of them. This was never the case with Octavian, though, and gradually she lowered her thick mental walls around him.

By the time the sun brushed the far horizon, she was weary and sore. Again. Her well still wasn’t full, which meant she would either have to give up active training with her aeon that night or give up an overnight integration. Despite the frequent internal reminders that this was the best she had ever had it, not being able to both train and integrate was still frustrating. She had tasted the joy of expressing her own power actively the previous night, and wanted more. But she also loved waking up feeling completely refreshed and ready for another day.

How am I supposed to pick between them?

She suppressed a wave of bitterness, directed not specifically to her travelling companions, but to the rest of humanity as a whole. They had it so good, and yet to most people aeon was just a mundane part of life. They didn’t treasure it, not like her.

Rather than dwelling unnecessarily on unsavoury thoughts, she raised the question to Hlaya and Octavian. “I’m still not recovered from last night, so, uh, what would be the best thing to focus on tonight?”

“Hmmm, that does pose a problem, doesn’t it?” Hlaya said. “Octavian can find something more efficient during your physical training.”

The warrior nodded. “Last night, you said that when I threw you to the ground, your formation broke?”

Raysha grimaced. “Yeah. I’m sorry.”

He laughed. “We can’t be a prodigy at everything, so don’t worry about it. It’s just an area to work on. What are you, right now?”

“Formless. It’s the fastest way to recover.”

Octavian shrugged noncommittally, then gestured for Hlaya to explain.

“From what I’ve seen, you have great skill in building your formations rapidly, and iterating quickly until you perfect your runes. If that’s true, you would use minimal energy maintaining formations, so long as you’re not actively using them,” she said. “You’re being overly cautious and stunting your own growth.”

“Harsh, but unfortunately true!” Octavian said with a smile to take the sting off. “I didn’t realise you were walking Formless, so let’s fix that. Get yourself to Third Awakened when we stop. I don’t care what runes you weave together, but hold it through the evening until you sleep.”

“Just hold it? Don’t use them?”

“Oh, I think holding them will be enough of a workout for now.” He turned to her brother. “What about you, Vashi? I can’t put your sister through the wringer every night and let you get off just reading your book.”

Vashi clutched his book defensively. “Actually,” he said, “would I be able to borrow Persuasion after your sparring match?”

Octavian’s eyebrow shot up. “It’s not very common to ask to borrow another man’s weapon…” A faint smile flickered across his lips.

“No, I don’t want to use it—I want to study the carvings. I could try to practise my own enchanting by transferring some of the designs onto Raysha’s staff?”

“You’d need gems for that to work,” Octavian responded.

“Of course. Which is why Hlaya has some in her backpack.”

The historian chuckled. “I thought Shirin might poach you from historical research, and after you made your sister’s canister I knew you would swap focus. History was never your passion, no? So much for a dramatic surprise. Yes, I have a few small ones you can practise with.”

“Fantastic!” Octavian said. “But not good enough.”

Vashi opened his mouth and then closed it again. Raysha caught his expression—he obviously disagreed but was uncomfortable voicing his thoughts in a way that might be confrontational.

“If we are attacked, will you throw your book at them?” Octavian asked.

Vashi frowned, and Raysha jumped in to defend her brother. “You should have seen him at our Showing. He is a great fighter!”

“Excellent. We can find out just how great tonight.”

Vashi drew in a deep breath. “Alright, we spar a bit, and then I can borrow Persuasion and get back to work?”

Octavian laughed. “Sure thing. I’ll even help get some practise staffs afterwards; you’ll need plenty of them while you get those runeforms perfected.”

“On that note,” Raysha said, “it might be nice to have a few more details about where we’re going. You said we’re looking for a ‘Chief Mle…’” she hesitated, having completely forgotten the strange name. “Some old dead chieftain.”

“Chief Mkekhem,” Hlaya clarified. “At least remember the name, girl.”

“Right, Mkekhem, committed to memory, got it. Sounds like a difficult task, finding a thousand-year-old tomb and hoping there’s something there that will help.”

“Difficult doesn’t begin to cover it,” the old woman said. “For you, it is closer to impossible. For me, it has taken long decades of research, and of hunting down clues and cryptic hints from decaying texts. Its application to you and how it might help solve your issues is, in fact, rather secondary to the potential historical value.”

Oh. I guess Vashi and I are just sort of tagging along, then?

Vashi spoke up quietly. “One of the general classes I took at the Academy covered extinguished civilisations. In most of them, those that could use aeon were relatively important, simply because the further back in time you go, the rarer the ability is. If anyone had encountered and solved your problem, it would be them, right?” Raysha gave her brother a flat look. He had told her that multiple times now. Vashi continued, “We had a guest lecturer, which was Hlaya, and I eventually ended up as an assistant, and now here we are.”

Hlaya sighed dramatically, a small smile on her lips. “And now my assistant has been lured away into the world of imbuing and runecrafting. An appreciation of history is no longer fashionable.”

“Oh! You actually taught? Like, properly lecturing students and all that?” Raysha asked. Why can I just not picture that? Hlaya didn’t seem to fit the mould in her head of a stereotypical lecturer.

The historian chuckled. “Not often, and never for long. It’s a trade I make with the faculty in exchange for research assistance and access to the restricted archives. This journey is only possible because of the information found in those frail tomes.”

Raysha kept quiet, waiting for Hlaya to elaborate on what this critical piece of information was. Spirits, it’s like squeezing water out of stone.

Hlaya didn’t continue her explanation.

Raysha stamped her foot impatiently. “Great. But… where are we actually going?”

“There we go. I’ve been waiting for you to ask directly—we’ll work on your reticence and shyness as well on this trip. To answer the question, the texts have hinted that the remains of Mkekhem were interred in a grand tomb in the centre of their capital, which is referred to as the ‘Hallowed City.’ We know his area of rule lay to the west of the Firet Mountains in Erasted, and a prior search was focused on the southern edge of the Crystal Plains.”

Hlaya gestured with her cane, as if pointing her finger reproachfully at an imagined scholar. “It’s amazing what a single typographical mistake can do. For hundreds of years, our texts that reference the place have repeated the ‘Hallowed City,’ and I am sure this is wrong, or at least not the only meaning. I eventually got my hands on the primary source, and it should be ‘Hollow City.’ The initial scribe must have made a mistake, and it’s been duplicated to all our secondary sources. So, on this trip, we’re looking for something different than a theologically significant town. We’re looking for an impregnable city built into, or beside a vast natural cavern within the Firet Mountains.”

“And you know where it is?”

“Not in so many words,” Hlaya explained. “Our second breakthrough was finding a source that explicitly detailed the travel time between the lost city and the town that became Paratha. Extrapolating the travel time to the mountain range gives us two distinct search areas—one to the south of Paratha, the other to the north. We’ll check the former and then the latter. It’s a search area a thousand times smaller than before. If there’s something there, I will find it.”

Raysha bobbed her head. Okay, that makes sense. So… assuming the information is correct, and we can also locate the ruins, maybe we’ll find something interesting? Even if they didn’t find anything, she would still come out of the journey more useful. More useful than a toddler, maybe not as useful as a talented child. She shook her head to try and dispel those negative thoughts, and buried the ever-present voice of doubt deep down, where the sibilant whispers couldn’t affect her. She smiled brightly. “Sounds great!”

They made camp a short time later, having reached the mountain pass proper. Two days of painful uphill marching to reach the mountain bisected by Ascendant Bariya, which meant, thankfully, at least several days of walking on mostly flat ground.

“Ten minutes to catch your breath,” Octavian called out to her, “and then a fun sparring session.” He eyed Vashi. “For the both of you.”

Raysha nodded wearily, and plopped to the ground. Ten minutes to move to Third Awakened… something I’ve never done before. Seems fair.

Raysha opened her mind’s eye and inspected her core. What should I make?

Having the option to use the formation actively would be good, and from her previous bout with Octavian, Force and Receptivity were great candidates. For the third rune, would Resilience or Life be better, in case they asked me to practise integration? Resilience might help her not fatigue as easily, but Life felt great. Why am I even worrying? It’s not like I’ll be able to use it right now, anyway.

She decided on Force-Receptivity-Life. She recreated the Force-Receptivity interlocking runeform from the previous night from memory, drawing her aeon vapour from her well into the shape. She hoped that she had managed to recreate all the tiny adjustments she had been forced to make. Then, she visualised the Life rune.

Life was a tricky one. Its glyph was mostly circular, with its complexity coming from a mass of curved, organically flowing lines aligned in roughly concentric rings. The hard part was that the rings weren’t meant to be perfectly circular—just like life had imperfection, so did the runeform—but remembering all the deliberate imperfections was a hassle. There were several spokes in the glyph that radiated outwards, and that would be the best way to connect it to one of the other runes.

It was hard.

When Raysha pulled up more aeon to shape the Life rune, the existing patterns for the Force and Receptivity runes blurred out. Sweat beaded on her forehead. It was like mentally juggling a dozen different tasks—as soon as she focused on one area, something went wrong somewhere else.

I’ve made each of these runes individually thousands of times. I can do this.

She let her aeon subside back into her well as she focused her mind. The Force rune was full of sharp angles, and geometric in nature. Receptivity was a mixture, a blend of straight lines and curved paths. Life was fluid and organic. She should join Life onto Receptivity. Without pulling up her aeon, she mapped out the shapes, intuitively adjusting Receptivity near the connection to Life, rounding out some corners and helping blend from one rune to another. This blending was where the artistry of runework became critical, and it was one of the areas Raysha had practised least.

Raysha took a deep breath, holding the image in place. Then, she pulled up aeon in a smooth, singular motion, sculpting the fluid into the form she desired. With a mental wrench, she crystallised her power. Or, at least, that was the plan. The structure splintered and flashed back into a liquid form. Raysha seized control of the aeon, reforming it to the pattern she wanted, and with a groan, compressed it down harder than before. This time the formation didn’t crack immediately.

She drew a sliver of power through it. It was difficult to get her aeon to flow smoothly; she could feel a dozen different areas where she needed to adjust the runes. But if I’m not even going to use the formation, this will do for now.

Raysha stood up, dusting the grass off her trousers.

Vashi raised his eyebrows. “Done, already?”

Raysha shrugged. “It’s not pretty, but it’s there.”

Hlaya had sat herself down on a mound of grass in the shade and was watching her intently. Octavian stood to her side, unscrewing Persuasion’s head. “How’s it feel?” the man asked.

Raysha gave a wry smile. “Like I’ve collared three puppies, each wanting to run in a different direction, and their leashes are attached directly to my brain.”

Vashi gave her a pat on the back. “It’ll get worse in an hour. I did for me, at least.” He paused. “And, full disclosure, you are going to have the mother of all headaches tonight. It’s like weight training for your mind; you’ll be sore, but you’ll grow stronger through it.”

Well, that’s fantastic. Now I get to be in both physical and mental agony tonight.

“Very comforting. Thanks, Vash.”

Octavian crossed one arm in front of his chest, stretching his upper body. “Focus on the wins and it will help get you through the pain. Being able to persist a triform in only a few attempts means you have a good intuitive understanding of how the runes interact with each other and your personal aeon. Unfortunately for you, that means I’m going to abuse your talents and require you to recreate your formation every time it cracks. Now, grab your staff, and let’s start with a warm-up.”

Raysha nodded, and knelt to pick up her quarterstaff. Vashi sat down next to where she had dropped her bag, reaching into his pouch for his book.

Hlaya cleared her throat, and both the siblings looked over. “Dinner isn’t going to cook itself,” the old woman said.

Vashi sighed, then stood up. “I’ll go get some firewood,” he volunteered.

Vashi left the campsite, and Raysha began her session with Octavian.

It did not go well.

Each time the warrior sent Raysha tumbling to the ground or landed a touch with his staff on her body, her concentration faltered for a split second, and the formation inevitably cracked. Every time, she would step back and recreate the runeforms, straining progressively harder each time to summon sufficient will to crystalise her formation. By the end of the session, sweat dripped freely into her eyes, and attempts to recreate her triform felt like trying to create ice by squeezing water in her bare hands.

She looked up at him, blinking sweat out of her eyes, and shook her head. “I… can’t,” she said in a hoarse, exhausted whisper.

Octavian lowered his staff and gave her a small bow, indicating an end to the session. “You did great,” he told her.

She grunted and flopped to the ground, Formless. A thud sounded from beside her, and she turned her head to see Hlaya moving back to where she had been sitting. Beside her lay her canister. Raysha gave a small smile of thanks and picked up the bottle. With the seeds working all day to slowly gather ambient aeon and infuse it into the liquids, the drink was a rich source of spiritual nourishment. With the seeds and the canister, she had many times her original daily ratio to expend, and she hadn’t used any real amount of aeon today at all. Maybe I can integrate tonight? I’m almost back to full capacity right now.

“Your turn, book master!” the warrior called out, gesturing for the young man to join him. Vashi lifted his head up from the book he was poring over.

“I don’t think… he’s going to wait,” Raysha said between breaths. Vashi sighed and tucked the book away in its travel pouch.

Her brother stood up and walked over to Octavian. “So, what’s your poison?” the big man asked.

“Poison?”

“Fists, sword, staff, bow, none of the above?”

“Oh. Ah, I sort of skipped weapon training when I was younger, and my physique… well, look at me.” He gestured to his thin frame. “Direct confrontation against a real opponent seems… unwise. This is what I’ve been experimenting with.”

He raised his hand, pointing it off to the side at a rocky outcrop. He focused, and a bolt of fire shot from his palm. The glowing bolt zipped through the twilight air, drilling into the rock and leaving a small black crater.

Raysha sat up. Now that’s something. Why didn’t he use that back in the Showing?

Octavian cocked an eyebrow. “Very nice, Vashi… very nice. Fire and Motion runes?” He peered at the rock face, but the details were obscured by the thick shadow that clung tenaciously to stone.

Octavian looked up to Hlaya, who was sitting back in camp by the fire with a small book in her wrinkled hands. “Excuse me, wise professor, perhaps some light might help the lesson,” Octavian called to her.

Hlaya rolled her eyes—and then, around her, a dozen spheres of bright light materialised. One of them appeared directly in front of Raysha’s face, and she flinched back in surprise, yelping. That evil old witch. She glared at Hlaya, and Vashi couldn’t help but laugh.

She glared at him too.

The historian chuckled, and then mentally commanded the orbs to move out. They spread around the campsite and high up into the air, pushing back the encroaching darkness.

Octavian strolled over to the impact marking on the stone.

“Hmmm, the crater is a good inch deep.”

Okay, it makes sense why he didn’t use that on Elha. It might have been a bit much, even for a bitch like her.

Octavian straightened. “But Penetration is such a specific concept I don’t imagine you’re using it. Concentration? Maybe. Resilience might add integrity to the beam if you willed it.” He looked up from his musing. “Resilience, right? You said you integrate it, so this seems like a good extension of the concept.”

“You got it,” Vashi said. “I found out that Resilience helps the bead keep its shape. Without it, after thirty feet or so, it usually loses integrity. With Resilience in the mix, I can break a hundred feet.”

“Fantastic!” Octavian knelt, and then pulled out a worn rock the size of his fist from the dried ground. “Now, how’s your accuracy?”

The huge man tossed the rock up into the night, where it reached an impressive height. At its apex, Vashi released another bolt of fire that sizzled through the air and split the stone in twain. Octavian rubbed his chin thoughtfully and then reached down to find another rock.

“Wait for the signal,” he instructed Vashi, and then threw the rock up again. Instead of the stone returning to the ground, however, it stayed put, oscillating back and forth. “Have at it, but I’m going to need double the speed of the bolt this time,” Octavian told him.

“Double?” Vashi sounded sceptical, but he frowned and raised his hand again.

Raysha held her breath as her brother’s brow furrowed. How far can he push his fire bolts? And will he teach me how to make them?

Vashi fired a third bolt. This one flashed through the air apart with a high-pitched scream. The streak of fire sped unerringly towards the oscillating stone, but right before the impact, the rock changed direction, jerking out of the way.

The bolt sailed past it harmlessly.

“Boo,” Raysha called out. “That’s cheating!”

Octavian glanced over at the intruding voice. “Ah, Raysha, still kicking over there, I see. I’ll be sure to pass that onto any enemy combatants—moving out of the way is no longer allowed!” Seeing Vashi’s frustrated expression, he held up a hand. “I know, I know. What I’m getting at is that, if you want to use this at range, then it needs to be harder to evade. The bolt needs to be faster, and if you can make it track a target, even better. I’d recommend practising adding another rune to your formation if you can, and get yourself comfortable with Fourth Awakened. Receptivity might be the most generally useful one, but Attraction, Guidance and Tracking might, or might not, be found in that book of yours. Those last three are more complicated glyphs though, and you’d have to adapt them for core formations instead of crafting designs.”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

“Fantastic. And now, before you have to ask for a third time, here you go.” He unslung Persuasion, handing it over. “Take good care of her. But you’ll need more than that to practise properly.” He nodded at Hlaya, and then walked towards a small thicket of trees with one of the historian’s orbs bobbing obediently above his head. A few minutes later, he returned with a length of wood that was a surprisingly accurate match to Raysha’s staff.

Octavian passed over the stave. “Mark this into a few segments, and practise the carvings in each one. This wood should have similar properties to your sister’s staff, so if you can perfect it on this, you’ll make your life a lot easier.”

Vashi thanked him, then settled down on the ground, the newly cut stave across his lap, Persuasion in front of him and book open to the side. Hlaya positioned several of her orbs over him, providing consistent working light.

“Thank you, Hlaya. Might I have one of the gems?”

Hlaya must have anticipated the request, for she quickly handed over a tiny cut garnet. Vashi then got to work, and with a finger and a fine beam of Fire-aspected aeon, he began lightly burning glyphs.

Across the campsite, Raysha watched her brother closely. While the thought of having a better staff was exciting, it was also another thing Vashi was doing for her. He was Third Awakened, which she had initially thought was great. But having experienced it now too, she was confident she could master it quickly. If that put her on the same level as him, despite his time in the Academy… then all the work he was putting into helping her must be significantly slowing his own progress. Was this what Leyli meant about him falling behind? What level are his friends all at?

How was she going to make him look after himself, and not just others?

Raysha slept fitfully that night, kept awake by both the throbbing in her head from trying to hold Third Awakened, and her worries over her brother.




The week passed similarly. Raysha would wake, sometimes refreshed from integration, sometimes stiff and grumpy, knowing that their slow pace was due to her. But every day, they made progress. Obviously, physical progress as the party slowly tracked through the pass, but more importantly, she made progress, whether it be in her formations, staff work or pure physical endurance.

If, before, holding Third Awakened had felt like her mind was being pulled apart in separate directions by three energetic puppies, now they at least went in sort-of-the-same direction. The migraines that had ruined her sleep on the first night had faded into a persistent throbbing headache. And at the end of each day of marching, the number of times she had been required to pause and rebuild her formations always decreased.

She was making headway, and it put her in such a good mood that she even cooked dinner one night.

Not even the charred remains of their rations and her subsequent ban from cooking duties wiped her smile away. The news of never having to cook again was just the cherry on top!

“Aright,” Raysha said, rubbing her hands together, “I know we normally take turns sparring after dinner, but I’ve got another idea.”

Vashi looked up from his charcoal. “What are you thinking?”

She grinned and pointed at Octavian. “Let’s beat up the big man together!”

Hlaya unceremoniously dumped her food directly in the fire, then moved to sit on a log by the open grass. “At least the entertainment will be good tonight,” she said. “Would you kids care for a wager?”

Raysha frowned. “What, on us winning?”

Hlaya laughed. “No child, on how many seconds you last.” Behind her, Octavian dutifully swallowed the last bite of ‘dinner,’ and then stood up, gathering Persuasion into his hands.

We’re not that bad, are we?

Raysha huffed theatrically. “All I have to wager is my pride—pity it gets broken down every night, or it might even be worth something.”

“Mmhmm.” Hlaya pointed a gnarled finger at Octavian. “Deflate their heads for me, or I might catch this bout of impetuousness.”

Vashi sighed, and walked out onto the grass, apparently accepting that the challenge was on.

Octavian thumped Persuasion on the ground, then cracked his neck. “Alright, let’s make a lesson of this too. Raysha, I know you don’t have any integrations active right now, but at least infuse your body with some Receptivity-aspected aeon to increase your speed. Remember—don’t hold back.” The warrior turned to Vashi. “And you—you’ve got Resilience on?”

Her brother nodded.

Octavian rolled Persuasion in his fingers. “Great. Same for you, too—give me everything you’ve got. Hlaya, would you like to officially count us in?”

Raysha decided simplicity was best, closed her eyes, and moved back to Second Awakened by rapidly constructing a Force-Receptivity formation. It was the same one she had used in their original bout, and it should allow her hit many times harder than normal by just infusing her body with aeon, and cramming some into the staff. It wouldn’t be as good as integrating the concepts, but the upside was that most of the aeon could be drawn back into her core. So long as she didn’t lose control and let it escape her grasp, of course. She opened her eyes, ready to go.

Hlaya waited for Raysha to give her a small nod, then raised a finger. “Three seconds, I wager. Prepare yourselves.”

Raysha set her feet and summoned her power. She decided to use more than a normal training session to try and make a good impression and pushed power into her staff. Actually beating Octavian would be inconceivable, but with Vashi’s help, she might even score a blow. You’ve got to be realistic about these things.

Beside her, she saw Vashi also crouch down, and a tiny tell-tale frown on his face told her he was also drawing forth his power. Octavian leaned forwards, met her eyes, and winked.

“Go!”

The rock behind the big man cracked as the warrior pushed off it. A fireball the size of Raysha’s head flew from Vashi’s hands and detonated with impressive force against the warrior’s chest—no, a few inches in front of his chest. Raysha’s muscles screamed as she swung her staff forward as fast as she could. She was far too slow, and Octavian blurred past her before her strike could connect. She whirled to face him, but stopped when she felt the coldness of steel against her neck. She looked down at the polished head of Persuasion, and when she swallowed she felt the razor-sharp edge of the axe bite into her skin. Vashi was currently a foot off the ground with Octavian’s huge hand around his throat.

Raysha recovered her aeon from the staff, then grumpily tossed it to the ground. Octavian put her brother down gently and withdrew Persuasion.

“That’s bullshit,” she said, putting her hands on her hips. “You cheated—what formation was that, and why haven’t you shown it when we’ve sparred before?”

It was Vashi who answered. He rubbed his neck. “No, Raya, I’m pretty sure that’s just him.”

She crossed her arms and glared at Octavian, waiting for the man to speak for himself.

“Your brother’s right,” he said with a grin. “Just little old me.”

“What, so every Enlightened can do that sort of thing.”

He shrugged. “Probably not—I’m an Adept, after all, and I focus on integrating physical concepts. The speed difference is because I’m using higher-tier runes than the basics you have, and it gives more potent aspecting. And at my level, my aeon would be roughly thirty times as dense as yours, which is another multiplier on top.” He gestured for the group to walk back over the campfire and to take a seat. He continued explaining as they walked back: “My current path is all about unstoppable physical power, and I’ve developed my own Techniques based off experiences I’ve had over my life.”

“Why would your experience matter?” Raysha asked. Is this some trope like out of the stories Ma told me as a kid? Is the big man a young orphan who channelled his rage against the system to become a powerful warrior?

Octavian took a deep breath and looked over at Hlaya. He paused and raised his eyebrows at her in an entreaty to jump into the conversation. Instead, she stood up. “Have fun with the lesson,” she said. “I’m turning in for the night. Don’t stay up too late feeling inadequate.”

Vashi chuckled at the comment, but Raysha just frowned. She wanted answers, not snark. She turned to Octavian and crossed her legs, staring at him until he answered.

“Alright,” the warrior said, “let’s take a step back. Vashi, jump in with any useful analogies they’ve taught you at the Academy if you think it will help.” He paused for a second to sheathe Persuasions bladed side, then sat down on a log.

“So, right now, you use your will to impart intent onto your aeon. You can will your aeon into your staff, as you did just before. Obviously, if you use Receptivity to aspect your power, it’s more responsive to your will, but you’ve noticed it’s not something you can do without a lot of practise, because it’s not a task our minds find intuitive or natural.”

Octavian waved a hand in the air to interrupt his own explanation. “No, I’m coming at this the wrong way.” He looked around, and then stooped and picked a rock off the ground. "I am going to let this rock go. Imagine it will fall up into the sky. Believe it, know it. It’s hard, right? It takes a lot of will to cement that outcome in your mind. But if I said to imagine the rock falling to the ground, it’s trivial. You don’t just believe it, you know it with certainty. You don’t need to stretch your will to believe the rock will fall, you already accept it as a reality.

“Now, you could use your power to will yourself tougher and harder to hurt. You could do this from first principles and simply try to command your aeon to gain an aspect of toughness by sheer mental effort, or you could imagine yourself like one of the very mountains around us: eternal, immutable, indestructible. Your subconscious mind will draw those connections for you.”

Raysha arched an eyebrow. “We are literally in a pass carved directly through one of these indestructible mountains of yours.”

“You get the idea,” he said.

Raysha shook her head. “I don’t get it, though—I don’t use images or analogies, and I haven’t had issues… I think.”

The warrior shrugged again. “Even a dull knife cuts.”

Vashi cleared his throat, and Raysha looked over. “Different lecturers in the Academy have different ways of explaining the effect of imagery when using Techniques, and it seems like there are still several schools of thought on how it all works. The one I liked was that when we train our will, it’s like running. You can get more fit—representing a stronger will—but you’re going to be able to run further on a well-tended road than through an uphill forest.”

“That…” Raysha said with a pregnant pause, “is the worst example I have ever heard.” She pointed a finger at him. “Do better.” She looked at Octavian. “Do you have a different take that might, you know, be slightly more useful.”

Vashi blushed. “It’s a good example,” he asserted weakly.

“It’s certainly something, that’s for sure,” Octavian said with a grin. “The other analogy I often hear is that if you give an archer a crude bow and a masterwork design, which one will they be better with? Obviously, the better equipment gives them an advantage, and so it’s the same with powerful imagery; it’s a better base to build off than just thinking really hard.”

“Yeah, I’m not following how to convert the analogy into aeon,” Raysha said. “Is this just a long-winded way of saying I’ve been doing everything wrong?”

“Good heavens, no. Take the archer example—by using basic tools, you’re training your willshaping in the most demanding way, which gives the largest benefits. We’ve already seen you have amazing skill at building formations, and your aeon control is exemplary. When you boost that foundation of yours with powerful imagery to increase the potency of your aeon—which is all a Technique really is—it will be even more impressive.”

“Yeah, I’d like to be impressive sometime soon, if I can.” If forming a proper Technique will make my aeon more powerful, that suits me just fine. If I can make my aeon stretch further, fantastic.

“I’d suggest using this trip as practise, and save trying to adopt a Technique until you’re back in Hidan. Think long term. They’ll have manuals with different paths and Techniques, along with the documented experiences of many people who have used those skills before.”

Raysha sighed. The explanations were starting to frustrate her. Patience had never been a virtue of hers. “You just said your own experiences make your Techniques more powerful, and now you’re telling me to use other people’s ideas. What gives?”

“Oh no, by all means, make your own Techniques.” The warrior tossed another chunk of wood onto the fire to bring it back to life. “But many people have come before you or I, and if we can leverage their written word and glean some insight or wisdom from their experiences, why wouldn’t you?”

Raysha frowned. “So why do you use your own experiences and not something out of a book?”

Octavian gave a dry chuckle. “I’ve been around for a long time—longer than you’d expect—and I’ve seen many things I once thought were impossible. Incorporating those experiences provides a much more visceral and powerful foundation than an imagined scenario or image. This is, coincidentally, why many people seeking power and spiritual advancement journey and seek out challenges—they incorporate their experiences into their Techniques to empower them.”

Raysha wasn’t content to let him off with such useless, general comments. “So what have you seen, exactly?”

“Oh, you know, this and that. I’ve travelled to every province on the continent, and there’s a lot to see.”

“Ever been off Rhodus?”

“Nope, not me,” he responded with a grin. He’s obviously hiding something, but fine. Whatever.

“Right. So using imagery or experiences lets our will become more effective, and in the meantime, while I play in the sand without any of that, avoid people like you who could kick me through the mountain?”

Octavian clapped his hands. Hlaya groaned in annoyance from her bedroll at the sudden noise. “Precisely,” he said.

Great. Keep being useless for now, and rely on other people to protect me. How typical. She took a deep breath and shoved the voice of doubt down. Being mentored by someone like Octavian was a positive thing, and she wouldn’t trick herself into thinking it was anything but that.

“I have a question,” her brother said.

Octavian turned to him and raised his eyebrows.

“My firebolt did nothing to you, and I put a lot of power into it. Am I in the same boat where there’s nothing I could do either?”

“No, it was a good attack. Your misfortune was being paired with someone that knows you use fire-based strikes and targets the chest, so I ensured my barrier wouldn’t have any issues with shrugging off whatever you threw at me. It was a good attack,” he reiterated, seeing Vashi’s doubt.

“Could you show me tomorrow how you form your barrier?”

“Of course,” the warrior responded easily.

I’ll have to sit in on that. Maybe even pry a little bit as to whatever experiences or images he uses behind it, even if I’m supposed to wait.

“Mind if I watch?” she said out loud. “I don’t have the aeon to waste on making a barrier of my own, but I’d like to know how regardless.”

“The more the merrier! Now, Raysha, pick up your staff, and let’s move away from camp to not disturb Hlaya.”

“Wait, I thought Vashi said tomorrow?”

“Yes, barrier tomorrow. But you didn’t think that little show counted as your evening training session, did you?”

I guess not. She reached down and grabbed her staff, then followed Octavian back out of camp. Maybe he’ll let me land a few blows this time.




Chapter 10

This daily routine continued as they travelled. In the morning and during the walk, Raysha would practise holding formations. After dinner, she would spar with Octavian, before passing over to Vashi when she collapsed, exhausted, on the ground. Hlaya would sit by the fireplace by herself, happily reading or simply watching the training sessions. She would provide lights after the sun had set, but rarely provided instruction or advice. Sometimes, Vashi trained with Octavian as well, but he preferred to spend his evenings practising his engraving.

When the group passed merchants and caravans during the day, they would resupply and trade news. Raysha tried to get to know Hlaya better, but the old woman seemed to content to simply walk at the head of the pack and speak few words—most of them to the people she pulled to the side of the road to trade with. Raysha managed to drag information out of the historian, but only when discussing academic topics, like herblore, or—only once before she learned her lesson—politics.

She talked to Octavian about how to aid her progression, and he told her to maintain Third Awakened for at least a few hours of the day to hone her will. He said that if she got too bored of it, he could recommend some different willshaping exercises, but given her willshaping abilities were already well above average, she probably didn’t need the extra practise there.

So instead, Raysha held Third Awakened from waking to sleeping, and she relished the thumping pain in her head that came from ignoring her mind’s demands to rest. Several times a day, when the road was free of travellers, Octavian would pick up a stone from the edge of the road and throw it into the distance, so Vashi could attempt to snipe it out of the air. The big man took great delight in using his own power to jerk the rocks to the side right before Vashi’s attack would strike them. When her brother wasn’t practising actively using his aeon, Vashi was told to join his sister in adding extra runes to his formation, with the goal of moving him permanently up to Fourth Awakened as soon as possible.

One round of ruthless rock homicide led to Vashi disturbing a small flock of spotted mountain thrush nesting in the potted cliff-face. Later that night, after their training session, Octavian pulled out his sketchbook for the first time since he’d joined the party. He began recreating what Raysha was forced to admit was a startlingly accurate depiction of the noisy little birds in flight.

Raysha left Vashi to his continued attempts to burn the right glyphs into his practice rod. He was now inscribing runes on the third segment, so would need a new rod soon. She sat down next to Octavian, watching the deft movements of his charcoal stick bring the animals to life.

“They’re a beautiful species, aren’t they?” he said idly, absorbed in his work. “They’re shy creatures, and they live off insects and berries found around these ranges. Ah, but you lived by the mountains, didn’t you?”

Raysha gave a small nod. “They’re a common sight back home.”

Octavian added some annotations describing the location, date, and subject of the half-finished sketch. He thumbed through the sketchbook, flicking back dozens of pages, before tilting the book and showing her an intricate drawing of a pair of birds hanging precariously off a vine. “One of my favourites.” He looked up, catching Hlaya’s attention. “Rainbow lorikeets, from the jungles of Yalao, our dear Hlayalim’s home.”

“Noisy bastards,” Hlaya chimed in with a soft smile.

“Noisy, and very colourful: green, red, blue, and yellow. In the spring, a nectar-rich tree in bloom would become a cacophony of both sound and bright colour.”

He flicked through a few more pages. “A great white heron, from the Kojom—a series of marshes in south Nhami. That was one of our trips, wasn’t it, Hlaya?”

The historian nodded. “Bit over three decades ago, that was.”

Raysha looked curiously at Octavian. Three decades ago? He must be older than he looks. “Another ruin-hunting adventure?” Raysha asked.

Octavian shook his head, a wry smile on his face. “If only all our trips were as exciting as this one.”

“I was writing a book on the geographic evolution of oral history on common legends and myths,” Hlaya clarified.

“Which meant months of travelling to every backwater village and asking them to repeat the same dozen tales,” Octavian said.

“That sounds interesting,” Raysha lied. She changed the topic quickly. “So, you focus on birds?”

“Not at all,” Octavian responded, and he passed over his sketchbook. She took it gingerly, aware of the vast amount of delicate work she held in her hands. She turned to the first page, which showcased an intricate sketch of a speckled feline, annotated ‘Churro’. “Many of the temples back home keep one or two cats on staff. In the past, this was to keep the rodents down. Even though we enchant the buildings now, it’s continued to be a strong tradition. We all used to just call her Princess, because she ruled her section of the temple.”

Long into the night, the soft sounds of turning pages and muted conversation floated over the campsite. There was so much out there in the world, and Raysha wanted to see it.




Raysha gazed out over the vast plains of western Darius. Ostensibly, she lived on these plains, just much further to the south. Little had changed since she and Vashi had seen the same sights a couple of weeks before, apart from the fact that the silent forms of Octavian and Hlaya now proceeded her.

The stone road under her feet raced down the slopes into the plains, curving slowly to the left towards the port city of Vinobar over the horizon. Throughout the morning, the cliff faces of Bariya’s passage had descended, then eventually merged with the increasingly green ground. While Raysha had lived what she considered an active life in Hayet, there was a steep difference between a non-sedentary lifestyle and walking twelve hours every day and training further at night.

The weeks of exercise were starting to harden Raysha’s body, and she felt good. Strong. I’m constantly exhausted, though. I think Hlaya is constantly increasing the pace on me. Holding Third Awakened still took conscious effort, but the mental strain had moved slowly from feeling like juggling a dozen balls in her mind to something more akin to the constant weight of her pack: ever-present, but no longer a great distraction.

She looked to her left, following the mountain range to the south. Towards home, her parents, and her rascal of a sister. She would return to visit them. Eventually.

Vashi caught up and stood next to her, following her gaze. “Missing home?”

“I don’t know,” she replied. “Ma, Pa, and little Pala, more than anything. But the rest of it… no. Not at all.”

“You still have friends there, you know that.”

“I know. But I was an outsider to all of them, friends included. Those that didn’t mock me still looked at me differently. Friends would stop using their aeon around me so I didn’t feel excluded, but I would always catch the relief in their eyes when I left. Like they were free to act normally now—as if I was a fragile piece of glass that they constantly worried about breaking.”

She shrugged, brushing specific memories aside. “You were always the best of them, Vash. You never treated me different, and everyone followed your lead. When you left, it was easier for me to just not be there for them. Ma and Pa were always supportive, but outside of home, when it was just me and everyone else… it wasn’t good, Vash.”

“I’m sorry, Raysha.”

She punched him lightly on the arm. “Don’t you ever apologise. All of this”—she gestured around—“is thanks to you. You’re the best brother anyone could ask for, don’t shoulder the actions of others.”

He laughed, uncomfortable with the praise. “Don’t thank me just yet—we’ve still got to see if this works.” Vashi raised his voice to carry to the two leaders of their party. “How much longer do we follow this road, Hlaya? Do we head to Paratha?”

“Only about two more miles. Once we’re out of the foothills, we turn off the road,” the historian told him. “We’ll travel north across the country, passing through the Crystal Plains. It should only be a few days before we approach the first possible site.”

Hlaya set off down the road, cane tapping a resolute rhythm on the stone. Octavian, Raysha, and Vashi followed suit, and the group slowly descended out of the pass. Raysha found the walk far more pleasant than the monotony of Bariya’s pass. Rock, rock, and more rock, that described the past week perfectly. And while some might find the striations and layering of the exposed mountain beautiful, she missed life. And here, out of the pass, the sparse trees of the mountains were quickly replaced. Long grass waved in the wind, each blade a member in a dance of a million participants. Trees nourished by rich soil grew strong, and their branches played host to a variety of avian and insect life that flittered from tree to tree.

During their descent to the plains, they came across several groups of travellers heading up into the mountains. Hlaya was content to let most continue by with a brief nod, but a brightly coloured tinker’s wagon caught her attention, and she waved the woman to the roadside.

“Well met, tinkerer!” Octavian called out.

“Well met, friends. A fine day to be on the road, is it not?” the woman asked brightly. She guided a pair of dun horses to the side, and then lightly jumped down from her seat. Her grey hair was drawn into a frazzled bun, and her tanned, creased skin told of a life lived under the sun.

The wagon the horses were hitched to was an amazing contraption of wood and fabric. Red and yellow tarps covered the top of the wagon, attached to wooden arms that could be swung out to create a rain shelter for customers. A small chimney poked out of the back, and out the front extended a wooden beam, decorated with lanterns and hanging banners with pictographic depictions of the goods and services available. Carved wooden shutters overlapped the sides of the wagon.

The tinkerer moved to the road-facing side, using a small key to unlock one set of shutters. She opened them, displaying a wealth of small goods. The diversity of her stock was amazing. There were essentials like flint, tinder, rope, pots, and pans, basic equipment like knives and quivers of arrows, and then basic cooking spices. A section to the rear held more luxury items, like carved figurines, glass baubles and a few intricate clocks.

“Name’s Mitra. Looking for goods, or need repairs?” the tinkerer asked.

“Provisions,” Hlaya said. “Dried meats, fruit, bread, rations, water skins.”

In the background, Raysha couldn’t help but wince. Would it be illegal to maybe eat something other than bland travel rations, just this once?

“Of course!” Mitra moved to the back end of the wagon, where she unlocked a large runed trunk, within which were a host of perfectly preserved foodstuffs. “Maybe some salt as well, to help preserve any game?”

“Sounds perfect,” Octavian said, while Hlaya simply nodded. The tinkerer went through her available provisions, with Hlaya accepting some and rejecting others, creating a sizeable pile of selected merchandise by the side of the road. Into the purchased pile went dried fish from Paratha, smoked game from the local plains, roots and legumes sourced from nearby villages, chilled fruits, apples, stonefruit, and even a large melon. She also added in several loaves of dense brown bread. Spirit-rich pearlfruit made an unfortunate appearance, but they were balanced by a cluster of frosted iceheart grapes Raysha was eager to try.

Vashi and Raysha let their seniors continue the negotiations, electing to instead investigate the wide variety of items arranged on the now exposed shelves.

Her brother was immediately drawn to the small collection of books the tinkerer had on display, and scanned through the titles quickly. Raysha ignored the books, gazing instead at the timekeeping devices, with their intricate gears and mechanisms under a dial of perfect quartz.

“Why did no tinkerer like this ever visit Hayet?” she asked. “Old man Yasher and his cart couldn’t hold a candle to this.”

“Poor roads,” Vashi said without looking up from the book blurb he was skimming through. With a snap, he shut the book, replaced it on the shelf, and pulled out the next one.

He was right. She imagined this large wagon trying to navigate the twisting paths they had walked—it wouldn’t fare well at all.

“Someone should build better roads,” she said dryly. Palaya would be over the moon if this marvellous contraption ever wandered into Hayet. Maybe she should get their little sister a souvenir. She voiced the idea to Vashi, who immediately agreed.

“She’d love a pareo. She doesn’t even have a poncho at home, and this is so much better,” Raysha said, picking up the bright bundle of fabric. Pala loved vibrant colours, and Raysha could easily picture her sister running through the village green, twirling and dancing with the shimmering cloth.

“Hmm… well we’re probably going through Paratha… we could get one there? They’d probably have whole stores of them.”

Oh. That’s true. Raysha flushed slightly, feeling stupid. “Yeah, okay, in the city then. Did you find any good books?”

Vashi shook his head, obviously confused. “No, it’s strange, actually. I was hoping for a book to help with my crafting, but nothing fits. Bound by the Buccaneer, Captive of Desire, Gentleman Rogue… not a single dissertation to be found! Which is disappointing,” he clarified.

“What’s the rush?” she asked.

“No rush… I just thought it might be nice to bring Shirin back something. A memento. Something I’ve made, rather than purchased.”

Raysha was impressed; it was a good idea. A romantic idea, even, depending on what he decided to make. “I’ll help you figure something out!” she declared happily. “Tonight you can tell me all about her, and we’ll brainstorm something great.”

She could tell Vashi was conflicted. On one hand, he wasn’t normally one to talk about personal matters. But on the other, he was clearly struggling with ideas and Raysha might have good suggestions. She’d think of something as thoughtful as his canister had been. Vashi nodded. “Deal.”

Close by, Hlaya and Mitra began negotiations for the price of the rather large pile of provisions beside the wagon. Raysha turned to watch.

Mitra eyed the goods. “By my estimates, that would be one silver, four bronze cards, plus some shards and bits. Willing to call it one and four, even.”

The historian raised an eyebrow and a frown appeared on her lips. “My dear, you are only a week out from Kardan, where your goods are common and prices are cheap. There, you will restock after selling your perishables for a loss. One silver will turn you a healthy profit, better than in the city.”

The tinkerer smiled at Hlaya. Like a wolf, recognising another.

“Ah, that is the issue, isn’t it?” Mitra said. “We’re not in Hidan. We are”—she gestured around—“approximately nowhere, and fresh food—and of such variety—is a precious commodity.”

Hlaya said nothing, she simply withdrew a single silver card from a coin purse hidden inside her clothes. She held it out, her eyes drilling into the tinkerer’s.

Mitra broke first. With a wry grin, she reached out and took the silver card. “But, profit is still profit.” She turned to look at the siblings. “And perhaps our transactions are not yet complete?”

Raysha stepped back slightly, letting Vashi respond to the woman. “You have many beautiful creations here…” he floundered. Ah Vash, one day you’ll figure out you can just say ‘no’ without being awkward about it.

Her brother looked at her for help. Raysha looked off to the side and concealed a smile. “Hopefully we run into each other…” he continued, “when I have some cards on hand.”

The tinkerer nodded easily. “If the spirits will it, may it be so.” She nodded to Raysha, and set about closing up the shutters. A few moments later, Mitra was seated again at the front of the wagon. She waved goodbye and set off up to the pass. The bulk of the food items went into Octavian’s pack, with the more perishable items being placed into the knapsack Hlaya had purchased from Ribald’s store. Thankfully that included more spirit-rich fruits for Raysha, which served only to remind her of how far into Hlaya’s debt she was falling.

The old woman looked around the group. “Everyone ready?”

And then she turned to the north, left the smooth, paved road, and cut through the grass. The group followed behind in a single-file line. Conversation was lacking, as attention was diverted to finding firm footing in the thick grass. Of course, this didn’t stop Octavian from continuing to lob sticks and stones off into the distance for Vashi to practise on. Nor did it stop him from repeatedly asking Raysha if she was still holding Third Formation during the trek. She was.




They walked for hours, and Raysha’s appreciation of nature started to wane. When they had been on the stone road, the wind playing across the grass was enthralling. But now that they were walking through it, it was simply itchy. Despite her best efforts, grass seeds had coated her ankles and calves, driving her mad with the constant prickling. On top of that, the inconsistent ground, the constant ups and downs, and the hard pace set by Hlaya—was it not enough to have legs so sore it felt like they were moments from literally detaching from her body? Why did they have to be itchy as well?! She missed the monotony of the road and its beautiful flatness already!

To rub salt into the figurative wound, Raysha was certain that, if anything, Hlaya was walking even faster over this uneven terrain than on the road. She felt like she was almost running, just to keep up. How is that even possible, given how short her legs are? Ridiculous.

They camped that night under an open night sky and a dense field of stars while a steady westerly breeze tugged at her clothes and made the fire dance. Raysha bathed downstream in the gurgling rivulet beside their site, scrubbing at her legs and rinsing her clothes as best as possible. She’d change into her single spare set, and then she would see if Vashi would be kind enough to heat a nice flat rock with his aeon so she could use dry them quickly. She made her way slowly back to camp and found a pair of rabbits roasting over the fire that Vashi was tending to.

“That your work, Vash?” she asked, curious.

“Nah, Hlaya caught them while you were scrubbing up.”

“Fresh game will become scarce the farther north we go,” the historian said. “Best to make use of what we can now.”

Raysha was too tired to question more, so she just nodded and sat down on her roll by the fire. Now that she was sedentary, fatigue washed over her in a great wave, and planned cleaning chores slipped from her mind. She lost herself staring at the fire, and in her dream-like fog, it seemed as if a tournament of elemental dancers flickered from log to log, combining and splitting, cackling to each other and greedily consuming each drop of fat that fell from the roasting meat in a bright spark of sudden life. A gentle nudge on her shoulder brought her partway out of her trance, and she looked over to her brother, who was holding out a small bowl with some cooked root-like vegetable.

“Time to eat,” he told her, and she took the bowl without a word. “Sorry we don’t have any ice cream to perk you up.”

Ice cream would be great, but the meal still smelled good. She wondered what Vashi’s friends were eating in the markets. She looked down at the dish in front of her. Probably more than a… potato thing.

Octavian unsheathed a large hunting knife from his belt and deftly carved up the meat, then placed a steaming pile of hindquarter in Raysha’s wooden bowl. Oh, rabbit. Spirits, I totally forgot they were on the fire.

The artist looked down at Raysha, observing her sluggish eating. “Let’s skip the training for tonight. Set up some integrations and let your body rest.”

Raysha nodded. Her well was full again, a night of integration would be fine. She began the mechanical process of eating, her enthusiasm for adventure finally succumbing to the bone-deep weariness of constant travel. She burned her mouth, but in short order the bowl was empty. They could talk about Shirin’s gift at some point in the future. There was always plenty of time for idle conversation. A minute later, Raysha was curled up on her mat, fast asleep.



Octavian was preparing for the night, folding his greatcloak up into a pillow. He looked down at Raysha’s snoring form. “Should we reduce the pace? She was at her limit today.”

“Don’t you dare,” Vashi replied fiercely. “She’ll know if you go easy on her, and she won’t forgive you for it.” He continued in a softer voice, “Don’t take this away from her.”




When Raysha awoke in the morning, she immediately knew the overnight integration had worked its magic. She felt refreshed. She felt good. Not perfect, mind you, but it was like she had taken a full day or two to recuperate. She shovelled a few pieces of fruit into her mouth and badgered her brother to rise faster and get a move on. Is there a way I can keep my integrations active during the day? What if we find more of those seeds, can I just fill the canister with them? Integrations make such a huge difference. Unfortunately, Octavian had said it wouldn’t be as effective to integrate Life. She’d be less sore, but until the damage was done, much of the aeon she’d integrate would only have minimal benefit, unless she changed rune to something like Resilience.

That being the case, she’d rather the pain during the day and let her well return to capacity. With a thought, she released her will and her formation crumbled away, putting her back to Formless. A minute later, and she jumped back up to Third Awakened as she began working out her mind, while not actively using her aeon.

The group made their way steadily north, shadowing the mountains. The scattered trees on the plains became less and less common, and green grass faded into savannah. Raysha was disappointed, for she had been scouting the horizon for the past days, trying to find another stormtree to camp next to, and it now looked like there would be no chance of finding one. Which meant no more seeds, and no more magical nights surrounded by sparks.

Over the next few days, the savannah faded as well, with the terrain becoming rockier, sandier, drier, and more inhospitable. The last week of constant practise had helped Raysha with her formations—she couldn’t hold them unconsciously, but she was closer than she had been before. And Vashi, well, he had apparently managed to get the glyphs to house the gem working in the practice staff, which was a big jump in progress. Now, he could get ambient aeon to flow into the gems, even though he still hadn’t quite figured out the runes the power should flow into. He had been working on adapting the Resilience runes from both Persuasion and his book for the staff. She swore he had even started humming as he tested out permutation after permutation. His more active training was progressing too—she was fairly confident that his fire bolts were starting to curve towards targets in response to their movement.

Despite the sand that now gleefully inhabited the gap between her toes, she was having a great time. She had learned more in the past month than the past year—maybe even the last five years.

Curiously, the desertification that seemed to increase with each step they took went hand-in-hand with increasingly odd rock formations. Dull and rough surfaces took on a smooth sheen, and rounded shapes took on hard, angular edges. Suddenly, it clicked in her mind.

“Oh, that’s why it’s called the Crystal Plains! The rocks look like giant crystals!”

“Something like that,” Octavian said with a large grin.

“What? Is that not it?”

“Ask again tomorrow,” Hlaya said, from the front of the pack.

She really does have bat-like hearing, doesn’t she? Frustrating woman.

Octavian just shrugged his shoulders at her. “Tomorrow it is.”

Oh no, Hlaya is infecting him.

That evening they set up camp, Vashi cooked dinner, Hlaya read and napped, and Octavian trained Raysha to the point of exhaustion. She practically collapsed into her bedroll. The next day dawned, and by mid-morning, Raysha didn’t have to clarify why the region was called the Crystal Plains.

What had been unusual rock formations quickly became impossibilities. From the sand in front of her, a multi-columned quartz structure grew from the ground, reaching well above her head. Not an angular rock like the others from the previous days, but an actual fully-formed, translucent crystal larger than she was. Behind the specimen, more just like it jutted towards the sky, a seemingly desolate crystal cemetery growing in density out into the desert.

“How is this even possible?” she asked quietly.

“These,” Hlaya said in a heavy tone, “are testament to the greed of man. Many years ago, well before our time, these crystals were called Dragon’s Teeth. Around the continent there are but a handful of obviously non-natural phenomena like this. As far as we know, the only cause is spiritual manifestation—when a spiritual being shifts from their plane into ours—the physical plane. If the old name holds any nugget of truth, then these plains may be the result of a dragon’s manifestation.”

“Dragons exist?” Raysha asked, shocked. Only children’s fables had dragons in them.

“Oh yes, they are some of the most advanced spirits. But long have been the years since they showed themselves openly to mankind. The same is true for most intelligent spiritual creatures that possess memory and language. Men have hunted such spirits for thousands of years, you see?”

Now, that’s just crazy talk, right? Spirits were objects of reverence, not targets of a hunt. “But, why would anyone hunt a spirit? What could they get out of it?”

“Their hearts,” Vashi said.

Hlaya nodded. “Force a spirit to manifest fully in our reality and you can harvest its heart… if, that is, you manage to kill it. Not a heart like ours, though; imagine if your core was a physical organ. The more powerful the spirit, the more powerful the heart, and each heart is malleable to conscious minds for a short window after the spirit’s death. They are the most sought-after components for crafting in the world.” Hlaya shook her head, obviously finding the imagery as unpleasant as Raysha, but continued, “Sixty years ago, the capital of Nhami, Kanaga, was almost destroyed when an entity manifested. No one knows why the spirit did that, but its manifestation warped reality for miles around the epicentre. To this day, the city is still being reconstructed around the massive Whitewood trees that grew through the foundations in seconds. Emperor Afi defended the city, casting down the spirit, and he took its heart, then crafted around it the Divine Artifact Absodua.”

“So the same thing happened here?”

“It’s a real possibility. The specifics have been lost to time, but there are no other known explanations for what we see,” Hlaya said.

Octavian waved away Hlaya’s long explanation. “That’s ancient history, focus on the now! A fascinating landscape, and we’ll pass by the Oasis on the way to Paratha, so you’ll be able to get a better understanding,” Octavian told her. “The crystals still contain a connection to the spiritual realm around the Oasis, so we’ll be able to see spirits of our own, that’s the really exciting part! I’d like to try and capture some sketches.”

“There’s an oasis in the crystals?” Raysha asked.

“No, there’s the Oasis. One unique among any found on the continent. It’s the epicentre of the Crystal Plains. You should be able to see it shortly.”

Shortly, as it turned out, was another two days of walking, eating travel rations, training, and holding Third Awakened constantly. Raysha was close to being able to hold it while sleeping, which would be a massive achievement. Vashi had managed to move to Forth Awakened properly, but Raysha felt good that she was gaining on him fast. During those days, the last hint of rocky outcrop was replaced by glimmering crystals, their many-fingered formations protruding like the hands of giants reaching to the sky.

Off into the west stretched an unbroken crystalline desert. The heat from the sun had long since baked the ground solid. Hot air rising from the scorched earth distorted far-off shapes on the ground, a shimmering curtain of light smearing out distant details. Rising above the haze now stood a set of towering crystals. The structure was so far away that it was stained blue from the sky. Spirits, it must be a hundred yards tall, at least. She didn’t really need to ask—this was obviously the Oasis that Octavian had talked about. Raysha waved to get Octavian’s attention. “So that must be it, right?” she said, pointing at the crystal spire. “Does it have a source of water at its base or something?”

Octavian nodded. “It does, but the name comes from it being a spiritual oasis. That tower you see acts as a lodestone for aeon, and so the area immediately surrounding the primary crystal teems with spiritual life. The sort that’s hard to see and sketch outside of such aeon-rich zones, especially because too much human presence causes them to flee. Which is precisely why I want to go there!”

Raysha understood. Her evening with the sparks on the way to Hidan had been a magical experience, and she dwelled often on it, attempting to recapture the feeling of oneness and peace she’d felt that night. What sort of spirits does the Oasis have? Maybe it will have something similar?

“I’d love to see it too,” Raysha agreed, eliciting a broad grin from the warrior.

“Then let us hope our revered leader has some good news for us soon!” He raised his eyebrows at Hlaya, obviously trying to tease some form of update out of her lips.

“If I had found something, I would have said so,” the historian said with a frown.

Octavian let out a loud, dramatic sigh. “Onwards, then, until the sand has truly invaded every unwanted crack and crevice.”

Sweat from Raysha’s forehead dripped to the sand below. Her legs were killing her. Tell me about it.




From the side of the pack, even Vashi smiled. Without the huge man, this would have been a much quieter trip. A duller trip, he clarified to himself. Quiet, quiet was good, but the amount of silence was definitely abnormal, even for Hlaya. The historian seemed to be concentrating as she walked, her normal barbed interjections—of which there had been plenty when he had been her assistant in Hidan—seemed absent. The same general point was true for Raysha, and he knew she was still focusing most of her attention on holding her formation together. Vashi knew he should be pressing himself as well, especially if he wanted to stay ahead of the pack, but mostly he just wanted to sit down and keep carving. He was now Forth Awakened, so surely that meant he deserved a small break, right? Once he had a problem in his mind, he liked to work through it without interruption, and he felt like he was close to a solution. The designs he now used barely smoked at all, which was a great improvement. That being said, he’d have to be more careful now that replacement sticks were hard to come by. He wasn’t too worried, though; he was close enough.

Out of curiosity, he waved Octavian over. Raysha glanced at him and raised her eyebrows.

“Hlaya seems a bit preoccupied?” Vashi said softly.

“Not anything to do with you, don’t worry,” the big man said. “She’s just scouting for things of interest.”

Raysha looked confused. “Isn’t that what we’re all doing? I mean… there isn’t much else to do other than look around.”

Octavian chuckled. “It’s not quite the same. Ask her about her formation when we stop tonight if you want some more detail. Her ability to sense the environment is truly extraordinary.”

Vashi nodded. “I will, thank you.”




Hours later, Raysha noticed a welcome change in the ground. It’s becoming easier to walk! Finally! The layer of white sand underfoot thinned and was now giving way to pockmarked and scratched rock.

Her calves were immensely grateful.

Hlaya had been slowly steering the group out of the Crystal Plains, and back into the foothills of the mountains.

Oh no. That means we’re going to be heading constantly uphill, doesn’t it?

She looked down at her legs.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

“What was that?” Vashi asked.

“Oh, nothing. Just thinking out loud. Maybe Hlaya has found something?”

Sure enough, once they had risen out of the plains, the historian called for a short break. Hlaya knelt down to the ground, placed her hands on the stone, and closed her eyes. After a few seconds of watching… nothing happened, so Raysha turned around and took in the much-more-interesting view of the Crystal Plains.

The low afternoon sun burst through the cloud cover in only a few locations, and the sunbeams of light shone warmly on patches of the plains. The light beams refracted, split, and bounced through the crystals, turning the plains into a glittering prismatic sea, which shimmered like diamonds strewn over a tabletop. Rising above the coruscating fingers of crystal, the Oasis glinted against the tumultuous sky, casting a long shadow towards the mountains.

She sat down next to Vashi and ate some dried fruit as they rested.

Over the next few minutes, she felt her legs recover slightly, saw the cloud cover thicken overhead, and had the Oasis fade from view. Ah well, plenty of time to see it properly when they headed towards it.

Octavian began sketching the landscape rolling out below them, but after a few minutes packed away his sketch half-finished, and walked over to the still-kneeling figure of Hlaya. He didn’t look down at her, and instead stared intently into the plains. He nudged the historian with his boot, bringing her out of her trance. “Tell me you’ve found something?”

Hlaya stood up, dusting off her hands. “Nothing, but we’re still in the foothills. Too much sand.”

“Fantastic. Now, can I get you to turn around?”

Hlaya raised an eyebrow at him, but turned around so she was facing the Crystal Plains below. She looked out to the horizon, then back down to the pockmarked stone surface on which they all stood. She didn’t say a word, but a glance at Octavian conveyed all the information he needed.

The warrior walked over to the siblings, clapping them on the back. “Up you get. No point in vegetating when we’re not yet finished for the day!”

He indicated they should follow the retreating figure of Hlaya, who was walking northwards and farther into the foothills.

“So, how’s it feel to hold Third Awakened these days, Raysha?” Octavian asked pleasantly.

“I’m getting the hang of it slowly. I haven’t broken my formation all day.”

“That’s great work. But let’s try and mix it up a little bit. Can you release the formation for me, move to Second Awakened, and then start integrating Resilience and Life?”

“Uh, I can. But… why? Both of them will take a fair amount of aeon…”

“There’s a storm coming, and better to be prepared than caught flat-footed.”

“A storm?” She shrugged. If integrating those two concepts will somehow keep me dry, great. Not sure how that’s supposed to work, though.

Nightfall was only a few hours away—it wouldn’t be a long time to wait and find out. And so she let her formation dissolve, and mentally created the Resilience rune, added Life to it after a few failed attempts, and directed her power through it, diffusing it into her body. She still felt a flash of guilt whenever she started pushing power into her body, as if the use of her aeon was frivolous and irresponsible. It didn’t help that integrating wouldn’t have an immediate effect, so she’d have to wait for her body to start absorbing the power for her to feel the benefits—and hopefully less guilt. Octavian hasn’t steered me wrong yet, so let’s see what happens.

They walked for hours more, until the cloud cover overhead turned the landscape around them dark and grey. Around the shrinking crystal growths and over pitted stone, they wove their way deeper into the foothills. With the sun hidden away, the breeze coming off the plains carried both stinging bits of sand and a sharp chill. Initially, the cold breeze was refreshing, drying the sweat on her arms and legs, but the wind slowly increased in strength as they walked.

With each step, it felt like the shadows closed in further on her, growing denser and darker, roiling in fury. Spirits, please don’t let it rain. Spending a night wet was bad enough, but wet and sandy, that would be disgusting. The hot communal baths at the dormitory in Hidan were exactly what she needed right now.

Not this. A night of cold, wet sand… no thank you.

Hlaya seemed to agree with her thoughts, because the old woman increased their pace, and soon Raysha was struggling to keep up without losing her footing. Already, she had come perilously close to slipping many times on the stone surface, and the erratic wind wasn’t helping. She raised one hand to the side of her face, attempting to shield her eyes from the grains of sand that swarmed her like stinging gnats.

Octavian made his way to her side and wordlessly held out his black greatcloak. With a nod of thanks, she took it, then threw it over her back and pack combined. She pulled the deep hood up over her head. The sense of relief was almost instant. The noise though… the staccato tempo of the sand seemed to be amplified by the leather around her.

Wait, it’s not just the hood acting like a drum for the sand, is it? Please don’t be the sound of rain.

She stumbled as they hurried on, constantly in danger of tripping on treacherous potholes in the rock that were obscured by the frenzy of sand swirling around their feet. Every time she slipped, Vashi or Octavian was there with a strong arm to help keep her upright. I guess I’m not quite independent just yet. Hells below, it’s so noisy! How can sand make so much sound, it’s ridiculous!

Somehow, it kept getting louder. This isn’t what rain should sound like. This… this is the noise I’d imagine from a legion of charging cavalry.

And then she felt the first, dreaded raindrop hit her shoulder. It stung, and she stumbled again.

A wet, sandy night. Fantastic.

Octavian grabbed her, forcing her to remain on her feet. She hunched over in the wind and kept running forwards. He called out over the ferocious gale to the historian in the van, “How much longer?”

“Not much farther! Five minutes,” she yelled back, her words almost snatched away as soon as they left her mouth.

Octavian urged Raysha on, and she kept staggering forwards, fighting against the wind to keep her balance. The second drop hit her, and then a third.

The storm front was upon them.

Biting raindrops hit her borrowed cloak and did nothing, but others struck her arms and legs, stinging like ant bites. What sort of rain is this, exactly?! Rain isn’t supposed to be painful! Around her, she could see raindrops splashing to the ground.

Wait, no, that’s not right… they’re not splashing… they’re bouncing, shattering. Ahead of her, a large raindrop struck a sandy patch, making a small crater. It wasn’t water, it was solid and white. Gods above and below, it’s ice. This is a damned hailstorm. And not like the ones that fell every year or three in her village, with their tiny balls of ice. No, this one was pelting solid chunks larger than her thumbnail. Bigger pieces were probably on their way.

Quickly, Raysha hiked her backpack up, holding it over her head.

The sound of the storm continued to increase as they ran, ice pellets smashing down into the ground around the party. Where is our shelter, exactly?!

A blow struck Raysha in her lower back, and another crashed into her legs, almost causing her to fall. She recovered with a wince, sure there would be an impressive bruise waiting to be discovered later. And then, just ahead of her, an ice crystal the size of her fist smashed into the ground, shattering into uncountable sharp fragments. She flinched and immediately ducked, but a line of fire across her cheek told her she hadn’t been fast enough. Her face felt warm, and she tasted blood on her lips.

As the heart of the storm overtook them, the blows falling on Raysha’s pack got heavier and heavier. Her arms burned from the constant strain of holding up her bag, and sweat slickened her fingers despite the deathly chill of the wind. She was distinctly aware that if one of those now-fist-size pieces of crystal hit her directly, her adventure might have a sudden end. She gulped and tried to make herself as small a figure as possible, running frantically behind Hlaya, barely aware of her brother right on her heels.

A piece of hail cracked into her fingers and a sharp pain tore through her hand. She gasped and almost dropped her pack. Right behind the first hailstone, a second smashed into the back of her calf. She misstepped and tumbled to the ground. She threw her hands out to cushion her fall, and the palms of her hand grated against the coarse sand and stone. Octavian plucked her off the ground as he ran past, not even slowing. He then threw Raysha forward, where she almost crashed to the ground again before regaining her balance.

She risked a quick glance at her hands, expecting to see her fingers bloodied and torn. They’re fine. She almost tripped as she stared at her hand. She had skinned them, but only a bit. Nothing was broken, and no blood welled through torn skin. What the hell? She reached up and moved her pack above her head again.

Ahead, Raysha saw Hlaya turn to the right, and in a few steps, the historian had disappeared from view completely. She turned to follow and found the beginnings of a broad crevice. Without pause, she ran in, Vashi right behind her, and Octavian coming up last. The crevice narrowed, turned, and twisted as she went deeper. Thankfully, this meant a respite from the fierce wind. With one final turn, Raysha saw Hlaya disappear through a doorway into a cave. She plunged in right behind the older woman and collapsed to the floor, panting.

Vashi and Octavian ran in behind her. Vashi was breathing heavily and Octavian looked… damn him… slightly dishevelled.

Raysha decided she didn’t care, and let herself relax fully to the ground instead of moving out of the way. She slowly flexed her fingers and leg to see if she was hurt. She rubbed her cheek, and her hand came away bloody. But there’s only a tiny amount. So the cut on her cheek was there, but very shallow. She prodded her legs gingerly, and winced when she poked at her calf. A bruise there too, that’s not too bad. Her fingers were slightly grazed, but only to the extent she might get after a normal training session with Octavian. The rest of her seemed surprisingly intact. The thundering of the storm outside was deafening. Damn, I got so lucky.

And then it hit her. That man… telling me to integrate Resilience and Life. It wasn’t luck—my body just managed to absorb enough aeon to make a difference.

She’d have to thank him later. Maybe. Mentally, Raysha cut off the flow of Resilience into her body. She wouldn’t need it now, but she’d keep Life going tonight to try and heal as much of her bruise as she could, or tomorrow’s hike would be a nightmare.

Above her, dim orbs of light spiralled out of Hlaya’s hands, filling the area. The ‘cave’ had straight walls and a level ceiling… which meant it wasn’t a cave at all.

Vashi’s face appeared above her. “You alright, Raya?”

“Surprisingly, I think so. Thank the big man for me.”

“You’re welcome,” Octavian said, looking down at the drenched young woman. “Nothing too badly damaged, then?”

Raysha gave a lopsided grin. “Right as rain.”

Vashi groaned. Hlaya gave an unexpected chuckle.

“I should have picked up the pace if you still have the energy to make bad jokes,” the old woman told her.

Raysha pushed herself up onto her elbows. “I thought about overtaking you a few times, but didn’t want to make you look bad.”

“Is that so?”

Raysha nodded. Wet strands of hair flopped down into her eyes.

The historian turned to the back of the chamber. “I’ll keep that in mind for next time, yes?”

Please don’t.

Struggling against her weariness, Raysha slipped off the pack and cloak, pushing herself to her feet. Vashi brushed some sand off her back. To the side of the chamber, stone shelves rose from the ground to knee-high on the walls. Benches, perhaps? Incredibly uncomfortable benches?

“We’re in an antechamber. Definitely Lokam in style,” Hlaya mused. “The main chamber is ahead.” The old woman removed her pack as well, setting it next to one of the benches.

Hlaya set a light above each of them, dispersed more throughout the room, and then she walked down the chamber. With a great heave, Raysha stood up and followed her. Truth be told, she wasn’t very impressed with their findings so far. Worn relief carvings decorated the walls, and the tall recesses in the wall held nothing but air and sand.

She passed through another doorway into a larger room. Inside, they found only devastation. Statues lay shattered on the floor, and a grand wall inset with inscriptions and carvings had been broken open, revealing deep, dark holes in the rock. Hlaya reached out to the wall, laying her hand on it. A few moments later, she said, “Definitely a burial chamber. Twelve tombs, all ransacked long ago.” She turned, walked to the centre of the wall, and with a few deft gestures, opened a hidden compartment. The contents had long succumbed to the ravages of time, and the desiccated remains of what might have been a scroll turned to dust in Hlaya’s hands. “We’ll rest here for the night, and leave in the morning.”

Raysha stared at Hlaya, feeling the threads of hope that had held her up beginning to fray. “It was all for nothing? There’s got to be more, right?”

We can’t have travelled all this way just to find an empty tomb.

She felt Vashi’s hand give her shoulder a squeeze as he stepped up beside her.

Hlaya didn’t respond immediately, busy inspecting the inscriptions above the tombs. Raysha sank to the ground while she attempted to hold back tears. If this was it, if this was the end of the trip, she still had so much to show for it. She’d be able to have a somewhat normal life now—she’d be able to maybe find her own way, maybe even no longer at the bottom of the pecking order. Maybe she could even travel by herself now? That has to count for something, right?

But in the face of a proper solution to her core…that was nothing. Moving from last place to second-last wasn’t a great victory. She wanted more: to learn, travel, grow, and soar over the mountains. Oh, Vashi, I’ve dragged you out here, away from your studies, away from Shirin, for nothing. She felt her brother’s hand on her shoulder, and she closed her eyes, a tear silently leaking out and tracing a path down her cheek.

Hlaya noticed her solitary tear. “Stop your crying, girl, this isn’t Mkekhem’s tomb.”

This isn’t it? But… this is an ancient tomb in the Crystal Plains. We are searching for exactly this. How can this not be it? Are there tombs under every rock out here?

The emotions bottled up inside her came pouring out, and she started laughing through freely flowing tears.

Octavian shook his head with a disbelieving smile. “It’s been a long day, hasn’t it?”




When Raysha’s laughter had finally subsided, she stood up and gave Vashi a long hug.

“What’s that for?” he asked her.

She didn’t answer, and instead slowly made her way back to the antechamber. Vashi followed her, and then started a small fire and unpacked bedrolls for him and his sister.

Raysha was soon fast asleep, not even waiting for food, so Vashi rejoined Octavian and Hlaya, who were cataloguing the contents of the burial chamber. Octavian had arrayed pieces of the broken statue together and was deftly sketching a reconstruction of the original in his book, while Hlaya was meticulously copying all inscriptions in the room to an annotated diagram in her personal notebook.

They work well together. I wonder how many years they’ve been doing this.

He walked over to the historian. “Need any help with that?”

She shook her head. “There’s not much to copy out, I’ll only need a minute or two more.”

Vashi turned to Octavian. “How about you?”

“Thanks for the offer, but same as Hlaya, there really isn’t too much left to document here. Just make sure Raysha is doing alright, and let us know if we’re pushing her too far beyond her limits.”

Vashi nodded. “I can do that.” He paused. “And thanks—both of you—for helping her so much. For actually caring.”

“My heart hasn’t shrivelled up like the rest of me,” Hlaya said.

Vashi grinned at her. “Not yet.”

He returned to the antechamber, then wandered to the entrance. The sound of ice and crystal smashing into stone grew more intense with every step, and he lost himself in thought.

If they couldn’t find the solution at the second site farther north, he had backups waiting. Seeds to purchase for a garden of spirit-rich fruit. A list of careers with minimal use of aeon. He was prepared.

Outside, the storm raged, hail thundered, and the tempest of wet sand ground away at every surface. He stood there, gazing out into the storm, until his fatigue caught up with him, and he returned to the fire and his bedroll.

Something will work out. Even if it doesn’t on this trip, maybe there’s some application of runecrafting that will do the trick.

Even if I can’t figure it out soon, the adventure is doing Raysha a world of good. She’ll find herself eventually. With, or without, my help.




Chapter 11

Raysha awoke in the morning, not feeling well-rested, but at least not feeling like her bones had rusted into a fixed position. She kept her eyes resolutely closed, seeking to return to the comfort of sleep, but the insistent rumblings of her empty stomach and the tantalising smell of a hot breakfast dragged her out of her bedroll. She sat up stiffly, stretched her body, and then patted herself down to check on her few injuries.

Vashi appeared next to her, a small steaming bowl of spiced rice in his hands. He passed it over to her. “How are you feeling?” he asked.

She prodded at herself experimentally. “Like Elder Zahra just gave me a fitness lesson.” Raysha recalled the events of the previous night and the fist-size pieces of ice smashing to the ground around her with enough force to mark stone. “Which, all things considered, is pretty damn good. Integration is officially the best invention in the history of the world. What about you?”

“I’m fine. I keep Resilience active, and I also held a kinetic barrier above me, so no issue.”

Ah yes, that must be the same technique he used in the fight with Elha to slow her punches.

“We’re all fine,” he continued, “so don’t worry.”

Of course they were. Hell, they probably all could have walked through the storm without issue, but had had to scramble to find shelter just for her. Because she was still weak.

Octavian paused his eating with a spoon heaped high with rice halfway to his mouth. “If anything, we’ve made great time because of the little run at the end. To the Oasis now?”

“Yes,” Hlaya answered over her own breakfast. “This site was already at the northern edge of where we wanted to search, and I feel not even a whisper of another opening in the mountains for a dozen miles in any direction.”

“A dozen miles?” Raysha exclaimed. How can anyone feel caves from a dozen bloody miles away?!

The tiny historian looked at her, quirking an eyebrow. “I hope you didn’t expect me to be bad at my job.”

“What—no, but a dozen miles… how is that possible?”

“We each build our formations to our specialities. For some”—she gestured to Octavian—“they focus on integration and you could drop a building on them without issue. Others”—she pointed at Vashi—“are unsure about their future, and so take a generalist approach, waiting for inspiration to strike them. Resilience, Force, Fire, right, boy? They focus on concepts with broad application in many areas of life.”

The historian pointed at her. “Some, like you—well, you and your brother—are simply learning the ropes, and you practise holding the basic two-dimensional runes in your formations. You pull aeon from one rune to another, like water flowing through channels scraped into dirt.”

“Beyond that are people who have moved into building complex, three-dimensional formations. Layers of advanced runes on top of each other, stacked like a blacksmith’s puzzle. Just like how people denote the number of runes they can hold as what level of Awakened they are, the different realms of Enlightenment generally reflect how many levels you can persist in your spire.” Hlaya said, “A spire just being the term for a multi-layered formation. Though it is, of course, not quite that simple in practise. Anyway, some few people focus on one specific area, such as extending their perception, their senses, and their connection to their surroundings. I have spent the bulk of my life finding secrets and perfecting the spire to do so. I am very good at it.” This didn’t sound like a brag, simply a statement of fact.

And, given her ability to sense caves seemed to stretch for at least a dozen miles, she was probably still underselling herself. Raysha could think of many uses for such abilities. Most of them were decidedly not in the domain of historical research.

Hlaya continued, “If you haven’t thought about it, spend some time mulling over the sort of person you want to become. With the right supply of elixirs and spiritual infusions—and a healthy dose of effort—you could break through Awakened into an Initiate. There’s nothing about that particular spiritual breakthrough that restricts it to someone who can use their aeon every day of the week. It’s all about condensing your aeon and figuring out why it is you want to advance down the spiritual paths.”

The old woman took a short break to eat another spoonful of food. She chewed slowly. “You could even aim to become an Enlightened, yes? With the right sponsorship or financial support, it’s possible. Replace your mental image of yourself as a burden to a future crafter, researcher, artisan, explorer, or warrior.” She reached over and tapped Raysha’s head. “This is the main issue you have.” She then tapped on the girl’s sternum, above her core. “Not this.”

It was the longest speech Hlaya had ever given her that wasn’t about actual history.

“Well,” she responded slowly, “the Academy did look… nice. And I wouldn’t mind helping Octavian complete his bestiary?” Unintentionally, the statement had come out as a tentative question.

“More hands make for lighter work!” Octavian replied happily.

Raysha noticed Vashi had been quiet so far and seemed far away in his thoughts. “But maybe I could also learn some runecrafting too?” she said to her brother.

Vashi came back into the present and laughed. “You would hate crafting, Raysha, almost as much as you’d hate research. But I appreciate the thought.”

“Hey, I’ve never tried it, you don’t know. I bet I’d love doing both of them.” She fixed him with a glare. Vashi was the last person she expected to be ruling out professions for her.

“Whoa, whoa,” Vashi said quickly, waving his arms frantically to forestall any comments. “I have spent the past week scratching out the same glyph a hundred times until I got the rune perfected. I know you, Raya, and patience has never been a defining characteristic. Patience, not ability, is what I’m saying.”

“Excuse me, which of the two of us is better at making formations? Who was it that managed to persist a formation in the middle of a training session, again?”

“Oh, I agree, you’re amazing at making your internal formations. But you’re used to making a formation in seconds now… Do you truly think you’d be able to enjoy taking an hour instead of a second to do it physically?”

He had a point… that sounded unimaginably tedious. But there was no way she’d just tell him that.

When she was younger and new to crystalising runes in her core, it had taken her hours—just like everyone else. She had hated it. It was boring, frustrating, and mentally exhausting. Making formations and using aeon was tough, which was why many people simply carried the same formation all the time. It was only because she released the runes at the end of every training session, and thus had to remake them every single time she meditated, that she developed her own intuition about the runes and was able to form them now in seconds. Practice made perfect, but, spirits, there had been a lot of practice.

Going back to hours per rune would be a nightmare.

“It sounds like fun,” she said.

Vashi gave her an evil grin. “Well, I still have one spare trial staff—you can have it if you’d like. Why wait until the Academy, when you can start now?”

Raysha forced a smile onto her face, panicking internally. “Sounds lovely.”

Hlaya muttered some comment under her breath that set Octavian laughing before he nodded his head and shook her hand. The siblings stared at the two of them, eyes full of suspicion.

“Did… did you just make a bet?” Raysha asked.

Hlaya grinned, but Octavian feigned innocence. “Oh no,” he said, attempting to wave her concerns away. “Just shop talk, you know.”

Raysha crossed her arms. “Hmmm.”

The mention of shop talk seemed to jog Vashi’s memory. “Oh, on that note, did you figure out anything about this… place?”

Hlaya shook her head. “Not much. It appears to post-date Mkekhem, but most of the inscriptions are badly damaged. I’ve copied what I can, and will try and get proper answers when I can consult with those back in Hidan who have a better grasp of the Lokam language.”

From the frown set into her lined face, Raysha could tell Hlaya was frustrated. Probably not from being unable to translate the ancient Lokam language, she guessed. Maybe because of the looters, and their disrespect to the burial site. It was one thing to loot a place… but to deliberately vandalise and damage it as well? Why would someone do that?

The conversation lulled, and the group finished the morning meal quickly, then repacked their bags and left the underground chamber. The bright glare from outside blinded Raysha initially, but as her eyes adjusted she saw no traces of the storm from last night. A pockmarked rock might, here and there, have a few more recent dents and scratches, but of the hailstones themselves, there was no trace. Just hints of dampness and trickles of water flowing out of the foothills and back down into the plains.

She idly felt her cheek and the almost-healed cut there. It didn’t even hurt. She twisted around to look at her calf. The bruise was blue-and-red, but faded like it had been healing for days. It ached, but that was—all things considered—the best she hoped for. Around her, her travelling companions walked easily, completely unharmed despite the ferocious storm they had been caught in. It felt surreal.

A grinding sound caused her to spin around, and she realised that she and her brother had continued walking, lost in their respective thoughts, while Hlaya and Octavian had stopped to close the great stone doors which had been torn off the ancient hallway. Octavian spread his arms wide, placing a hand on either side of the door as he crouched down. The muscles on his arms and back bulged. And then he stood up, carrying the massive piece of stone in his hands. Raysha’s mouth dropped open, and she glanced at Vashi. His eyes were popping out of his face. She turned back to Octavian.

“Six feet by three feet by one foot,” Vashi muttered. “Density of stone… a hundred pounds per cubic foot, at least. Eighteen-hundred pounds at a minimum.”

Raysha idly registered the words. Eighteen hundred pounds, that’s not possible.

Octavian let the tomb door crash back into its place in the hallway.

Raysha felt the ground tremble. Just… how?

Hlaya stepped up to the door, and placed her hand on it. A ripple spread out from her palm like water, and when it reached the edge of the door, the rock shifted like liquid, flowing and merging seamlessly with the corridor around it. The ripples settled, and when the historian stepped away, a smooth stone surface was all that showed of the original entrance to the tomb.

Octavian picked his pack and Persuasion back up, and he and Hlaya rejoined the siblings. Raysha sidled over to the warrior.

“So… uh… you focus on physical integration?”

“That’s me. Small well, fast recharge, and I can no longer build complex formations.”

“No longer?” she repeated.

“Ah, it’s a long story, and not all mine to tell. But yes, I focus exclusively on integration, using a Technique adapted from the Path of the Colossus. We can discuss all of that—Techniques, paths, intent, later: when we find a fix for your core. I’ll show you more, then. In the meantime, did you want to practise a few different integrations while we walk? You might find some that are a natural fit.”

“It won’t use too much of my well up?”

“We can do one day on, one day off, that should give you enough time to recover.”

“Sure. But… can we start today?”

Octavian laughed. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you eager to use your aeon before. What happened to hoarding it like a Tarian banker hoards coin?”

“Could a banker lift a two-thousand-pound door?”

“You’d be surprised, actually. But I’m guessing that was more rhetorical in nature?”

“You know it was. What should we start with? I’ve tried Life a few times, and Resilience yesterday—though I didn’t integrate it overnight. Any suggestions?”

“Force. It’s a good starter. You’ll feel clumsy at first. That’s normal.”

“Force, alright, can do. You keep going, I’ll set up the formation and catch up.”

“Have fun,” Octavian said.

Raysha sat down on the ground, and when her brother started turning to join her, she waved him back to the group. She wouldn’t need help for this. She wanted to keep herself at Third Awakened. Oh, I’ll make Vashi’s formation—Fire, Force, and Resilience. It seems to be working for him, though he said he only integrates Resilience. I wonder why that is? She glanced up at the now-clear skies. And if things cloud back over, I’ll start integrating Resilience right away. With a final check of her well—around eighty percent full—she pushed away the normal feelings of guilt and of wasting aeon. She wouldn’t progress by being overly conservative.

A few minutes later, without even a headache from the mental strain, she rejoined the group. Inside her core, a small thread of aeon was flowing from her well, through the Force rune, and out into her body. If it’s like the others, it should only take a few hours before I feel some changes.

The party walked down and made their way back into the crystal forest rising from the plains. Despite the dull flare of pain from her bruise with each step, she had decided not to integrate Life as well as Force. I can live with a bit of pain, especially if it means learning something new. Still, she didn’t want her brother to worry, so she made sure that no trace of a limp made its way into her walk. And then she smiled, because it was a beautiful day, and she had survived a crystal storm like out of a nightmare with naught but a few bruises. She took a long swig from her canister, far more than normal, wanting to bolster her reserves back to full as soon as possible. Hang on, we bought more spirit-rich fruit, didn’t we?

“Hlaya,” Raysha called out, “any chance I can try some of those iceheart grapes you bought from the tinkerer?”

“We did buy them for you, yes?” Hlaya reached over her back into the embroidered pack, and when her hand reappeared, it clutched a bunch of purple grapes.

Raysha bounded over, taking the fruit from the historian. “Thank you. I’ll put them to good use.”

The historian nodded, and Raysha popped one of the grapes into her mouth and bit down. A second later, she clutched her head in pain.

“Watch out, though,” Hlaya said. “The name is literal. You’ll get brainfreeze if you eat too fast.”

Raysha rubbed her palm against her forehead, trying to distract herself from the icy pain in her head. The grapes were delicious: sweet, but pure in flavour, with the faintest hint of cinnamon of all things. And, of course, they were incredibly, monstrously cold.

A few seconds later, the pain receded. Raysha eyed the next grape warily, before biting a tiny portion off. Nibble by nibble, she devoured half the bunch, then passed the remaining fruits over the Hlaya. No need to eat them all right now, I can already feel them helping.

Bolstered by the fruit, Raysha felt her well start to recover, even with the small drain from integrating Force. The sun slowly inched its way overhead, and Octavian led the way towards the Oasis, keeping up an idle banter without effort.

A few hours after she started integrating, Raysha noticed she was walking with a slight spring in her step. Is Force finally being absorbed? She bounced on her feet experimentally. I’ll give it another hour before trying anything.

The next hour saw Raysha trip and tumble to the ground more than an intoxicated three-year-old. After one particularly uncoordinated crash, Raysha pulled her head out of the sand, giggling.

“Uh, you alright down there, Raya?”

“Oh yes,” Raysha said to her brother. “Peachy.”

He eyed the numerous new scratches running along her arms and hands. “You know, most people integrate Resilience and something else.”

“Regular people are boring.”

“Uh…. sure. Well, so long as you’re having fun… I guess.”

Raysha sprang up to her feet. It felt like she did have literal springs in her legs. She skipped forward, almost falling to the ground again. With each step she took, her legs seemed to push more forcefully against the ground. She ran up to a large crystal, and with a few hops, managed to ascend to the top of the hexagonal structure.

She waved down at the rest of the group.

“Do a flip,” Octavian called out, giving her a big thumbs up.

Hlaya waved her cane at her. “If you fall down, girl, I’m not waiting for you to heal up.”

Raysha pouted, but climbed down to another hexagonal prism, before dropping to the ground. Curious, she jumped straight up in the air. I could literally jump onto Vashi’s shoulders with this.

With a grin, she headed towards her brother.

Then she faceplanted into the sand.

“It can take a few days for you to mentally adjust to the increased output of your physical body,” Octavian observed from the side. “You may want to just try and not twist something. If you want something similar without as much adjustment, swap to Motion. It will speed you up, but in a uniform way that’s far easier for your brain to adapt to.”

“I’ll be fine,” Raysha said, and waved his concerns away. “I’m going to stop integrating soon anyway too, once I feel like I won’t trip up over my own feet.”

She turned to her brother. “Vash, why do you not integrate Force as well? It’s super handy.”

He looked a bit sheepish as he responded. “I, uh, tried it. I don’t know how you’re not falling over more often, frankly. Even after a few days, I could barely walk in a straight line. It was embarrassing, so I dropped it. It wasn’t much use for someone who spends most days reading and studying anyway.”

“Ah.”

“Yeah, I know. Seems like a dumb decision, now that I’m out here, hiking across the world.”

She punched him in the arm. “Better start now, then.”

“Ow!” Vashi glared at her as he rubbed his arm. Whoops, I forgot. He glanced at Octavian. The big man shrugged. “Honestly, I assumed you were integrating it from the beginning. Better late than never. You could start it up tomorrow, and by the time we reach Paratha you’ll have mostly adjusted.”

“Nah, start it now,” Raysha chimed in. “I want to see you all uncoordinated as soon as possible.”

He looked pointedly at the sand caked on Raysha’s face and in her hair. “Yeah, maybe later.”

Raysha shrugged. “Isn’t it about time to continue your normal training, anyway?”

“Great idea, Raysha,” Octavian said. “Want to fetch me a few armfuls of ammunition? Hlaya, looks like we’re having a small break.”

“Indeed,” the old woman responded. She dropped her pack by a large crystal structure and took a seat in the shade.

Raysha grinned and skipped off, hunting for loose crystals the size of her fist. After she had returned a suitably large pile, Octavian began lobbing broken crystal fragments into the sky with enough force Raysha was surprised they ever made it back to the ground.

“You got it!” she called out at one point when Vashi had successfully tracked a crystal the big man had pulled on mid-flight, changing its trajectory. Vashi’s bolt had curved properly, striking the target and shattering it to pieces.

“About time!” Vashi said happily. Sweat dripped from his head despite the cool breeze, yet his smile remained as infectious as ever. It must be more difficult than it looks to keep control of his aeon at a distance.

“Indeed, nicely done,” Octavian said from a few steps ahead. He dipped down and plundered the crystal offerings at his feet. He spun around, eyes twinkling, one crystal in each hand. “You know what’s more fun than tracking one target?”

Raysha picked up a tiny crystal of her own, throwing it at the warrior. “You leave him alone, cruel man!” she said, laughing.

Octavian caught the piece. “Fantastic idea, Raysha! Two at once would be far too mundane! No, the great Vashi needs more—three targets, at least!”

She threw another crystal at him, which he caught as well. And then he started juggling them.

She picked up another crystal, and threw it right at Octavian. Vashi tried to swat it out of the air with his hands. “No more, Raya, you’re just giving him ammunition. And letting him show off!” He pointed at Octavian. “You juggle?! Since when do you juggle?”

Octavian quirked an eyebrow. “Doesn’t everyone?”

“No.”

“Me neither—I’ve never juggled a day in my life.” Octavian dropped his hands, and sure enough, the crystals continued to arc through the air.

Raysha snorted. He must have infused them all with aeon. He’s… he’s a giant child, isn’t he? It was just so… juvenile. Now if someone in the village had done this, she would assume they were mocking her inability. But not everything was about her, nor a veiled comment on her situation. She found herself grinning at Octavian’s shenanigans. It was nice to be able to just muck around, with no constant worry about being mocked or insulted. “What’s got you in such a good mood?” she asked the warrior.

She guessed the answer to this already: the Oasis was getting closer.

“No reason,” Octavian responded brightly. “What about you, Raysha? How’re you finding Force, and how do you feel holding Third Awakened, now?”

“Force is great fun. I feel like an acrobat. And Third Awakened is easy to hold.” Not unconscious easy, but still, progress is progress. She looked hopefully at the man. “Should I try four now?”

Octavian shrugged. “You’re free to try…” He let his sentence trail off gradually.

Raysha crossed her arms, hiding a wince as she pressed on a nearly faded bruise. “You don’t think I can do it!”

Octavian held up his hands, “Hey now, don’t go putting words in my mouth. I encourage you to try. In fact, do me a favour, and try to persist Fire, Force, Resilience, and Receptivity. Go ahead.”

“Just a few more minutes,” Raysha called out to Hlaya, then quickly plopped herself on the ground. She closed her eyes, racing into her core. She let her triform dissolve, then mentally traced out the shape of the four runes, trying to find an arrangement that let them all interlock. But no matter how she tried to place them, they just didn’t fit. The Fire rune, with its jagged shape, just didn’t slot in anywhere nicely. After many frustrating minutes, she opened her eyes.

Sitting across from her, back resting on a blood-red crystal pillar, was a grinning Octavian.

“Difficult?” he asked.

“They don’t fit!” Raysha said angrily. It was like the runes themselves were conspiring against her.

“No one could have seen this coming!” He winked at her, and Raysha suppressed the urge to throw a handful of sand at the man. “As you try to fit more runes together,” he said, “you’ll run into that fairly often, and you’ll need to add linking runes in, to get all the concepts working in the same formation.”

“What the hell are linking runes?”

“There are a variety of glyphs which don’t aspect your aeon when it flows through them. An academic like Hlaya would call them ‘Null runes’, but linking runes is more common. Because they don’t aspect your aeon—and because they are generally small and simple—they are often used to bridge between runes which don’t naturally interlock.”

Vashi chimed in her side. “It’s why the Tournament is a big thing at the Academy. Those that excel may get offers from the Houses who have researchers solely dedicated to optimising and creating efficient formations for their scions and servants. Imagine if you could persist eight runes, but had to give up three of them to linking runes; you’d be far weaker than someone with eight runes that all aspect their aeon. What we learn are the common set of runes, but there are variants and higher forms, and rune scholars have memorised thousands upon thousands of runes and can fit them together in their sleep.”

“But why can’t people just link the runes themselves? What would happen if you just”—she drew a straight line in the air—“connect them directly?”

“Oh you can try and bridge runes without using a proper linking glyph,” Octavian said, “but there is a world of difference between a sloppily made formation and an efficient array with streamlined links. Vashi is right here, in that every rune used to just connect others is effectively wasted mental effort. It’s not that common to run into the problem until you need a half-dozen or more runes. Now, there is a caveat here…”

“They don’t have to connect,” Raysha said.

“Correct! When Vashi forms a firebolt, he needs aeon which is aspected to fire, force, and resilience, all at once—so he needs to pull aeon through Fire, Force and Resilience runes. But if he wanted to integrate Life, but not add it to the firebolts, he could persist it without trying to make it all interlock. This means you can save multi-rune formations for active use where you need multiple aspects at once.”

“So I should try that? Keep it separate?”

“Sure.”

Raysha closed her eyes and called her core into view again. She quickly reformed the normal triform. So, if she had Force-Fire-Resilience in one group of interconnected runes, what should she keep separate? Receptivity wouldn’t be a great choice. It added flexibility, but that meant it was best paired with a proper concept. Why am I overthinking this? Who cares what I make right now? Let’s just do Life.

She reformed and persisted the triform, then pulled aeon into the shape of a Life rune and crystallised it with a burst of will, careful not to let her attention on the first formation falter while she worked. She mentally inspected her core. Above her well, the triform sat as normal, and off to the side—close by, but not actually connected—sat a crystallised Life rune.

Raysha drew aeon through both formations, finding them without any major issues.

She opened her eyes. “I did it!”

Octavian smiled and stood up. “Just in time—there’s a scorpion on your boots!”

In her peripheral vision at her feet, something twitched.

“What?” Raysha said, alarmed, jumping up in a flash. Nothing fell from her boots or her lap, but she felt both her formations crack and her aeon surged in her core wildly. She managed to contain it all inside her, but still glared at Octavian.

“The mind is a funny thing,” he said, “and it likes to focus on only one task at a time. If you have two formations, you have to focus on both and split your concentration. It’s difficult for our minds to even focus on one other thing in the background, let alone multiple simultaneous tasks.”

“This is what you were doing on the trip to Hidan?” she asked Vashi, shocked at how easily her formations had shattered. “I thought you were just practising a four-rune-formation, not multiple formations.”

“Yes, I’ve been working on multiple,” he said. “There are several techniques they teach at the Academy to help with concentration splitting. One of the activities Leyli practises is to only use independent runes, so she trains with splitting her mind into four or five pieces.”

“This is why most people wait to master one level of their Awakened before moving to the other. Just like juggling, it pays to get the basics right before trying to keep a dozen balls in the air.”

“You don’t juggle,” she pointed out.

Octavian looked hurt. “A man can have dreams, Raysha.”




By the end of the day, the Oasis’s central spire had grown enough in their vision that it had resolved from a monolithic structure into an interwoven lattice of thousands of crystal pillars, each a subtly different shade of yellow, orange, and red. The primary spoke rose from the end of a colossal stadium of crystal columns that formed a spiked crown taller than the library in Hidan.

It took another uneventful day to reach the Oasis itself. It towered above them. Raysha craned her neck, looking up at the structure. “So… uhhh… there’s an inside, right?”

Hlaya pointed with her cane, away from the massive central column itself. Sure enough, where Hlaya pointed she could just make out what seemed to be an ascending path up into the structure. Beside the entrance was a curious metal plaque off to the side. Raysha asked about it as they approached.

Hlaya was happy to explain. “It’s the agreement between Darius and Paratha to keep this place a domain of the spirits. No tourist attractions, no roads to make travel easy, no outposts or resupply stations within a hundred miles. All designed to keep the number of visitors low enough to not disturb the spirits.”

That was… surprisingly nice. Raysha wondered what the governments got out of leaving the Oasis as pristine as possible.

The group made their way to the entrance, and Raysha reached a hand out to the smooth, golden crystals to her side. Under her feet, hexagonal crystal blocks wider than a grown man melded together to form a series of uneven steps between rows of rising columns.

Raysha ran up the steps, her staff ringing against the crystal ground. Octavian and Vashi followed closely behind, and Hlaya bought up the rear at a more dignified pace. In front of Raysha, the crystal entrance opened up into no mere plateau.

The steps led to the side of a great basin, hundreds of yards across. Beyond the water, tall crystal pillars formed a wall and windbreak, providing shelter to the plant life that crowded the edges of the plateau. Perfectly clear water filled the basin, forming an actual oasis, and lush vegetation carpeted small islands of crystal jutting up out of the shallow lake. Roots wedged themselves between the gaps in the columns, struggling to push them apart and find purchase while they reached down thirstily to the waterline, and grass sprouted from every crack and crevice. Broad canopies stretched up into the sky, and green leaves that seemed to literally glow with health soaked up the sun’s light. Rich fruit and berries hung from many of the plants, weighing down branches and stalks.

Raysha’s mouth hung open.

Above the water, dozens of species of birds flitted between branches, chirping noisily. A flight of tiny, black birds chased each other across the basin, leaving a trail of ripples where their wings brushed the surface of the water. Underneath them, small silver fish darted away from their games, and larger figures glided lazily, unconcerned with the playful birds above them.

This… this is amazing. Back home had birds and trees and fruit and ponds, but nothing like this. There was so much colour and noise. Can we stay here for a few days?

Octavian passed in front of her, his eyes keen, and hands twitching for his charcoal drawing stick. The warrior spied a larger area of even platform to their right, around the curve of the lake, and eagerly headed off for it. Raysha followed, tearing her eyes from the menagerie in front of her. She followed the narrow path of platforms, crystal pillars on her right, water to her left, hopping from hexagonal face to face, until the platforms eventually fused together as she approached the base of the great tower. Ahead of her, Octavian had slipped his pack off and was stripping down to pants. A few short seconds later, he hurried forward, pants rolled up to his thighs and sketchbook in hand.

Eyes fixed on the teeming wildlife before him, he waded into the water without hesitation, and slowly moved out towards the small islands. The water barely reached his knees when he paused, a dozen yards from the first outcropping, and then his pencil began to fly across the page.

Raysha had shrugged her pack off with a relieved sigh and was rubbing her neck, easing out the tightness accumulated over a day’s walk. Beside her, Vashi also stripped off his tunic, obviously planning on joining Octavian out in the water.

“You might as well hop in,” Hlaya told her. “We’ll rest here for a while. Plenty of time to dry off afterwards, yes?”

Raysha looked out at the water, eyes still tracking the darting birds. “I’m not a good swimmer.”

The historian looked at Raysha, then at Octavian standing in knee-deep water, and back to Raysha. “I’m sure you’ll survive it, dear. You go in, and I shall set up camp.”

“Come on, Raya,” Vashi said, enthusiasm shining through. “Get your feet wet!”

Raysha shook her head to clear her mind of the tired trance she had been putting herself in. She stood up and quickly removed her tunic and pants, dressing down to her underclothes. She even undid the long braid she always kept her hair in. Careful not to make too much noise, the pair made their way out quietly to stand beside Octavian, their pale skin a stark contrast to the tanned warrior. Vashi’s eyes flickered to the bruise on her leg, but Raysha’s gaze when he went to open his mouth forestalled any comment on how it might feel. The water was blissfully cold against her skin, and she gratefully sat down in the shallow basin. The cool water immersed her up to her neck, and her auburn hair floated out behind her. Remarkably, the creatures living in the lake, both in the water and above it, seemed not to mind the human intrusion. Raysha raised her body up off the ground and floated slowly over to the leeward side of one of the crystal platforms. She rested her head against a maze of roots stretching down, and was content to bob lazily, basking in the sun, and collecting more freckles.

A cloud passed over the sun, and she opened her eyes. The cloud was Vashi. “Mmmmm?”

Vashi sat down next to her, perching on an underwater root, hands dangling in the water. He handed over a pair of weird, star-shaped fruits. “They’re spirit-rich as well, freshly picked, but I only found two. Still, they should hopefully help get you back to full.”

Raysha reached out one wet hand and took the items. “Thanks, Vash.” She popped one in her mouth. The skin was thick, but the flesh inside was bursting with juice.

“Ah, you can pull it apart, into wedges,” Vashi said. He took the other fruit from her hand, and split it down the middle with his thumb to show her. He passed it back. “You can keep eating the skin… if you really want to.”

I will. Raysha took another bite, skin and all, just to assert her social dominance.

“Anyway,” her brother continued, “Octavian wants to sketch some of the wyrms here.”

“Wyrms?” she replied, with her mouth full. Eloquent, as normal. She looked around for them but saw nothing. I’ve never seen one before, but I guess they’re supposed to be rare.

“Haven’t you noticed them in the water?”

Vashi pointed downward, and Raysha followed the line of his arm. By their feet, the occasional fleeting glimpse of silvery scales flashed below the surface.

Raysha sat up, drawing her legs up protectively and squinting down, past the reflected glints of the sun. After a few seconds inspecting the flickers, she relaxed, stretching back out. “Going to be hard to draw something you can barely see.”

“He asked me to help out with that.”

“Oh?” Understanding clicked slowly into place. “Ooooh.” She sat up, now more excited.

Vashi put his hand underwater and focused. The water in his palm seemed to thicken, and a soft glow pulsed between his fingers. Opening his hands, he willed his aeon out into the water by their feet, then let it disperse.

One of the silver flickers turned, and approached the dissolving aeon.

Raysha held her breath, eyes wide, body tense with excitement.

It swam through the cloud, and the silvery glints lengthened as the invisible creatures became more solid. Silver flashes turned into silver scales in the shape of a long serpent. With each pass through the dispersing aeon, the spiritual creature seemed to grow less ephemeral and more details shone forth. Four small legs were attached to the long, sinuous body, and an angular, frilled head cut through the water with barely a disturbance.

It’s beautiful. Raysha wondered if she’d be able to reach out and touch one of the wyrms. Do they bite?

Raysha extended a hand with glacial slowness and drew some of her own precious aeon out into a little drop at the end of her finger. She let the bead of power drip down and touch the water. The silver wyrm turned its head and darted over. As it passed by, the creature seemed to inhale, and her aeon was sucked into its mouth. The spirit flicked its tail, and turned towards Vashi.

Best use of aeon, ever.

Vashi continued to release his power, and she saw more glints in the water approaching. Not all were silver, and moments later they passed through the cloud to feast and reveal themselves. Blue, green, and grey heads passed by her, the colourful jewel-like scales on the wyrms’ heads gradually transitioning into a resplendent silver halfway down their body. The wyrms swam gracefully over each other, weaving their bodies in twisting patterns as they partook in the meal provided to them. Occasionally, one would raise its head above the water and let out a trilling call.

For several short minutes, Vashi continued to supply aeon to the gathered school of wyrms. It seems they understood the humans to be the source of their banquet, and several had climbed onto the root structure and sat there, talons on their legs digging into the crystals, inspecting the two siblings. Raysha breathed as little as possible, worried about disturbing the creatures and breaking the spell. Water dripped from one right beside her, running down and falling off the pointed scales flaring behind its head. They’re like tiny little dragons.

She wanted one. The family had never had pets growing up; most families in Hayet didn’t. She had always wanted a cat, so it could curl up and keep her company whilst she meditated. Wyrms look like reptiles. Maybe they bask in the sun as well? Would they like being petted?

All too soon, Vashi let up the stream of aeon. Some of the spirits slowly swam away, back into the deeper lake, but many were keen to inspect the curious bipeds in their home. Gleaming eyes set into scaled faces watched over the humans. The wyrms slowly shimmered and faded out of the physical realm, until only the occasional glint of reflected light betrayed a continuing presence.




Chapter 12

“You know, when I’m exploring the world, I’ll be sure to send you pictures of places like this for your dark little study.”

Raysha sat on the edge of the artificial lake, pants rolled up and legs dangling off a hexagonal platform into the water below. Vashi was lying down a few meters away from her, mind blissfully empty as he simply took some time to exist.

“If you’re the one drawing the copies,” he said lazily, “then I’ll be sure to add it to my ‘stick figure and scribbles’ collection alongside Pala’s art.”

“I’ll have Octavian draw them, don’t be ridiculous.”

“So… you’ll just have him do all the work, then. And what exactly would be your purpose?”

“I’m the muscle, of course.”

“Of course,” he responded drily. “The stapedius, I’m assuming?”

“That what?”

“The…” he started, then sighed. “I forgot the Elders don’t run proper anatomy classes. It’s… it’s a small muscle.”

“Already forgotten its name!” she told him brightly. She smiled, since she had obviously won that exchange. Another point to Raysha. A million to me, zero for Vashi.

Raysha grinned and decided to add another point to her internal tally. “Soooooo….” she began, “how long have you known Shirin?”

He ignored her. No, retract that, he was snoring. Deliberately snoring, and every time she tried to ask the question again he just snored louder. She looked down at the cold water and then her brother. A brilliant plan formed—

Then was dashed a second later by Hlaya’s sharp voice.

“If you children don’t mind, a few seconds of silence, please.”

Raysha stopped kicking her feet in the water, and Vashi’s snores cut off instantly. Hlaya sat behind them, resting in the shade of a crystal pillar. Just as she had done during their hectic journey to the ransacked tomb, she had a hand laid down flush against the ground.

A few moments later, she opened her eyes, and gave a soft, trilling whistle. Out in the lake, Octavian was still busy filling his sketchbook with drawings of the various creatures that called the Oasis home. As the sound reached him, he turned and gestured a query to the historian. Hlaya made two quick signs with her hand, and Octavian started returning to the shore.

“Did you feel something?” Vashi asked.

The old woman nodded. “Hopefully a caravan that’s diverted off the main highway for some reason, but better safe than sorry. Gather up your packs; there are a few winding paths near the base of the tower we can stow our gear in.”

Vashi frowned, a worried expression creeping over his features.

Hlaya continued, “If it’s a caravan we’ll probably both camp here tonight, so it’s wise to pick the best spot with shelter now.”

That made sense to Raysha, so she gathered up both her and Vashi’s pack, slinging them over her shoulder with a struggle. She then lumbered towards the great tower and the many winding paths and alcoves that made up its base. If any of these paths has a way to climb the tower from the inside, that would be a view to die for.

She walked out of her chosen alcove and almost bumped into Vashi, who was carrying Hlaya’s backpack. Behind him, Octavian had donned his clothing and secured his leather armour and cape. He was leaning over Hlaya, quietly chatting with the historian. The two made their way over to Raysha, and Hlaya filled the siblings in. “Around a dozen people, roughly five minutes away.”

“Let’s head into the… thickets, for want of a better word,” Octavian said, indicating an area behind a dense forest of thin crystal pillars that would allow them to look out, but conceal them from view. They relocated and laid out their packs. Octavian stretched his shoulders and then leaned casually against a pillar. He took a bite of an apple he had retrieved from his pack.

Vashi followed his lead and took out his prized book from its pouch at his hip. Evidently, five minutes was enough time to get a quick bit of study in.

Raysha didn’t bother finding something to do while she waited, and instead focused intently on the entrance to the Oasis. Would it be a traveller like Mitra the tinkerer? Or maybe some more brightly dressed men or women from Paratha like Huali. Or, better than all of that, would it be a merchant that sold ice cream? She was still unhappy about missing out the day they left Hidan.

A few minutes later, Raysha heard the newcomers as they reached the ascent into the Oasis. Cheery voices echoed up from the entrance, the sound of laughter and conversation intermingling with the loud footsteps that drew ever closer. The first woman stepped out onto the shore, as it were. Unfortunately, the person was still too distant for Raysha to make out details—she wished she had Hlaya’s augmented senses. The first woman was soon joined by others on the narrow path. At least a dozen people were now making their way towards the ‘beach’ area she had recently been lounging on.

Raysha spied some of the group pointing out various birds and creatures on the islands, and as the band drew nearer, she was able to perceive some small details. Dusty, was the first thing that came to mind. Not really their fault, though, she reminded herself, looking at her own rather unkempt clothes in the faint reflection of a crystal wall. Underneath the layer of their travel dust seemed to be a rather disparate collection of equipment. Many members wore mismatched armour, leather wraps, cuirasses, and vests of different styles. Patches and signs of repair were everywhere. Only their boots were uniform. They were all armed with a motley collection of rusty swords, spears, axes, and various other weapons she couldn’t yet figure out at this distance.

Three of the party stood out the most. Leading the way was a man with short-cropped, jet-black hair. His armour shone in the sun; an expensive mix of leather, chainmail and, metal plates. At his side hung a longsword with a long white handle and silver pommel. His arms were left bare, revealing a muscular form, that—while not on the same level as Octavian—was undeniably impressive. The other two outliers were farther back in the crowd and walked side by side. Instead of armour, they wore layered robes, cinched across the waist with thick belts that left the arms and legs free to move. The robes were predominantly charcoal grey, differentiated by their richly dyed cloth belts—one the blue of the sea, the other a fiery scarlet.

Raysha looked over to her left at Hlaya and Octavian, keen to ask the pair of them about the new arrivals. She closed her mouth when she saw how intently the pair were watching the strangers from their vantage point. Vashi was silent as well, but that was hardly unusual. Raysha looked back down to the shore. Is it because they’re all armed? It doesn’t look like a caravan… does it?

Or if it was a caravan, they had left the pack animals behind. Though, given the large crystal steps you had to climb up to reach the basin, she expected that even if there were animals, they’d probably be waiting outside. Poor horses, they’ll never know what they were missing!

As the group drew closer and approached the larger open area, Raysha could start to pick out individual voices. One of the men, she was unsure which, had asked if they could set up camp and do the job tomorrow. Did he want to go for a swim?

Raysha wasn’t sure how she felt about them camping. Meeting new people could be nice, yet having this pristine oasis all to herself for the rest of the day… well, that sounded nicer.

Inconsiderate travellers, not letting me monopolise this out-of-the-way natural wonder.

The leader had responded negatively to the request to camp, in an accent that sounded a lot like Octavian’s. Maybe they are countrymen of his? She looked up to the big warrior to quietly voice the idea, but he raised a finger, halting her question. His eyes flickered off the leader to catch her gaze, and he shook his head ever so slightly, mouth set in a hard line. The man turned his head back, and continued to watch the group of people. His apple lay discarded, half-eaten, on the ground.

The leader put his group to work, and he was finally close enough for Raysha to hear the words clearly.

“Livos, Periklis, pick the location. Casi, Anci, start setting up.”

“Sure thing, boss,” one of the women responded. She, and the man next to her, were dressed in less dishevelled clothing than most of the group. On the other side of the woman, the two robed men nodded to the leader. The men moved to a large crystal stone adjacent to the water, and another member of the party dropped a large canvas bag by their feet. The robed men started unpacking the bag. The woman that had spoken up gestured to a man standing close by, and the two of them peeled off from the group. Casi and Anci, Raysha guessed. They moved closer to where she and her friends had hidden away, taking several steps up the tiered crystals. “Reckon we’re high enough?” the woman asked.

“Easily,” the man responded, and he beckoned at a few of his friends, who carried over several packs of equipment.

By the water’s edge, the robed figures had assembled a flat, metal rune; a twisting pentagonal design of iron an inch thick and many feet wide. A massive ruby was embedded in the centre of the rune. That thing must be worth a fortune if I can see it from this far away. The robed pair laid the rune out on top of one of the hexagonal platforms, and with metal pegs and spikes, they hammered the device into the ground, cracking the crystal underneath and spraying chips of sharp glass-like fragments into the air.

Closer to Raysha, the other half of the group on the raised platforms had unpacked a series of puzzling contraptions and were busy assembling it. Just as on the waterline, a foundation was laid out and hammered in, this one a simple hexagon. One of the men fastened a triangular mount onto this base, and another helper attached a thick, hollow, iron rod. Onto that rod, yet another person was screwing in a weird comb-like attachment. Raysha had never seen anything like it before. Not in Hayet, not in Hidan, not even in the stories the village Elders told her. Two long metal arms stretched from just under the iron rod out towards the water in parallel lines as long as her legs, and inch-thick combs of metal reached from the arms up until they almost met, leaving a gap of air between them wide enough for her thumb. Like some form of weird, metal bug with blocky pincers. Or a pair of straight combs big enough for a giant. Wooden handles spread, arcing out and backwards several feet until they terminated shoulder-width behind the device. Ah, a big comb you can… point?

“Need a refresher?” Casi asked the man.

“Bite me.”

The woman grinned, and then called out in a loud voice, “Ready up here.”

By the water’s edge, the robed men added their own chorus of readiness. “All right, gather up,” the leader called out, waving the robed pair out into the water. The dozen or so people left had formed a surprisingly straight line a few feet behind the waterline, and the leader turned to address them. “A gold aureus bonus to the one who ends it.”

The words seemed to have a powerful effect, and slouching postures were replaced by a snapping to attention. Some of them brought their hands to their chest, giving a salute she hadn’t seen before. Beside her, Octavian and Hlaya both stiffened at the sight of it. I’ll ask them about that later.

Out in the water, the robed figures had located a deeper channel, and one stood on either side. The first—the one with the blue accent on his robes—stretched his arms out and closed his eyes. He took a deep breath, and then brought his hands close together, touching his thumbs and pointers. In the empty space between his hands, a soft blue glow formed. The ball of aeon flickered, pulsed, and grew brighter. As blue-robes continued pouring his energy out, the orb grew. The man extended his arms, and then the sphere of roiling aeon slowly lowered into the water. All the while, a stream of his power flowed from his palm down to the descending sphere, pumping more and more energy into the construct.

With a soft crackle, the sphere passed into the water, sending the lake surface around it swirling and bubbling like it was suddenly set to boil. Streaks of pale blue light shone out, flashing in every direction. Around the men, the glimmering of wyrms that had been attracted by the increase in ambient aeon shot away. Raysha was surprised, but guessed that trying to consume that amount of aeon would probably burst them like a balloon. And from deep out in the lake, something in the water thrashed.

Larger wyrms approached now, flashes of scales revealing man-sized spirits making their way towards the energy source submerged in water. Red-robes stood in their way. As they approached, he raised his arms, and dazzling bolts of throbbing green aeon sprang from his fingertips, spearing towards the incoming wyrms and chasing them off.

Behind him, blue-robes continued to pour his power into the growing ball of aeon. For a few minutes longer both robed figures continued their tasks, until red-robes held his hand up high. The other man halted his channeling and focused simply on containing the writhing mass of aeon under his hands.

Then, Raysha saw it, out deep in the basin.

A flash of scales as big as her head.

Then a ghostlike flick of a tail set the water churning. Spirits, it must be far bigger than me, and it hasn’t even manifested yet.

“Livos!” the red-robed man called out.

“I see it.”

Red-robes brought his hands together, and Raysha saw a bright aura form around his palms as the aeon being shaped between them leaked out. The man pulled his hands apart, revealing five bars of glowing green power connecting each separated fingertip. Livos made a clawing motion with his hand, and his sphere of crackling sapphire power elongated, the top rising like a long vase out of the water. With all the power the man had poured into it, the mass of energy was now larger than Raysha’s outstretched arms.

Seeing the aeon starting to rise up, the giant wyrm flashed forward, determined not to let its meal escape.

The wyrm sped between the men, powerful tail propelling it up and out of the water while it chased the retreating aeon.

The men struck.

Red-robes cast his hands out, and a green lattice of aeon was thrown over the creature. Blue-robes yelled out, and the sphere of aeon streaked upwards, splitting into a dozen splinters that formed jagged spears of crackling energy. The man gestured, and the spears reversed and flew down. They struck with a thunderous roar and a flash of light. Raysha lost sight of the robed figures.

And then, out of the blinding glow and water droplets falling back to the lake, a green beam shot towards the shore. It struck the metal formation hammered into the ground, and the thin green line connecting the web and the rune grew thick and strong instead of dissipating.

Raysha put her hands over her mouth. Oh spirits, it’s a trap, isn’t it?

The sticky green web surrounding the wyrm constricted, and with brutal speed, it was hauled towards the shore and the waiting warriors.

The creature screeched and cried out as it was dragged helplessly to the hunters. The noise wasn’t from pain. It sounded like anger. Like rage at the small mammals that sought to confine it and control it.

The wyrm flashed, absorbing some of the aeon in its cage, and shimmered into view. Powerful legs supported a translucent body as tall as a man and many times as long. A scaled and spiked head snapped at the aeon webbing pulling it to the shore, but each connection destroyed was quickly replaced.

The creature roared, absorbing more aeon, and a white wave seemed to pass through the spirit, from its head down to its tail. In the wake of the wave, the wyrm became fully opaque, and more than that, it grew by several feet in height.

A thrashing tail sent waves to the shore, which broke over the crystal platforms. Long claws flashed through the air, carving through the web, but the wyrm continued being pulled to the shore. On the ground, water splashed over the metal runeform and instantly turned to steam. The metal began to glow, the huge energies flowing out of the central ruby heating the metal red-hot.

The wyrm hit the crystals at the waterline, cracking them, before the trap inexorably dragged it onto dry ground.

Raysha watched in horrified silence.

The wyrm righted itself and let out a large roar, only to stagger to the side as a firebolt impacted the side of its face. It spun its head, locking eyes onto the perpetrator—the leader of the group, whose sword was now both unsheathed and wreathed in fire.

“It’s not there yet,” the leader called out. “Give it some more motivation!”

The band had spread out in a rough semicircle around the wyrm, and at his words, several raised hands. A succession of rapid bursts of energy flew at the creature. Fire, ice, lightning, and waves of pure force rippled the air. They slammed into the wyrm, over and over again. Some attacks bounced off the reflective scales, but most struck the spirit, stinging and disorienting it.

And then the robed men caught up, and a brilliant blue spear of aeon smashed into the wyrm. A scale cracked, and a trickle of dark blue blood leaked from underneath, dripping down the spirit’s back.

It bellowed, and the primal scream of suffering and anger sent a spasm of pain through Raysha’s body. Aeon rushed into the creature’s mouth as it drew in a deep breath. It shimmered for a final time, and then rose onto its hind legs. The wyrm’s limbs lengthened, thickened, and a membrane grew from its front legs to its chest. The frill receded and was replaced with a set of backswept horns. Spikes formed along its spine and joints. Its face lengthened, jaw growing long and powerful, and vicious-looking fangs manifesting.

Despite her mind feeling numb from the sudden chaos and violence, Raysha gasped. Is… that…?

All around the creature, the temperature plummeted. Crystal cracked in the sudden cold. The water covering the ground froze, and the lake roiled like a tempest was passing over it. Jagged spikes of ice tore their way into existence in concentric circles centred around the roaring spirit. Several of the slower hunters were impaled by the icy spears, and their blood tainted the pure white spikes a sticky red. The robed figures had blocked the ice with conjured shields of pure force, but both were still knocked back, their aeon shields cracked and broken.

“Oh my gods,” Vashi mumbled from her side, staring at the sudden carnage. His complexion was a pale, sickly green.

Octavian and Hlaya shared a tense look. Hlaya shook her head infinitesimally.

The wyrm slammed its legs down onto the ground, scattering the band of people arrayed around it. Except, of course, it was a wyrm no longer. This, from everything Raysha had ever been told, was a drake. It was majestic. It was enraged. And more than that, it was impossible—a story come to life.

What is going on?!

What could lead to people attacking such a beautiful spirit? They were creatures of myth, of reverence, and to see one actually being attacked made her feel sick. This is insane.

“Casi!” a deep voice commanded from the ice. The leader had remained on his feet, sword extended towards the spirit.

On the raised crystal, Casi sighted down the weapon. Her hands lit up as she channelled her aeon into the device, and Raysha saw the aura of her power being directed down to the tube and the rails at the front. Dozens of small gemstones, set into each tooth of the comb, activated in order. Between each paired tooth, fiery orange aeon pooled, contained in a dozen small fields. The woman pressed a gem on the handle, and the weapon fired. A jet of force launched out of the resonator, flying through the rail and absorbing the dozen condensed packets of fire-aspected aeon in its path. It streaked out in a bolt bright enough to leave afterimages, tearing through the air with a high-pitched, resounding crack.

It struck the drake in the side, carving a massive, sizzling gash down its torso and splattered a thick mist of blood into the air and over the ground.

The drake screamed.

Raysha threw up.

And the warriors closed in on their prey.

Raysha continued to heave up her stomach onto the ground on all fours, a ringing in her ears and her vision filled only with the prior contents of her stomach. She spat out the taste and looked up as she wiped her mouth. Only Vashi remained by her side. She cast her head around, worried, and saw Octavian and Hlaya at the edge of the pillars hiding them from view.

Octavian looked down at the historian, gripping Persuasion so hard his knuckles were white. He stepped out from behind the pillar, his mouth set in a hard line and the muscles of his neck tense. He reached up with his left hand to unclasp his long black cloak. He cast it to the side, and with a powerful leap, shot forward.

Hlaya followed a few steps behind. Her frizzled hair bounced as she tried to keep pace. But Octavian was a blur, and the older woman was left behind.

The big man cocked his warhammer back as he flew forward. The people manning the mounted artifact had only a split second of warning before he was atop them. Anci saw Octavian first, his eyes widened in surprise, and he began turning and calling out a warning to Casi.

He was too slow.

With a mighty heave, Octavian bought his hammer up over his shoulder, and thundered it down onto the artifact. Metal screeched, and the barrel of the construct smashed into the ground. With a second mighty blow, Octavian brought the hammer directly down on the largest gem on the side of the barrel.

The gem cracked. Then detonated. With the sound of thunder, a shockwave distorted the air, shattering nearby pillars and tearing apart the ground. An instant later, a storm of fire exploded out of the gem, engulfing everyone around the artifact. Raysha saw the fire part around Octavian’s form for an instant as his barrier deflected it, but then his defences cracked, fire engulfed him, and he was hurled backwards as well. Only Casi remained standing, not being directly in the line-of-fire of the unleashed inferno. A split second later, Octavian and the other hunters crashed into the ground or crystalline walls. Many crumpled limp to the floor, unmoving.

The construct’s explosion had drawn attention from the main force arrayed against the enraged drake a few dozen yards away. Raysha saw three men peel off, and start towards the artifact. The rest of the attackers continued baiting the drake, one darting in to draw attention, while another struck blows against the scaly hide, like ants attacking a lion.

Hlaya reached Octavian’s rising figure a heartbeat later, her slower speed having saved her from the worst of the explosion. Octavian looked to be in a bad state, with smoke rising from his leather armour and blood dripping freely from his hands to the ground below. Much of his hair had been burned away. The historian was barely in time to deflect a thrust from Casi’s shortsword that would have opened Octavian’s throat. Casi’s hand twitched violently as the historian batted her blade aside, and small arcs of lightning leapt from Hlaya’s cane to the sword as the old woman activated the hidden runes.

The moment of respite was all Octavian needed, and he surged back into the fray, warhammer twirling and lashing out at one of the hunters who had recovered as well. Octavian launched a dazzling barrage of strikes, forcing the man back. Casi had focused on Hlaya, and the old woman was hard-pressed to defend herself, relying on the superior reach of her walking stick and its enchantment to barely keep the young woman at bay.

And with every second, the reinforcements drew closer.




Vashi could see where this was going. Octavian was still recovering from the explosion and wouldn’t be able to overpower his opponent fast enough. The extra men joining the battle would quickly turn the tide. He swallowed his fear as best he could, and tried desperately to keep control of his bladder… and then he too stepped out from the pillar.

Vashi closed his eyes, calming his thoughts, and focused on his well. He walked forward. Time seemed to slow down. Three men, approaching at a run. One with a spear, arm cocked and ready to throw. Two with swords. Prioritise the spear. He pulled, drawing aeon through his formation and gathering the power in the palm of his hands. Fire, Force, Resilience, he was using his tried and true triform again, but he had never used it in real combat before. He was terrified. He raised his right palm, grabbing his forearm with his spare hand to stop the shaking. He braced his feet, then let out a yell as he released his power. A bolt of superheated fire launched from his palm and arced towards the spearman. The spearman took a step, twisting his body to hurl the weapon, but was blasted off his feet as a fireball crashed into his head.

Flesh sizzled. The man screamed and collapsed to the ground, clutching his melted face. Vashi shoved the screaming man from his mind. Two more.

Vashi fired off a barrage of smaller bolts, but the incoming warriors swatted them out of the air. Without the element of surprise, the attackers deflected the bolts with aeon of their own.

In the background, the first man was still screaming.

The two extra warriors reached Octavian, and it was all the huge man could do to keep their blades from his flesh. He blocked a slash at his side with Persuasion’s haft. He stepped back to avoid a quick jab, then returned a vicious swipe of his axe-head to his foe. The blow was deflected up. He flowed with it, turning to flick the heavy pommel out and catching one of the men across the chin. The soldier’s jaw shattered with a crunch.

Vashi could only watch as they fought, since any further attacks might hit his own allies. He had been practising with his accuracy, but not to the extent that he was confident he would miss Octavian, for the man was moving with terrible speed. The enemies ignored the younger man completely, and a cold rage started to burn within Vashi’s chest. One of the attackers ducked under a blow from the warhammer, and he managed to score a slicing cut across Octavian’s arm. A line of red appeared, dripping blood down the artist’s forearm.

Hlaya fared little better. Sweat coursed down her face, and her dark skin showed welts from burn marks. Despite heroic efforts to keep Casi’s blade at bay, she was suffering from dozens of small injuries. The mercenary was obviously channeling fire into her blade, and each parry sent a cascade of white-hot drops spraying over the historian’s skin.

Within moments his friends would both be overwhelmed.

Vashi pulled his hunting knife from his belt, and with a cry, ran towards the fight.

“Vashi!” a wailing cry came from behind him.

He kept running, gripping the knife so tight his hands shook while he gathered his power within him once more. Please forgive me, Raysha.




Behind him, Raysha stood by the pillar, watching her brother charge into a fight he had no way of winning. She had her staff in her hand, and she had formed the Force and Receptivity formation that she had practised, yet she couldn’t do anything. She didn’t have enhanced strength, resilience, or speed. She was a liability in a real fight. A single stray blow was likely to cut her in half before she could even make a difference.

Consumed with self-loathing and paralysed with fear, she watched.

Her brother reached the combatants just as one managed to slip by Octavian. Vashi crashed into him, dagger arcing down. The man caught it casually in one hand and went to strike Vashi. Octavian’s warhammer smashed into the attacker’s chest, and he staggered back, blood fountaining out of his mouth. The move cost Octavian, however, and only a hastily erected buffer of aeon slowed the incoming sword enough to save his hand from being parted with his body. Even with the buffer, the blade cut deep into the warrior’s forearm.

To their side, Casi fell back, clutching a steaming eye and screaming. Grim-faced, Hlaya stepped over to her opponent, then raised her cane to drive it down into the prone woman’s throat. Just before she could finish the hunter off, a blue lance of energy struck her in the stomach. She clutched her chest and slumped back.

Blue-robes—Livos—was now approaching the group at a slow, steady pace. He had fired his attack a score of yards away, and seemed in no great hurry. His robes were frayed from the fight with the drake and burns lined his arms, but his hands still pulsed with frightening power. Behind him, the drake’s struggles were a shadow of its past mighty self, its scales had been turned into patchwork quilt of lacerations, and its movements were lethargic and desperate.

The robed man took another step, and Octavian narrowly avoided another blow, catching the strike and turning it away at the last instant. Vashi threw up a hand, and a cone of fire blasted from his palm and enveloped one of the warriors.

And then, from inside the cone, a dagger flew out and sunk into his thigh.

The fire winked out, revealing the unperturbed warrior in front of Vashi. A thin layer of aeon flowed around his body and had redirected the boy’s weak attack.

The young man fell backwards, leg folding underneath him as his foe stepped forward, and his head hit the crystal ground with disturbing force.

Raysha started running forward, screaming. Her brother’s arm twitched as he tried to move. The mercenary took another step.

She dropped her staff as she leapt forwards.

The mercenary drew back his sword in preparation for a final thrust.

No.

Anything, anyone, but Vashi.

Raysha frantically pulled aeon out of her well, clawing at her power with a desperate need. The pressure in her chest spiked, as if it was going to burst and tear itself asunder. She screamed and ignored the pain, throwing her power in the face of the man attacking her brother. A wave of force blasted from her and slammed into the man, knocking everyone present off their feet.

Come on, Vashi, get up!

She saw her brother struggle, but his leg wouldn’t take his weight. Octavian pulled himself off the ground first and watched blue-robes calmly regain his footing as well. He turned to Raysha, grabbing her by the shoulders. “Run!” he told her, and pushed her back. She ignored him, and instead rushed to her brother’s side.

“Vashi! Vashi! Can you hear me?!” Raysha pulled out the dagger and pressed her hands on his leg, trying to staunch the bleeding, but warm blood flowed between her fingers. She looked around for anything to bandage his leg in. She tore some fabric off her tunic without thinking about it, pressing the scraps against the wound. Then, she saw Octavian crash to the ground with a sapphire-bright lance of energy dissolving in his midsection.

Blue-robes was up, and he had been joined by several of the other mercenaries. A ball of bright blue energy grew in his hand again, shaping into a long spear. Livos stepped forward. Towards Raysha and her brother.

Raysha summoned her power again, holding wet, red hands up in front of her. Blood ran down her forearms and dripped to the ground. Raysha’s shock melted away in the face of incandescent rage. Her mind went blank, and her world narrowed to the approaching soldiers that dared harm her brother.

She pulled with all her might, tearing away every mental barrier that stood between her and her vast well of power. She held her aeon in front of her with minimal effort. Every day, for hours, she had done this. She didn’t need a sophisticated Technique to protect her brother. She needed only more power.

More and more she pulled, flooding the space between her hands with aeon so dense it started warping the air around it. She burned through her well, ignoring the screaming of her core as it burned with the torrent of energy she was drawing forth. She emptied her entire reserves into the ball of energy in front of her. It writhed against her, a pearlescent storm struggling to escape, but she clamped down on it with a will that would crush a mountain. Light leaked through her fingers. The air around her trembled.

In front of her, the man who had stabbed Vashi raised his sword high.

Her brother, who had always protected her.

Now, it was her turn.

Kneeling over Vashi’s bleeding form, she hurled her power at the warriors.

The ball of energy exploded outwards. A solid wall of radiant aeon flooded forth with a vicious howl, guided by a titanic intent to wipe away those threatening her them.

In a fraction of a second, it hit the man who had stabbed Vashi first. He disintegrated into a fine red mist. Those around him fared no better, the shockwave of power stripping away their defences and tearing them apart like paper. Livos threw up a frantic shield of aeon, but Raysha’s attack burst it like a bubble, caved in the man’s chest, and sent him flying backwards. His body crashed into a crystal pillar and splattered upon it.

Her power rushed down to the waterline, where it collided with the warriors left baiting the ailing drake, shattering bones and shredding lungs. Red-robes and the remaining warriors careened through the air out into the lake like thrown dolls. The spirit weathered the blast without issue, for Raysha’s intent had not targeted the creature. Of her enemies, only the leader seemed to have the power to resist, but even then his aeon defences shattered and his armour cracked. The man staggered back—right into the biting range of the drake. The reptilian head shot down and its jaws closed over the man’s torso, punching through the broken armour, deep into flesh. The drake flicked its head, brutally tearing the man in half.

The green cage around the creature cracked—Raysha’s attack had shattered the heat-stressed metal of the formation. Freed of its constraints, the drake roared, and then jumped into the lake, turning the water red where several of the mercenaries had been tossed by the blast.

Raysha slumped to the ground, numb. Everyone in front of her was just… gone. Twisted swords, splintered spears, and tattered red scraps of leather were all that remained of the three people that had just been standing in front of her. A red smear and crumpled body lay by a large crystal pillar. No hint of the bright blue belt had escaped a red coating of gore.

Beyond that twisted body, no one remained standing.

There was silence.

Oh gods… merciful spirits… how?

And then Vashi groaned, and she snapped out of her trance. “Vashi! Spirits, don’t move, okay?” She grabbed his knife and frantically looked around, throwing the soaked scraps of her tunic away. She saw Octavian’s greatcloak over near the pillar and dashed towards it. She sliced a long section from its side, then ran back, binding his leg as tight as she could.

Beside her, the artist stood up, holding his hand over the wound in his stomach. She realised his armour had been torn apart from the artifact’s discharge, and the wound underneath was blackened, charred, and oozed blood. Despite the horrific agony it must be causing, Octavian didn’t show any pain on his face. Instead, he looked around in disbelief. “By the fucking gods…” His eyes locked with Raysha’s. “Uh… good work?” He glanced down at Vashi. “Hlaya has a medicine pouch in her pack; see to your brother and then fetch it for her.” The warrior bent down to pick up Persuasion, then walked forward, eyes alert for any survivors that were still a threat.

“Keep pressure on this, alright?” Raysha told her half-conscious brother.

“What… happened?”

“I did it, Vash. I helped. Don’t worry, you’re safe.”

I destroyed them all.

Vashi looked around, his face clammy, pale, and confused, before nodding weakly. She ran back to Hlaya’s pack, where she fished around for the white pouch from the apothecary. She found it in the top section of the bag, and ran over to the historian. Raysha’s head was spinning and she struggled to remain standing. No aeon left… for anything.

“Hlaya, are you alright?” she panted.

The old woman had forced herself up into a seated posture, taking in the devastation in front of her. And while she looked exhausted and was covered with small burns and welts, she didn’t seem seriously harmed. “Never been better,” the historian said drily. “We’re going to have a talk about this later”—she gestured to the red smears on the ground—“when you’ve got your faculties back. Go drink up to replenish your well as soon as possible. I’m surprised you’re even conscious. I’ll fix your brother up, yes?” She held out her hand, and Raysha passed over the white canvas pouch. The historian hobbled to her feet, one hand pressed over her abdomen, and looked down at the body of the young woman she had fought so hard against.

Except the body was still breathing. The old woman paused, inspecting the mercenary. Raysha froze. Should they leave now before the woman awoke? Should they bandage her wounds? Or ensure she wouldn’t wake?

The historian snapped her fingers, drawing Raysha’s attention. “I’ll deal with this later,” she said, pointing to Casi. “You, drink and sit by your brother. Now.”

Hlaya hobbled over to Vashi and retrieved a few small red pills from the pouch. Raysha joined her quickly, her canister in hand. Hlaya took the bottle then placed the red pills in Vashi’s mouth, washing them down his throat with his sister’s drink. “They should help him replenish lost blood, and allow his body to focus on healing the wound in his leg faster,” Hlaya told her, before addressing her brother. “You’re in shock, Vashi, but I need you to concentrate and rebuild your formation. Just Life, as much of it as you can sustain. I’ll give you painkillers, but only after you’ve started integrating.” Raysha nodded slowly. Even mild painkillers and anaesthetics—anything that made the mind less clear or one’s will more nebulous—would make it harder to shape glyphs.

“Raysha, drink,” Hlaya commanded.

Raysha raised the canister to her lips, taking a long sip.

The older woman pulled off the piece of the cloak Raysha had wrapped around the wound, inspected the cut for foreign objects, then withdrew bandages and started binding his leg properly.

“Next time someone gets stabbed, girl, try not to take out the weapon plugging the hole. He’s lost a lot of blood.”

Raysha sat behind her brother, stroking his hair. She looked shocked, and tears formed in her eyes.

Vashi squeezed her blood-covered hand. “I’m all good,” he said weakly. “You did good, don’t worry.”

Octavian returned to the group, and he knelt down beside Raysha, then put a large hand on her shoulder. “Looks like he’s going to be alright.”

Raysha nodded her head, though her expression was glassy.

“What do you think, Hlaya?” he asked. She could tell his voice strained with the effort of trying to stay cheerful.

“Physically, he’ll be fine.”

Octavian threw her a small frown. He opened his mouth to respond, but a faint rumble in the ground disturbed him. He looked up, into a pair of vibrant blue reptilian eyes—the drake had walked over.

Everyone froze.

Already, the vicious gashes in the drake’s hide had stopped bleeding and were starting to close. The creature lowered its scaled head, sniffed the air, and turned curious eyes onto the group of four battered travellers that had rescued it.

Blood still coated its lower chin from where it had torn the leader apart. Raysha held her breath.

Please don’t eat us. Please don’t eat us. Please don’t eat us.

Clawed feet dug into the crystal platform as the drake bent farther down to the humans underneath it. Raysha’s mind went blank, and she stared into its eyes, transfixed with the swirling lights that played within their depths.

It was beautiful.

And then the spirit extended its neck. Raysha closed her eyes, frozen stiff. It licked her and Vashi, its rough tongue leaving a trail of burning saliva from Vashi’s face up to Raysha’s. The saliva seared into her like a thousand pinpricks of light, each stabbing through her skin and into her soul.

The drake huffed, raised its head, then slowly turned.

She touched her face to confirm what had just happened.

Her hand came back wet and feeling afire. For some reason, the pain didn’t concern her at all. The Oasis seemed to grow in vibrance. Second-by-second the colours became deeper, richer, more saturated, but somehow less real.

The drake walked back towards the lake, and once its form reached the water, it started to shimmer in the air, reverting to its smaller wyrm form. Its horns faded away, its limbs shrunk down and lost their mass, and its powerful body streamlined into a more serpentine form. The creature slipped under the water, and with a final glimmer of scale, disappeared from sight.




Hlaya dabbed at Raysha’s face, cleaning it with a critical eye.

The girl is lucky to be alive after using her power so recklessly.

The historian held up the young woman’s bottle, and Raysha took it numbly, drinking from it without thinking.

But, maybe, she’ll come out the other side stronger for it. Only time will tell.

The old woman stood up, leaving the youngsters to Octavian’s care. She walked around the battle site and salvaged what she could. From the metal trap, she pried off the ruby. Scales that had been left behind by the drake were added to the collection. The once burning sword wielded by the mercenary leader was picked up. Every gemstone on the curious ballista was removed and placed into a pouch. The contraption itself, she ruthlessly broke into pieces. She gathered up the black fabric of the greatcloak Raysha had used as a bandage so she could dispose of it later. And then she returned to the woman she had fought against, who lay unconscious and unmoving to the side, scorched face and ruined eye seeping fluid onto the ground. There was nothing of interest on the woman, except for the shortsword her opponent had been using. She picked it up, along with its sheath.

She might as well give Vashi some options over that knife of his.

That left only one, small, annoying problem.

She coughed slightly to grab Octavian’s attention, and when their eyes met she gestured towards the woman.

She saw the man look over, and notice the shallow breaths coming from the downed woman. Heavens above, he looks relieved that this cretin is still alive. She was being too subtle.

She indicated Octavian should join her, and when the man had walked over, spoke in a quiet voice. “We need to take care of her.”

Her words, quiet as they were, pierced the silence, and the siblings looked over as well. Vashi was lucid again. That’s promising.

“Take care of her?” Raysha asked. Internally, Hlaya sighed. They weren’t free of this mess yet.

“These injuries aren’t lethal. Soon, she will wake.” Hlaya looked down at the figure, feeling no pity. “It would be best if she did not.”

“True,” Octavian responded, a great weight hanging off his words, “but that doesn’t change anything. I have done many things in my life and been accused of even more. But cold-blooded murder has never been one of them. And it never will.”

“That doesn’t need to change. You can carry Vashi out of here. Take Raysha with you. I’ll catch up.”

“That changes nothing, Hlaya,” he said firmly.

“And what about when she wakes? Do you think this was an isolated event? You saw the salutes as well as I did. This is a hornet’s nest, and we just kicked it.”

Octavian shrugged, though he seemed weary. “I know, Hlaya. But I will not stoop to murdering a wounded woman simply for expediency. Give her something to keep her unconscious for as long as you safely can, and we shall be away from here swiftly. She won’t be in any condition to give chase for a long time.”

Hlaya was quiet for a minute as she chewed through various options in her mind. She looked at the scared faces of Raysha and Vashi, and came to a decision. They had seen enough for today.

“You’re carrying the boy,” she told the large warrior.

The tension in the air broke, and Octavian nodded, then walked over to Vashi, picking up the young man without noticeable effort. Hlaya searched through her medical pouch. “Let’s put some distance between us and the hornet’s nest, shall we?” the historian said. “Clean up quickly.”

Hlaya pulled several pouches out of her medicine pack until she found the one sewed shut. She carefully broke a single thread of the seal and trickled out a dozen tiny grains into a thimble of water. Octavian was busy helping Raysha strap on her pack. She shook more grains out, swirled the water, and poured it down the unconscious woman’s throat.

Another problem solved.




Raysha mechanically tightened her pack until it squeezed almost painfully around her. Her clothes were wet, for she hadn’t bothered stripping down when everyone had waded out into the water to clean themselves of blood. Octavian had even washed his hair—or what was left of it—before binding it tightly behind his head. Raysha hadn’t bothered. It would take too long, and frankly she just didn’t care at that point.

She looked out at the crystal oasis around her. That morning, it had been a place of beauty. Of peace, and nature, and wonder.

Now, it was stained a vibrant red. Crystal platforms were cracked, burned, and pitted. Spikes of ice slowly melted and the water mingled with blood and flesh. The metallic scent of blood hung over the Oasis. Most of her mind seemed asleep, numb to the horror. The part that was awake agreed with Octavian. She wanted out of this place.

Truthfully, she just wanted to walk until she couldn’t see the Oasis any more, and then sleep for a week.

Then she could sit down and figure out everything that had just happened.

The party wound their way towards the entrance, Octavian and Vashi passing down the crystal steps first. Raysha followed, and Hlaya was the last to leave.

Raysha turned once, at the bottom, and gazed up at the crystal tunnel leading to the basin and the wyrms.

Right now, she wanted to be away. But… if she could come back one day, she would, just to collapse the entrance forever and afford the spirits and wildlife a life without interruption. A life free from hunters and humans.




Chapter 13

Sand squelched under Raysha’s boots as she stumbled through the plains. Crystal formations rose from the ground, but all her stare took in was Octavian’s broad back. Cradled in the huge warrior’s hands was her brother, white bandages stained red around his thigh.

They had been walking for hours, heading due west and chasing the falling sun. The world had unfortunately returned to its usual drab colours as the effect of the drake’s saliva seemed to fade over time. If only those… mercenaries… had some sort of pack animal we could have ridden. I could just sleep then, and wake up far away.

Instead, they trudged through the sand. Raysha felt like her head and her core were splitting in half; her overuse of aeon had gifted her a fierce migraine that filled her consciousness and blotted out parts of her vision, and—if her spiritual core was an organ—it felt like someone had plucked it out of her body, tossed it in a fire, and then doused the flames by collapsing a mountain on it.

She took another sip from her canister, feeling the spirit-rich liquid reach her stomach with a warm glow and slowly make its way into her well.

Where a deep lake of aeon should be swirling, there was only a hint of a wisp. A drop where there should be an ocean.

Yet again, she was empty.

Empty was just another word for powerless.

“You did well today,” Hlaya said from Raysha’s side. The young woman flinched, not having realised the historian had moved up next to her.

Raysha didn’t respond immediately, but Hlaya appeared content to give her silence.

Eventually, she responded.

“I… I just…” She waved her hands vaguely. “And they all…” She swallowed. “I killed them.”

“No,” Hlaya said gently. “You protected your brother. Hold that thought in your mind and do not let it fade away. If you hadn’t acted, your brother would be dead. We would be dead.”

A tear escaped and ran down her cheek. Her thoughts were a scrambled mess, but a single query seemed to rise to the surface. “Why?”

Hlaya pursed her lips, seeming to consider how best to answer the malformed query. “Not every question has an answer, Raysha.”

The answer didn’t seem to resonate with the young woman, and Raysha’s mind started to drift back into pain and lethargy.

Hlaya interrupted the drift. “Why do you think they were there?” the older woman asked.

“Because people are monsters,” she said.

“Yes, but no. Think.”

“The spirit’s heart?” There was no other reason she could think of.

“Agreed. And why did they attack us?”

“We broke their weapon… and attacked them.”

“See, it’s all very simple. But it doesn’t help, does it?”

Raysha shook her head. The events made logical sense. The issue wasn’t in the logic… the issue was that she had turned human beings into a mist of blood and bone. She paled again as the scene played over in her mind. The white wall of her power had surged out, and when it hit the first man—the one threatening Vashi—it tore him apart. Her anger and hatred had guided the power. Skin, blood, muscle, then bone—she had seen it all exposed and shredded into a million pieces. Why was she not sad? Not even horrified? Am I a monster, too?

Hlaya’s insistent questioning snapped her out of the scene.

“What?”

Hlaya repeated herself, “Vashi told me that as a toddler, Palaya used to delight in running away and vanishing into the forest. I was asking if she had outgrown the habit yet.”

The rest of the afternoon passed in a slow but steady stream of words. Raysha wasn’t an idiot—she knew Hlaya was distracting her, but it still helped. Was she really in such dire need of help for Hlaya—the normally reserved historian—to request stories of Raysha’s family?

She didn’t think so. Is that an issue, itself?

Hlaya verbally dug through Raysha’s memories of Palaya, drawing out every mischievous antic and ploy her sister had undertaken while growing up. She could tell Vashi was listening in too. He had been away for a couple of years, and many of the stories would be new to him as well. One time the little squirt had shadowed her for the better part of an hour when Raysha had gone hunting. Instead of returning her home right away, she had let Pala stay with her, showing her the basics she herself had been taught the year before. The look of disappointment on her face when she couldn’t draw Raysha’s recurve bow had sent the young woman into fits of laughter. Pala had pouted for the rest of the day.

Even with Hlaya’s distractions, one question kept coming to mind. How did I do it? She tried to broach the question a few times with an awkward change of topic, but Hlaya wouldn’t engage. ‘Tomorrow,’ she had said, as if waiting before talking about it would somehow help.

Despite Raysha’s impatience, she was forced to admit that by the time the sun had set, she was feeling more herself. Her massive migraine was not simply a red-hot throbbing pain behind her eyes. And while part of her mind still felt numb, it was at least a smaller part than before.

They had decided to forego a campfire that night. Instead, the exhausted group opted for a cold meal and sleep. Hlaya applied a paste of herbs to Octavian’s wound and then bandaged his chest tightly. The big man barely seemed to notice, elected to stand watch, then jumped up. He was now sitting in an outcropping of crystal above their camping alcove. Her own injuries from Livos, she had told Raysha, were more spiritual in nature, and her core would slowly heal over the next few weeks.

Raysha felt like she understood. Her own core still felt burned and charred, and the thought of using her power almost made her throw up. It was with bitter irony she reflected that, for once, maybe it was a good thing she had no power to use.

With no fire to gather around, Hlaya had given the siblings some space. The old woman had told them they could talk more about what had happened tomorrow, but for now the best remedy was sleep. Then, she had moved her bedroll out of their line of sight.

Raysha placed her bedroll near Vashi’s. “How you holding up?” she asked.

Colour had slowly returned to her brother’s face, and he put on a smile she saw right through. “Not too bad, thanks to you.”

Raysha shrugged awkwardly. “Not too bad? You literally got stabbed, that’s pretty bad.”

Vashi chuckled weakly. “You were always the brightest of Mother’s children,” he joked.

“Oh, shut it. You need anything to rest?”

“I don’t think so, Hlaya dosed the bandages with some weird-smelling concoction a little while ago. So, it’s hopefully all good.” He patted the bandages, and Raysha was surprised he didn’t wince. Maybe the drops were for the pain? Or to stop an infection?

“Alright then.” She yawned. “Kick me if you need anything.”

“I’d kick you right now if I could.”

Within moments, Raysha was asleep.




It was still dark when she awoke, drawn out of sleep by the muffled sound of sobbing next to her.

She jumped off her bedroll then knelt by her brother and grabbed him by the shoulders. She expected to see his bandage soaked through with blood.

It was fine. And yet sobs were tearing themselves from Vashi’s chest.

“Hey, hey, it’s alright. I’m here.” She pulled his head onto her thighs, stroking his hair. “I’m here.”

Vashi grabbed her hand, squeezing it hard as his body shook. She sat there, unable to say anything, and just held him as he cried.

Slowly, the sobs lessened.

“Every time I close my eyes…” he choked out, “I can hear him screaming…”

Raysha knew who he was talking about. The spearman… the one Vashi had thrown a firebolt at. His face had melted off, and the man had died, choking and shrieking on the ground, not long after.

Raysha didn’t know what to say, so she just squeezed his hand.

“Why didn’t he defend himself?” Vashi demanded, suddenly angry. “What sort of warrior doesn’t have a shield or something! And so… I…”

And just as suddenly, the anger was gone, washed away by another convulsion of sobs while he relived the scene.

Raysha just knelt there, feet numb, as the young man processed the day. Grief and anger. Horror. Disgust. He seemed to be feeling it all.

Helpless, she stroked his head and held his hand until his cries subsided and, exhausted, he succumbed to sleep once more.

Raysha returned to her bedroll, dragging it closer to her brother. Some part of her wondered why she was not in a similar state. She was numb and in pain, but that, she felt, was from overusing her aeon. What about the emotional side of things? Apart from the visceral shock of what had happened, did she truly not care?

It was a disturbing question. And, rather than answer it, she too retreated back into sleep.




The morning dawned all too soon, and Raysha rose sluggishly from her mat. For some reason, it felt like only seconds had passed since she had laid her head back down. She refused to let the grisly images from the previous day continue to play in her mind. They deserved what they got.

Her brother looked little better—his eyes were red and his complexion still gaunt. He winced as he stood up, but the large-scale Life integration that had been working overnight had evidently helped. He limped over to where Hlaya and Octavian had dug a small pit in the sand and were roasting some form of desert hare.

“How’s the leg?” Hlaya asked.

Vashi took a hunk of skewered meat that Octavian handed over. “Painful. But I’ll be able to walk today.”

“Glad to hear it,” Octavian said. “Though I’ll carry your pack for a few more days.”

Vashi looked down and his fist clenched unconsciously. Raysha could feel his frustration. She joined the group before her brother could respond.

“I don’t suppose you could carry mine too,” she joked.

Walking is going to be hard enough for you, Vash, and Octavian is so strong a single pack won’t even make a difference to him. Just accept it.

Instead of responding to Octavian, her brother turned to face her. She gave him a wan smile but knew he saw how dog-tired she was.

“Sorry for keeping you up last night,” he said, breaking eye contact.

Don’t be ashamed, you idiot.

She punched him in the arm, forcing a smile onto her face. “Don’t be stupid.”

Octavian doused the fire after sharing the last of the food with the siblings, then took out his sketchbook before shouldering both his and Vashi’s packs. He passed the sketchbook over to Raysha as the party slowly headed out.

“Turn to the last pages,” he said.

Raysha flipped open the book and found a series of rough sketches the artist must have made that morning. The first showed the huge wyrm as it leapt out of the water, its long, serpentine body in the air, and its mouth open wide. The second showed the wyrm after it had transformed into a towering drake. The sketch was a close up of the drake’s head, showing the backswept horns, intelligent eyes, and long teeth. It was roaring.

“Did you know,” he continued to the siblings, “that spiritual creatures have levels of advancement just like physical beasts. Just like us. One of the primary differences between us and them though, is that we look the same. Nothing about our appearance changes when you move from First to Second Awakened, nor to Initiate, Enlightened, Adept or beyond. However, spirits live almost fully in the spiritual realm, and only a shadow projects into our world as a physical form.”

What?

Raysha furrowed her brows.

Octavian got the hint, and clarified, “Our bodies stay the same, and as we advance, our cores change. The spiritual side of us evolves. For them, it is mirrored. As a spirit manifests at different levels, its appearance in the physical realm will transition. What we saw was a drake that at its lowest level was reflected as a wyrm to us, until it moved its being from the spiritual realm into ours. That’s not to say all wyrms are shadows of drakes, some wyrms are just wyrms, even fully manifested. The base projection of a spirit is actually how we classify them into different species.”

“The other curious thing”, he said, “is that as a spiritual creature advances, its intelligence increases. The smaller wyrms we saw would have the intelligence of a clever animal—a smart bird perhaps. A creature as powerful as the drake, would have the intelligence of a child, similar in age to your sister. It was not an unthinking animal, but instead a conscious, sentient creature. One that was scared, alone, and in great pain. And in centuries more, it might reach our level of sentience.”

He paused to ensure they were both listening. “That is what we saved. Not an animal, a person. And when you close your eyes and you relive what happened, replace the drake with a child.” A hard tone entered his voice. “Those that seek to kill such creatures, to harvest them for resources they are—”

“Not worth your pity,” Hlaya said. “That deserved more than a quick death.”

Vashi nodded his head slowly after Octavian looked over at him, but his expression was still subdued.

Raysha knew how he felt. Like Hlaya had said, this wasn’t about logic or reason, especially not for Vashi. Which, to her, was odd—he had always been the more ‘reasonable’ of the two of them, but he was also the more gentle of the pair.

Raysha saved him from responding with a comment of her own.

“It’s not common for people to hunt down spirits, then?” she asked.

“Unheard of,” Octavian agreed. “The Adjudicators would have a fit if any government endorsed such activities.”

“So…” she prompted, confused.

“Those weren’t a group of hunters, and what they were doing was very off-the-books. A few of them, the ones with actual power, were professionals, but the rest seemed to be new recruits or mercs. Thugs, ruffians, the bottom of the barrel, sent on the mission as fodder and to confuse the spirit while their betters finished it off. The value in the troop was in their equipment… that artifact and trap, those would be worth a fortune.” He sighed, unhappy with the conclusion he had reached. “I’m guessing the leaders were active military, part of the Advocacy, but I don’t know who would authorise such an action. Or what their end goal is that would justify such a brazen move.”

“They were soldiers?” Raysha repeated. She had assumed they were a band of… something. Just not actual soldiers. “Then, how was I able to do…?”

“Ah, the big question, asked at last,” Octavian said. “And definitely time for a proper answer. Hlaya, want to summarise?”

The historian thought about it for a second. “You’re aware of the trade-off between the size of your well, and the rate of your recharge, yes? The faster your recharge, the smaller your well. Not always true, but a good rule of thumb. The size of your well doesn’t change as you advance, your aeon just gets denser. You”—she pointed at Raysha—“have no recharge, and accordingly you possess a well that’s—I estimate—a dozen times larger than anyone here. Following?”

Raysha nodded slowly. This wasn’t news, but it was good to have it stated so plainly.

The historian continued her explanation: “The power you can bring to bear is a combination of the quantity and density of aeon, and the strength of the will behind it. You had Force and Receptivity persisted, yes? Add onto that your will to protect your brother, and then scale everything up an order of magnitude due to the sheer volume of aeon you released, and you get something that is an almost overwhelming force. A person skilled at barrier techniques would have weathered the attack, but you saw the quality of the rabble—almost all of them focused on integration rather than active aeon shaping. The two real threats had already expended most of their power trapping the spirit, and the drake itself finished the leader off.”

Raysha chewed mentally on that for a few minutes. “Why didn’t they do the same to us—a single show of force to remove us from the scene?”

“Because if an attack like that doesn’t work, then you suddenly have no power to protect you from a very angry foe,” Hlaya said. “And for a skilled opponent, they would be able to shunt your power to either side or direct it back. Neither option would end well for you.”

“But when we sparred the first time, Octavian said to hold nothing back.”

“As in, don’t toy with your opponent,” the big man jumped in. “You can still judge their abilities without deliberately underestimating them. Or to put it another way, when you siege a castle,” Octavian added, “most generals wouldn’t send all their troops in on the first wave, nor send out a single wave of five green recruits. Feel the enemy out, find their weaknesses, and exploit them. But don’t play with them. Spiritual combat is no different.”

So, I could have saved Vashi without all the… spirits… all the flying body parts? “Can you teach me?” she asked quietly.

“That’s what we’ve been doing,” Octavian said. “Once you’ve got a better handle on your fundamentals and can hold more runes in your core without conscious effort, I’ll show you some basic paths and Techniques you can adopt. How long will it take your well to recover before we can continue?”

Raysha looked inside herself. The answer was depressing. “Weeks? Months?”

“Well, Hlaya can talk things over with you in the meantime, if you want. The formations she’s used over the past few decades focus on perception and intelligence gathering—maybe that’s of interest. My formations are all for integrations right now, but I’ve explored many paths in the past. Mull over what you might like to focus on, and we can sketch out some designs to keep your mind occupied. Though, I’m guessing the idea of actually shaping your aeon right now might not be too pleasant.”

Raysha grimaced and nodded.

“Nothing like a bit of soulburn to make sure you take a break and recover,” Octavian said. “We’ll keep it to paper for a few days, at least. Remember, your core can be hurt like anything else, and your will is like a muscle. You can train it, but overreach and you can damage or break things that aren’t easy to fix.”

She took him up on the offer to go over various formations, and over the next few days, she had both of them draw out dozens of designs that they remembered from different paths. They refused to go further and talk about how to create a proper Technique, claiming that she would be better served by perfecting the basics before adding new ideas.

None of what she learned answered the questions burning within her.

Could she have protected Vashi with a shield and stopped him from getting hurt at all? Or could she have stood with him, throwing flaming bolts, and helped that way? Her staff felt like a useless toy now—how could she ever wield it against opponents so much stronger than her, without burning through her reserves?

Facing unanswerable questions and with no aeon to waste in training, Raysha spent the first few days going stir-crazy within her own mind. On the fourth day since they left the Oasis, she felt recovered enough to sink down into her core and shape her aeon without feeling like jagged daggers were stabbing into her spirit. From then on, Raysha spent as much time as she could within her core. Simply holding an existing formation didn’t provide enough distraction for her, so she instead spent hours upon hours walking while crystalising and releasing different formations over and over and over, even using the relentless headaches that throbbed in her head as just another distraction.

Aeon never left her core, and each day she was greeted with a minor increase in the amount of power sitting in her well.

Not only did it help keep her mind occupied, but by picking concepts at random and trying to construct a formation which included everything she picked, she got a huge amount of practice in combining runesforms together. She made dozens of new designs—most of them utterly useless—but every now and then she made note of one which might genuinely be useful. She also found a handful of combinations that, even with only four runes, just didn’t fit together. She took each failure personally.

In addition to all her own creations, she put all the designs Octavian and Hlaya had provided into use. She made formations to create walls of force, and ones to send bolts of fire or beams of light. She experimented with formations that enhanced her sight, her sense of touch, even her ability to sense aeon. Octavian showed her some designs that would—if she used them—allow her to manipulate the sand upon which she walked, the water in the air, the mass of her weapons or the light reaching her eyes. At one point she even borrowed Vashi’s book to find the rune of Time, curious if she could create a formation that might in some way slow down time for her. However, the singular Time rune, even by itself, was far beyond her abilities with its labyrinthine complexity. So instead, she went back and, for good measure, she reviewed every single combination she had formed successfully, and attempted to add in Receptivity. Everything was better with Receptivity, after all. And while she cycled between formations at a blistering speed, a small part of her mind continued to process the day at the Oasis.

Each night, Octavian and Hlaya would split watches between them, letting the siblings slowly recover physically and mentally. Octavian checked in each evening with them, but Raysha shrugged off his help with protests that she was fine.

And it was mostly true, to her surprise.

The siblings would set up the bedrolls where they wouldn’t disturb anyone else sleeping, and talk long into each night. Most of it was talk about nothing, just words to fill the silence and to keep each other company. A few times they circled around deeper topics, but Vashi’s face grew pale when Raysha’s conversation got too close to the fight at the Oasis. She didn’t push.

Her brother’s Life integration had almost finished healing his leg. It had been only a bit over a week for travel, but Raysha guessed he was diverting effectively all of his aeon into his body to speed up the process as much as possible. But even with the physical wound quickly healing, life-aspected aeon wouldn’t do anything for his mind, and he was still withdrawn and distant. He still woke, shaking or crying out, most nights.

He slept through last night without much disturbance though, so that’s something.




The next evening, Raysha approached her brother beside their flickering fire. He had been staring up at the stars for almost an hour, and from his expression, it wasn’t a peaceful contemplation of the sky’s beauty.

Time to get out of your own head, Vash.

Raysha debated bringing up the idea of Shirin’s gift as a diversion, but given she had no ideas right now about it, went with a safer, more obvious route.

“How’s the carving going?” She knew he hadn’t touched the practice staff since before the Oasis.

“Oh… I… I’m sorry, Raya… I haven’t finished—”

“Can you show me how it works?” she asked. She adopted her best wheedling voice from childhood. “Please…”

She didn’t wait for an answer and simply sat down, waiting expectantly. Vashi looked at her for a few moments. Raysha kept a pout on her face, even though she wanted to smile. She knew he’d give in.

“Sure,” he said.

She grinned. Victory.

He retrieved the practice staff, his honed camp knife, and his precious book. Slowly at first, he started explaining the concepts to Raysha. He pointed out the runes to allow a gem to collect ambient aeon, those that would allow it to be released, and how they could interlock. As he continued, a spark of life returned to his voice. He pointed out the long, repeated runeforms for resilience that flowed down Persuasion’s haft, and the modifications he was making to due to the difference in materials and engraving technique. How he outlined forms using a charcoal stick Octavian had given him, and how we was using the heat loss from inefficiencies in his design to update the runework. He explained how the runes could be extended in the future, and how different materials would distribute aeon within them in different ways. That, he said, was the main problem with his current practise staff—her weapon was quartersawn, and thus the wood fibres flowed differently, more uniformly.

Most of it, she admitted, went over her head. Academically, it made sense, but without being able to easily see the flow of aeon like in her core, enchanting seemed like an exercise in frustration. She raised that point to Vashi.

“True, but at higher levels, professional crafters can see the flow of aeon. And they normally can control the materials they craft. Imagine being able to manipulate metal by touching it, and seeing the aeon flow react instantly. It would be much closer to how we work with formations in our core. Much more… straight-forward.”

“So that’s your plan?”

“Maybe. I don’t really know. I’m sort of new to this. It’s like finding an appreciation for art but it takes time to work out your personal style,” he said.

“You seem to know what you’re doing, so I’m sure you’ll figure it out,” she said with a smile and a squeeze of his shoulder.

For the next few hours, under a globe of light Hlaya placed above them, Raysha sat by his side and watched him permutate and slowly improve the Resilience runes in the wood. Eventually, she retired, sinking down to sleep behind him. As her eyelids dropped, her last sight was of her brother, hunched over the piece of wood, absorbed in his work. That was the Vashi she wanted back, and she smiled to see him start to return.

The distraction continued to help over the next few days. First, with Raysha’s encouragement, but then by his own volition, her brother continued his work on the staff every night. He went to bed with it by his side, and his fingertips were stained black with charcoal throughout the day. He woke up from nightmares less often, and with the diversion afforded by the work, Raysha slowly helped him talk through his thoughts and feelings, without causing him to withdraw.

A spark of life returned to his eyes, and by the time they reached the outskirts of Paratha a week later, the haunted look on his face had faded. Only the occasional shadow flickered in his eyes.




Chapter 14

Periklis meditated in the decadent marble waiting room. His robes were tattered and dirty. His scarlet belt held on by but a thread. Blood matted his hair, and his eyes held a feverish gleam. He had travelled for days without rest to return to Paratha, and now it was all he could do not to collapse onto the gleaming floors.

Instead, he sat with a straight back, arms resting on his knees.

He would not disgrace himself in front of the Aspirant.

A soft chime rang out, and Periklis stood up. Head held high, he opened the door in front of him and walked into a large reception hall. Bright aeon-powered lights hung suspended at regular intervals, emitting pristine white light. A woven red rug a yard wide stretched the length of the polished floor, drawing the eye to the single focal point of the room. At the far end of the hall, the rug was graced with a dark lacquered table, and atop it rested a teapot and two small cups of steaming tea. Behind the table sat a dignified figure. His short, white hair was drawn back over an ageless face, and pale blue eyes gazed out over a hawk-like nose. The robed figure gestured for Periklis to take a seat.

The soldier sat silently, and bowed his head in respect.

“Drink,” said the Aspirant. “You have had a long journey.”

Periklis raised his head and reached out. The brew was a classic blend from his homeland; ironwort tea. As the liquid reached his stomach, a burning warmth spread into his body, relaxing his tired muscles while also nourishing into his core. With the potency of the infusion, he knew the leaves must come from the Aspirant’s personal supplies. He was being honoured. The man bowed his head once more in thanks. One did not speak without permission to an Aspirant.




Theolatos inspected the tired soldier in front of him. The man was on the brink of collapse. As much as the advocate tried to hide it, Theolatos could read his soul, and the man’s well had been bled dry. The Aspirant took a slow sip of tea.

“Report,” he said.

“Aspirant, I am ashamed to bring news of an unsuccessful mission,” Periklis said. “We trapped a drake of significant power but were ambushed. A Yalaon woman, and a man—large, unknown nationality. Possibly Erasted. At least Enlightened—and of a high realm.”

“Did you ask them their stages, Advocate?”

“They could be nothing but, Aspirant.”

“Leave your assumptions out of the report,” Theolatos said firmly. “Continue.”

“Apologies, my lord. The two members attacked our siege artifact, engaging the engineering personnel. Commander Imbrus sent reinforcements to regain control of the equipment. Faced with being outnumbered, I believe they activated some weapon, for I was hurled out into the lake onto a far platform and rendered unconscious. When I came to, it appeared that most of the squad had been destroyed in an instant. The new recruits, almost all only Awakened, were annihilated and I found no significant remains.” His voice threatened to break as he struggled to maintain composure. “Advocate Livos was crushed against a crystal pillar, and I found Engineer Casi next to the remains of her equipment, also deceased.” Periklis paused. “Weapons and gems had been taken. I buried what remains I could find after recovering sufficiently.”

“Thank you, soldier. Livos was a valued asset, and from my reports, a good man. It is a sad day to lose your own brother.” The Aspirant inclined his head a fraction of an inch. “Continue,” he commanded.

“There was no sign of the attackers, not even tracks. I do not know how long I was unconscious. However, upon the platforms, I found this.” The soldier bought out a folded rag from his robes, lowering his head and holding it out to the Aspirant.

With a mental command, Theolatos pulled the fabric from the soldier’s hands with tweezers of aeon. It unfolded and revealed a tattered strap of once-green tunic, crusty with dried blood. “You have done your squad proud, Periklis.”

Theolatos held up a hand and twitched a finger. A servant in pure white robes seemed to materialise by the Aspirant’s side, startling the soldier. He wouldn’t have even noticed the Aspirant was not alone in the room. Even now, eyes seemed to slide off the man, as if his presence was a fact unworthy for any to remember.

“Send out a runner,” Theolatos said to the servant. “Summon Mentes back to the city. And our dear governor has waited long enough. Send him in.”

The white-clad man bowed silently and stepped away, seeming to vanish from sight. Another dim chime sounded, and a separate door opened. An overweight man entered. Long black dreadlocks sporting hundreds of gold bands framed his nervous, sweating face.

The Aspirant directed his attention back to the soldier in front of him. “Thank you for your report, Periklis. Head to the infirmary wing.”

The soldier bowed deeply to the Aspirant, and left the room, passing by the sweating local.

“Ah, Governor Hamakona, thank you for making the time,” Theolatos said.

“My pleasu—”

“Do you know why I was assigned to this city, Governor?” the Aspirant interrupted.

Hamakona swallowed. He hesitated before answering. “You once told—”

The Aspirant raised a finger, silencing Hamakona mid-sentence. Theolatos paused for a second, to let the silence build.

“It was because I alone felt I understood the true value of the political relationship between our states,” Theolatos continued blandly. “And I have just had some disturbing news. A squad of my men have been viciously ambushed by a large force, many of which we have identified as Paratha locals. Now, as governor of this… state… I thought it might be of particular interest to you.”

The governor paled. “My lord, I know nothing of any plots against you, I swear.”

Theolatos fixed the man with a stare, looking past his eyes into the terrified thoughts lying behind them. He let the weight of his will bear down on the man, as if scanning for any trace of deception.

“I believe you. I know that you value our relationship. I can only imagine that some other hand is behind these designs.”

Theolatos raised his cup and sipped his tea.

“I tell you because of the understanding we have,” he continued. “An assault on a diplomatic force of Erasted would normally warrant my own personal intervention… but I have decided to allow you the initial investigation. As an act of good faith.”

Hamakona had paled further, likely at the notion of the Aspirant personally involving himself. They both knew that if Theolatos intervened directly, the governor would have a knife in his back an hour later, courtesy of the bastards on the Merchant Council. Kikona, Repeti, Malie, they’d pounce at any sign of weakness. A leader that let a foreign political power run rampant was not a leader that lasted long in Paratha.

“I will devote my entire attention to this task. We will have justice, Aspirant.”

“Do you know the punishment for attacking a foreign emissary in Erasted, Governor?”

“Um… I believ—”

“Beheading,” Theolatos said.

The governor bobbed his head, agreeing quickly. “Anything else would be an insult.”

“Three days.”

Hamakona looked up, into the hard eyes of the Aspirant. “Yes, my lord.”

A bead of sweat trailed down his neck.

“To swift justice,” Theolatos said, raising his cup of tea. With a flick of his fingers, he dismissed the governor.

The shaken man left, dreadlocks and dignity trailing behind him.

After the door closed, the Aspirant beckoned a servant over. He listed off several points: “Merchant Repeti has recently hired mercenaries. He wishes to send a message that we are not welcome. He plans to attack members of this embassy soon.” He paused for a half-second, giving his assistant time to commit the words to memory. “Ensure those whispers are in circulation within the hour.”

The servant bowed, and turned, then briskly left the room.

Theolatos continued to slowly drink his tea, savouring the fine taste. It required over a hundred years of cultivation to get such spiritually-rich tea leaves.

He wondered whether the governor would present the merchant’s head to him, or if they would fish Hamakona’s body out of the bay in the next few days. He would wait and see who fell first under the knives of politics. Both outcomes provided him ample opportunities. And at least the loss of a squad might now serve a purpose.

The curiosity here was this group who had ambushed his soldiers. Another nation making a move? A disgruntled disciple of one of the dead gods? Opportunistic bandits?

Theolatos sipped his tea.

Who is playing their hand, and how many more cards do they have in reserve?




Chapter 15

Raysha’s arrival at Hidan had been a memorable affair. With its towering stone walls and a damp journey through a long gateway, there was a clean demarcation between ‘inside’ and ‘outside’.

Paratha was different. Cunning. Its buildings snuck up on you until you were forced to confront the fact that you were no longer ‘outside.’ At some point, you passed a critical threshold of density then realised the city was surrounding you.

The previous morning, the Crystal Plains had slowly faded back into open grassland. By the afternoon, pastures and farmland had started to speckle the landscape. That morning, farms had started surrounding them, patches of untilled ground a suddenly scarce commodity. Raysha had been excited—and not just to sleep in a proper bed. Spices and food from Paratha were occasionally traded by merchants in her home village, and it was always different from the normal fare. Whilst it might have been the closest non-Darian city to her village, this was the most exotic place she had visited.

And now, with the sun fading once again from view, Raysha looked out over a bustling and colourful populace from a window in a tall, wooden inn.

Paratha was… interesting. Where Hidan had laid out every road with precision, Paratha sprawled. The city seemed to have grown organically around a large bay, sheltered on both ends by cliff faces rising from the ground. They were not the harsh stone cliff faces like those cut out in Bariya’s pass—these were tiered, gentle cliffs, and much of the city was built upon the plateaus and bluffs that lay between one cliff face and the next.

The town planning had apparently consisted of releasing hundreds of drunk sailors from the bay, then simply building around where their inebriated bodies had collapsed after stumbling inland and uphill.

Wooden buildings had grown into a maze of sloping ground between the tiered cliffs, and winding, narrow streets delighted in confusing visitors. If that wasn’t enough, it was customary to stretch thin sheets of bright fabric from building to building. Protection from the sun and the worst of the rain… sure. But it’s just so claustrophobic!

To be fair, Octavian had led them to the northern cliff face, which—judging from the mix of beautiful wooden buildings and sandstone constructions on higher tiers—was assuredly the centre for the rich and powerful. The small stone walls were also a fairly large hint, she supposed. It did mean the streets here were wider, the traffic marginally less chaotic.

She still felt out of place.

Raysha also wondered why they had come here. On their way into the city proper, they had first gone to the market district, where Hlaya had pawned the flaming sword for both a significant amount of local currency and directions to the Erasted Embassy. They were now at an inn only a few minutes walk away.

Shouldn’t that be the one place we should be avoiding? So why in all hells is it just up the bloody road?

She had dwelled on this while making use of the inn’s amenities. It had felt so nice to soak in warm water after the past week. It had been far too long since she last had the opportunity to have a bath. She’d had them almost daily back home in the luxurious, carved bathtub her parents had made from scratch. There were a few benefits of being the child of two woodworkers. After the soak, she felt much better, much more herself.

The door closed behind her, bringing her back to the present. Octavian entered the shared room. He had taken advantage of the facilities as well, for his travel stubble—nothing that could ever be called a beard—was gone. And his once-shoulder-length hair, or what remained of it after the Oasis, had been reduced down to a close crop. Somehow, the areas that had been burned clean off were growing incredibly quickly. Maybe he added Life too? He did get hurt, after all. Octavian noticed Raysha’s gaze and ran his hands through his hair.

“Been years since I’ve had it so short, but it’s still quite nice, isn’t it? I might even find some local oils to give it a shine.”

He did have amazing hair, short or long, but Raysha wasn’t about to tell him. Along with the haircut, she also noted that neither the historian nor her brother followed the big man into the room. She raised an eyebrow inquiringly. “Everyone else?”

“Hlaya has taken Vashi and they’re going to buy some more supplies. You get to come with me, for we have a much more dangerous task…” Octavian said.

“Shouldn’t we wai—”

“Dinner!” he said brightly, clapping his hands. “Let’s be off!”

He hustled her out of the room, and they walked through the inn’s common room, then out to the busy road.

When Raysha had washed and changed clothes, it had meant removing her travel-stained, dark-green tunic, and donning a less obviously dirty forest-green tunic. Those were the colours from home: simple, natural, unobtrusive. Here, the local custom had thrown the forest palette out the window.

Tanned men and women walked past, almost all adorned in flowing pareos covering their shoulders and hanging over their chests and arms. Even in local garb, foreigners were easy to spot, for most were lacking the long dreadlocks sported by the locals. Dreadlocks adorned with wire, ties, accessories, and—in one case—even small bells. Labourers walked down the street, their skin lined like leather from the sun and salt, and bronze threads interwoven in their hair. A richly dressed man paced along, golden rings jangling with every step.

Raysha felt like a peasant.

She didn’t appreciate it.

But, she could change all that soon. She hadn’t spoken directly with Hlaya yet, but some of the gems and gear taken from the hunters at the Oasis were hers, surely? Am I rich now? Except, where in the realm is Hlaya with my share of the loot?

“Tomorrow, we are going to the market,” she told the artist.

Octavian looked down at his pristine white shirt. “Harsh,” he said, plucking at the garment, “but agreed, I can do much better.”

Raysha kicked the man in the shin. Idiot.

The pair walked slowly uphill past the large wooden houses, taverns, and inns that abutted the paved road.

“All these cliffs, yet all the buildings are wood?” Raysha said.

“Flaky stone,” he explained, “and with the Kaehwoods to the north, there’s cheap access to high-quality lumber.”

They passed another multi-story establishment, the arched roof dominating the façade and wooden eaves extending far beyond the footprint of the ground floor. Lanterns and cloth hung from the overhanging beams. She had to admit it was a more hospitable look than a solid block of stone like Hidan, and even better than the simpler wooden villas from Hayet.

“They should do this back home,” she told Octavian.

“Just show them how! You could find a path which focuses on wood shaping, and become a famous architect.”

“Yeah, my parents do something similar, but not on the scale of large houses. And I thought you said I could explore the world with you? You’re not backing out, are you?”

“Just presenting options,” Octavian replied innocently.

Around them, stores were closing shop for the night, though street food vendors with small carts and stalls were making a lively trade, and Raysha was reminded of Hidan. In the space between the vendors, invisible to the public, knelt the occasional beggar. Many were missing fingers or entire limbs. How are there so many injuries? Were they soldiers too, in the past?

“Is there a lot of fighting here?” Raysha asked nervously.

Octavian followed her gaze to one man missing an arm. “Sailors live hard lives. One slip, one tangle, and you can get a nasty injury out in the middle of the ocean, many days from proper medical help.”

Raysha nodded. Do ships not have physicians? Why isn’t integrating Resilience enough to stop such injuries? Or do the sailors push themselves further and further as their bodies become capable of more? Or are the beggars just those who didn’t have sufficient integration? She had many questions but hesitated to ask about the subject and expose her ignorance further.

Octavian approached the beggar, throwing a bronze chit into the bowl in front of the man.

The beggar bowed his head. “Wairathi’s blessing on you,” he said in a lilting voice.

Octavian didn’t move away, and so the beggar looked up, meeting Octavian’s eyes.

“Want a hot meal and a small job?” the artist asked.

The man took the bronze chit out of the bowl, hiding it away. He looked at them suspiciously. “So long as it don’t be unsavoury…”

“All I need are your ears. I’ve heard that the Uncertain Tide serves a good meal, and I’m just after what news you can pick up from the other patrons. A meal, and a few drinks, in return for listening to some gossip. That’s all.”

The beggar spat on the ground. “I know that joint—you want me to spy on those hairy pigs.”

“Would that be an issue?”

The man grinned evilly. “Not at all, friend. Name’s Paau.”

“Well met, Paau. Not a fan of the Advocacy?”

“That what you call ’em? Landgrubbing fucking pricks would be closer.”

They don’t like each other?

Octavian chuckled. “You’re not the first person to come to the same conclusion. They been making trouble?”

“Like a rough fucking sea, they have. Fuckers like to feel powerful by kicking us locals around. Every now and then one of ’em gets found floating in the bay with a dozen holes in ’em. Serves the pigs right.”

Octavian frowned and didn’t pursue the line of conversation. “And what’s your story, Paau? That looks only a few months old,” he said, referring to the stump off the beggar’s shoulder.

Paau half-shrugged. “Bad storm in a crossed sea. Nasty break. Couldn’t reform my runes, and the bloody thing festered.”

“And they just left you here?” Raysha asked, incredulous. And then she blushed. “Sorry, it just seems like… you know…”

“Way of the world, lass,” he said, surprisingly amicable. “The Moondancer sails from Vinobar to Linia, and there’s a lot of open ocean between ports. Means no help for weeks, and there are no dead weights on a ship. Pouch of chits, pat on the back, off they went.”

“She still trading, the Moondancer?” Octavian asked.

Paau nodded. “Pulled in a few days ago. She’ll pull out soon.”

“What’s she haul?”

“Eh, whatever sells. Cloth, fabrics, anything. Cap’n and the sponsor figure it out, we just pack it.”

Raysha fidgeted, wanting to ask more about the injury and what he would do now that sailing wasn’t an option. But that would be rude, I think?

“Timid, this one,” Paau said to Octavian while he watched Raysha fidget.

Octavian almost laughed. “Oh, you’d be surprised…”

“So what will you do now?” Raysha blurted out.

“Eat hot food. Listen to pigs, and sail three sheets to the wind,” Paau responded.

“A fantastic plan,” Octavian said, then gestured to a tavern to their side. “We’ll wait for you here at Hohepa’s.” The warrior handed over a few more bronze chits, presumably enough for a meal and a few drinks, though to be honest Raysha wasn’t sure how the currency here translated into Darian cards. The warrior promised a handful more once Paau reported back, and with a conspiring grin, they parted ways.

Paau moved down the street towards the Uncertain Tide, only a few blocks away.

“Three sheets?” Raysha asked.

“He’s going to drink a lot.”

“Oh, okay.” How does that make any sense?

Octavian directed Raysha into a small, open-aired eatery opposite Hohepa’s.

Obviously, Octavian’s trust had some limits.

“Do you think Paau will find anything out?” Raysha asked.

Octavian shrugged. “Maybe he will, maybe he won’t. For a few chits, we might as well see if he overhears anything useful. And talking about finding out new things, have you ever had crab before?”

Raysha shook her head. “Some of the merchants that come into Hayet had carried salted crab, but we’ve never bought any—it was always far too expensive.”

“Ah, do I envy you! Let us make this a night to remember, then!” He signalled to the proprietor, waving the woman over. Raysha didn’t miss the unfriendly expression on her face—the bad blood between Erasted and Paratha must be fairly severe, and with Octavian’s accent and pale complexion, he was obviously Erasti.

The warrior returned her flat stare with a brilliant smile. When he spoke, his Erasted accent was greatly diminished, replaced with the lilting tones from Paau’s speech. “Two specials if it please you, one blue, one king.” He passed over a larger number of chits into the surprised hands of the woman.

“Can do. It’ll be about ten minutes,” the hostess replied, her hostility fading away.

“Perfect, thank you.”

Once the lady had moved away, Octavian turned the conversation more serious. “How is your brother coping?”

Raysha looked down, uncertain how to respond. “He’s fine, I think?”

“No, he’s not. Not yet. Getting him back into enchanting was a smart move, and has provided him with a good distraction, but it’s not a solution by itself. It’s nothing to be ashamed of, needing help, that is. We’ve been giving him space at night, is he sleeping?”

“A bit,” Raysha replied hesitantly. “He wakes up multiple times every night, but less now than before. He normally goes right back to sleep.”

“Has he talked about it?”

“Yeah. He hears the screams in his dreams and feels a lot of guilt and anger. I haven’t pushed the issue too much, I’m just trying to be there when he has something to say…”

“Which is the right call. Hlaya has been keeping an eye on him, and she’s not too concerned, but I figured you would know him better than anyone. So, I’m glad to hear he’s working through things slowly. Are you still going alright? No new nightmares?”

Raysha shrugged. “Nope.” She hesitated. It was a confusing topic. No, that wasn’t quite true, she realised. It should be confusing, but it wasn’t. “At the start I was unsure, but now… not really. They were going to kill us. I can’t pretend I knew what was going to happen, but also… I feel like it doesn’t matter. They made their decision. I made mine. Case closed.”

She wasn’t sure if that admission would relieve Octavian, or make him more worried.

“Honestly,” she continued, “I’m more concerned about what if it happens again. I have almost no aeon in me. Despite having guzzled as much spirit-rich drink as I can every day, I’m still well under half my normal reserves, right now. My nightmares aren’t reliving the scene over and over like Vashi—it’s what would happen if the same scenario occurred, but I could do nothing. That’s what scares me.”

Octavian nodded, seeming to understand. “I get that. Unfortunately, I’ve got no tips or tricks to fix that problem, but I’m sure Hlaya will be finding as much spirit-rich food in the markets as possible. On top of that, I’m not planning on having any other… confrontations. Smooth sailing from here out, so to speak.”

“It better be,” she muttered darkly. It’ll be weeks more to recover, unless Hlaya does find something great to buy. And if I haven’t recovered by next time, what am I going to do? Throw rocks at them? Maybe an interpretive dance?

Her disgruntled daydreaming was interrupted by a heavenly scent as her and Octavian’s meals were placed in front of them. A pair of steaming, creamy pasta dishes lay before her, both covered with soft white meat. Crab, she supposed. Octavian was already digging in with obvious relish.

She tried a mouthful.

“It’s not bad,” she told him.

Octavian paused, pasta hovering in its interrupted journey to his mouth. “It’s… not bad?” he asked incredulously. She grinned at him, and he narrowed his eyes. “Next time remind me to feed you only stale bread. Something more well suited for that sophisticated rustic lifestyle of yours,” he said, then tucked back in.

By the time Raysha was a quarter of the way through her meal, Octavian had emptied his plate—and was eyeing hers with a predatory gleam in his eyes. She kept a defensive fork at the ready, ready to protect her delicious, salty meat with appropriate levels of violence.

“You asked about me and my brother. But what about you? Are you supposed to be jaded enough that nothing affects you?”

Octavian broke eye contact with the pieces of crab, looking up at Raysha. “This might come as a shock, but I have been in a rather unfortunate number of tense situations. It’s as you said—they made their choice, there was no other way we could resolve it, and what’s done is done. Persuasion has seen far more use than I ever expected over the last few decades.”

“Few decades, I’ve heard that before? How old are you, exactly?”

Octavian laughed. “Old enough, I promise. Persuasion was a promotion gift from my master in my previous life. It wasn’t even a role in the Advocacy, but things always have a way of going down the path you least expect it, so I picked up a lot of combat experience. Truth be told, I don’t mind a good fight, even though I was—believe it or not—actually scouted due to my talent at drawing. It was a good life, a good team, a good cause. But, as all things do, it ended, I took some time off for family, and that lead to working with Kassie Hlaya.”

“Kassie?” Raysha prompted.

He hesitated as if deliberating how to explain. “Hlaya’s partner in crime, Kassandra. She was the glue that held us together, a mischievous imp, and a respected scholar.”

“What happened?”

“None of us get out of life alive. No mysterious booby-traps, no misadventures or conflicts. She just got sick, and all the Life integration in the world only accelerated the growths that spread around her body. We tried everything, but in the end…”

“Ah…” Raysha said. What do you say to that, spirits?

The warrior gave her a soft, sad smile. “If only we all would be so lucky to live a long life with loved ones.”

And then he changed the subject, sparing Raysha the anguish of trying to figure out a conversational route to safer waters.

An hour later, Octavian spied the solitary figure of Paau making his way towards Hohepa’s, and the pair stepped out into the street to meet him.

“How was the meal, my friend?” the warrior asked.

Paau grinned, his face flushed from more than a few drinks. “I don’t suppose you’ll want nightly updates?”

“Alas, we’ll be shipping out soon. Anything got the Advocacy astir?”

Paau rubbed the stump of his arm thoughtfully. “Plenty of bitching about being in Paratha longer than they wanted. They’re on double shift ’cos a patrol is late, yet still have time to get drunk and stuff their faces. Heart bleeds for ’em.”

“Truly, what a tough life they must have,” Octavian said. He reached into his pouch and withdrew a silver chit, tossing it to the retired sailor. “As thanks for the hard work. May it help you to calm seas and clear skies.”

“If Wairathi wills it so,” Paau completed. Octavian and the beggar clasped hands, and with a respectful nod to Raysha the ex-sailor disappeared down a dark street.

“Ready for round two?” Octavian asked.

“Wait, what?” Raysha responded, confused.

“Fantastic, off we go, then!”

“Aren’t we heading back now?”

“Spirits no,” the warrior laughed. “I just wanted to make sure that no one from the patrol we encountered survived and beat us here. The fact the patrol is still missing means we should be fine in the bar. Anyway, I’ve yet to have a drink myself. Seems a mighty shame!”

And that was how Raysha found herself in a brightly lit common room filled with soldiers from Erasted. Octavian sat on a stool next to her, but she still felt uncomfortable around uniformed, trained soldiers. They weren’t like the mercenary garb from the squad at the Oasis; they didn’t have ramshackle gear at all. Maybe they were different groups? Factions? Politics and bureaucracy were not her strong suit. Still, Octavian had walked in full of confidence, calling loudly for a beer, and plonked himself down right next to a group of soldiers without a care in the world.

She sat next to him, shoulders turned inwards, praying to be ignored. I thought we were going to watch from a back table or something, what the hell is Octavian doing? Raysha sipped a bitter drink of her own. She had thought all beers were the same, but this was vastly different to the ones back home. Watery, thin, malty, with no hint of fruits or sweetness at all. She didn’t like it.

“Any news from home, lads?” Octavian asked loudly with a faint slur to his words, turning towards a group of a half-dozen men and women. Octavian locked eyes with a woman who had a different insignia stitched into her clothes, singling her out.

“Hell, you might have been home before us—maybe we should be asking you for news,” the officer responded.

“Ain’t likely,” Octavian said. “Ship only runs the west coast.”

Ship? Oh, spirits, he’s pretending we’re sailors. This is going to end horribly, I know it.

The woman laughed. “Yeah, those backwaters don’t count. Still, better than being stuck in a creaky wooden city, I’d say.”

Octavian gave an exaggerated shrug. “Wooden city is a mite larger than a wooden ship.”

“He’s got you there,” one of the other soldiers chuckled.

“Shut it, Terris,” the officer said. Saying his companion’s name seemed to jolt the woman. “Captain Phila, retinue of Aspirant Theolatos,” she said, holding out a hand.

Octavian blinked in surprise, but quickly clasped the outstretched palm, “Octavian, retinue of myself. An Aspirant in Paratha, what’s the special occasion?”

“Not a damned clue,” Phila said. He looked over inquiringly at Raysha, who was still trying to be as unobtrusive as possible.

“This here is our rigging monkey, Circe,” Octavian said. “She’s a quiet one.”

Raysha met Phila’s eyes and forced out a wan smile, before quickly hiding her face behind her mug of drink. If you make me talk to these people, I’m going to smother you in your sleep. She took a large gulp to appear busy—and almost choked on the acrid taste.

“I understand,” the captain said. “Not many of our countrymen become sailors.”

“Rightfully so.” Octavian leaned forward, drawing the soldiers in with a conspiratorial whisper. “Even after all these years, I still get sick at the start of every trip. Erasti men are not made for the sea, so I’m looking for a way out.”

Phila laughed. “A seasick sailor, you poor bastard.”

One of the other soldiers spoke up, “Hey Cap’n, what about Imbrus’ squad, didn’t something happen?”

The captain waved the man silent and turned back to Octavian. She took in Octavian’s massive frame and muscled arms. “If you’re serious, ask at the embassy tomorrow for Doros. We’re short-staffed, and I’m sure he’ll take a fellow countryman.”

“Short staffed? Nothing bad, I hope? Didn’t lose anyone at sea, did you? She can be brutal this time of year.” Octavian shook his head sadly. “We lost a deckhand only a week ago.”

“Inland, not the sea. Honestly, we don’t know any details. A single soldier returned from a patrol and is being treated at the embassy—no idea where the rest are holed up. But the Aspirant sent one of my runners to retrieve Mentes, and you don’t summon a blood tracker unless something interesting is going on. If you’re quick about applying, there might be some good hazard pay.”

“That so?” Octavian asked, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “Doros, you say?”

Phila nodded, and Octavian turned to the barkeep. “A round for my new friends here on me. To new opportunities.”




Raysha sat on the edge of her bed and rubbed her bleary eyes. They had stayed at the Uncertain Tide for another hour, Octavian steadily plying the soldiers with more and more drink, reminiscing about their home while Raysha tried to relax and act natural. Surrounded by so many strangers, she might as well have tried to jump over the moons. It wasn’t yet late, but all Raysha wanted to do was sleep. In a bed. For the first time in weeks.

“A blood tracker?” Hlaya confirmed.

“That’s what the captain said. The tracker’s not in the city, so we have some time…” Octavian said.

“But not much?” Vashi guessed. He was seated on the edge of his bed, fresh bandages covering the last traces of his stab wound. Life integration and Hlaya’s medicines had certainly done wonders.

Hlaya pursed her lips. “Shall we get this over with?”

Octavian nodded and turned to Vashi. “So, the good news is that you’re almost healed. The bad news is that you’ve healed perhaps too much!”

“Run that past me again?”

Hlaya chimed in, “He’s making a joke, ignore him. Blood tracking means they have a blood sample from the Oasis, which is probably yours. We’ll need to confuse the signal and leave as soon as possible. Which, in turn, means we need some of your blood, yes?”

“I don’t suppose a single drop would suffice?” Vashi asked wryly, while Raysha’s eyes darted back and forth between them.

Octavian laughed, probably in an attempt to defuse the tense air. “Has to be at least two, sorry.”

“Be serious,” Hlaya chided the man. She locked eyes with Vashi. “There are many formations which give rise to blood tracking abilities. Many are simple combinations of the runes for Blood, Spirit, Similarity, and Location. All of those are more advanced runes, and difficult to form, so most blood trackers run with the simplest formation they can get away with, and tracking similar objects is much simpler than tracking a spiritual signature. That means we have an advantage here. What is more similar to old, dried blood—fresh blood in your veins, or other dried blood?”

“The second one?” Raysha guessed.

“Of course,” Hlaya said. She rummaged through her pack for a few seconds, then withdrew a roll of bandages. She sliced off around a foot of the white cloth and walked over to Vashi.

“We put some blood on this,” the historian said. “And then we cut it up, and scatter the pieces to the winds.”

Vashi squared his shoulders and took a deep breath. He held out his left hand, palm up. “Let’s get it over with, then.”

Hlaya looked at him like she wanted to thump him over the head with her cane. It was a look Raysha was very familiar with. The old woman then reached out and grabbed his palm, turning his hand over. With a flash of her knife, she scored a shallow cut along the top of his forearm.

Vashi jerked his arm back reflexively, hissing in pain, as the line of red across his arm started leaking blood. He took the bandage and pressed it against the cut.

Hlaya cut another strip of cloth and passed it to him. “You want them both bloodied?” he asked.

“That one is to wrap the cut.”

“Oh.”

“Letters?” Hlaya asked Octavian.

“Maybe a ship as well?” the warrior responded.

“Now?”

“Just in case.”

A decision seemed to have been reached, and so the warrior stood back up. “Come on Raysha, night’s not over yet, third time’s a charm!” He looked to Hlaya. “We’ll do the ship, you can find a courier.”

Raysha groaned. Why did she have to tag along? She couldn’t do anything to help. But still, she forced herself to her feet. Octavian tore a page from his sketchbook, dividing it into quarters with two quick cuts. He then walked over to Vashi, and cut a few small lengths of the blood-stained bandage from her brother’s arm.

“Any chance you can dry these out for me?” Octavian asked him.

“Of course,” Vashi said. He raised his right hand, and a shimmer of red aeon appeared in his palm, radiating heat. He used it to quickly dry the bandages.

Octavian took the pieces and deftly wrapped them in his thick paper to form envelopes. He tucked one into his pocket, and passed the other to the waiting historian.

The older woman gestured towards Vashi. “Get your rune book out, you’re going to practise some new integrations while the meathead and his sidekick are out.”

Apprentice meathead, that’s new.

Octavian clapped a hand on Raysha’s shoulder. “Ah, nothing like a midnight stroll to the docks. This takes me back.”

Raysha knew she was supposed to say ‘back to where?’

She just glared.




The second time the pair left the inn, the city of Paratha was well and truly shrouded under the cover of night. Lanterns and flickering hearths pushed against the darkness. The long shadows and twisting laneways pushed back. An occasional aeon-powered lamp glowed steadily in wealthier establishments.

A salty breeze fluttered noisily through the draped cloth stretched above the road, while occasional drops of cold rain dripped onto her cheeks. Street food vendors ignored the frigid breeze and plied their trade to the thousands of citizens still out on the cobbled roads. The smell of glazed roasted duck tempted Raysha despite her full stomach. Maybe on the way back I’ll make him get me some? Beside her, Octavian led them steadily towards the bay, winding their way down crooked streets to the water.

“So… what’s the plan, exactly?” Raysha asked.

“I’ll leave that up to you!” Octavian responded cheerfully.

Well, that makes no sense. Is this a test? Wasn’t dragging me into that damned tavern filled with soldiers enough?

Why couldn’t they just let her stay at the inn and sleep? And now she had to solve a problem she knew Octavian had already figured out. The insufferable man was, of course, supremely unhelpful and offered no ideas. Damn him and his constant drive to have us grow. As they walked, she vaguely noticed the burnished wood from the upper tiers was slowly being replaced by weathered, salt-encrusted, wooden beams. The precise joints and masterful crafting grew sloppier and more haphazard, and the gaps between joints grew larger and larger. Some of the worst offenders had had the empty space filled with a sticky black tar to keep the moisture out.

Oh, that could work.




The harbour bells tolled the late hour. Ships groaned against their piers, taut ropes pulling them close. Warehouses lay silent, but several dockside taverns echoed raucous laughter out into the bay. Several workers and sailors snored gently in the gutters or propped against boxes. One even slept against a wooden pole at the beginning of a pier, only inches from the open water. For one insane moment, Raysha wanted to go and give him a push, just to see what would happen.

To her left, wooden piers jutted from chiselled stone embankments out into the calm bay. At the end of the docks, past the taverns, lay a large stone building. And out the front of that building, several large signboards had been hammered into the ground.

Raysha shivered in the cold wind, the hair on her arms bristling. She felt tense. Nervous—as if she was committing a crime, and had to suppress the urge to slink from shadow to shadow. With an effort of will, she relaxed her shoulders and tried to leave the stiffness in her body behind. She took a few deep breaths, attempting to slow the unnecessary hammering of her heart as she approached the signboards with the port mooring schedule. She glanced back once at Octavian, who nodded encouragingly.

“Okay, so Swift Journey leaves at dawn,” Raysha said, pointing out the ship tags pinned to the board. “Pier eleven. Did you see any tar supplies anywhere?”

Octavian leaned against the stone of the building, gazing intently at a spot a few meters behind them. “Not at all,” he said.

She narrowed her eyes, turning and following his gaze. Behind them, nestled between a few stacked shipping crates, was a dingy bucket of fibre and tar.

Raysha rolled her eyes, and then walked over to the bucket. She reached in tentatively and prodded the tar. It was solid. This won’t do.

“Well, make yourself useful,” she said. “Heat it up.”

“Isn’t Vashi our resident fire specialist?” Octavian responded.

“Is he hiding behind that crate? There’s no way in hell I’m wasting what little aeon I have left. You do it.”

Octavian chuckled. “Well, in that case, it would be my honour.” He leaned forward, extending a finger towards the mount of tar. Un-aspected aeon flowed from his finger, his will infusing it with heat. It would be nowhere near as efficient as if he was using a formation that provided fire-aspecting, but at Octavian’s level, this was more than enough for their purposes. Obviously, the man didn’t have a Fire rune in his formation, but why bother spending the effort to change his formation when he didn’t have to worry about efficiency like her? Octavian perched on one of the wooden crates, relaxing back and closing his eyes, while he continued to heat the bucket. He idly twirled his finger like he was stirring a pot of broth.

Raysha shrugged her shoulders and joined him, sitting down on the edge of an adjacent box. “So… I’ve been meaning to ask…”

Octavian cracked open an eye. “Hmmm?”

“What the hells was all that crap you pulled at the inn? You’ve talked about drawing and art and diplomacy and fighting, so what was that?”

“That was called a conversation.”

She let out a groan of frustration. “You know what I mean.”

“Drinking and a conversation?”

She turned her back on him. If you’re going to be obtuse, fine, just heat up the damn tar, and I’ll figure everything else out.

She closed her eyes and then sunk into her core. Opening her spiritual eyes, she gazed down at her well. It was slowly refilling, but the small lake of aeon that used to flow beneath her was still depressingly empty. All those days since the Oasis, all those days of not training or integrating, of eating spiritually rich food, and she still wasn’t even past half way? This was why she only used a tiny fraction whenever they trained, because she could only recover a tiny amount each day. She wanted to kick something, but instead, she exhaled slowly, trying to breathe out her resentment and her stress.

Tearing her eyes from the disappointing swirling mist that was what remained of her reservoir, she focused on the interface above her well, where she would build her formation. Receptivity and Motion, that was all she’d need. Her aeon flowed into shape and crystallised in an instant. Having practised this pairing a thousand times during the walk to Paratha, it barely required thought. Cautiously, she drew a thread of aeon up into the formation. No bumps, no bottlenecks, no discord. Perfect.

She opened her eyes.

“Ready to go?” Octavian asked.

“Are you?”

The pair stood up, the warrior picking up the bucket in one hand while he continued to discreetly heat the pitch within. Pier eleven was only a few down, and they boldly walked down the creaking wooden pier. Raysha’s eyes flickered around the idle ship. She couldn’t see anyone, but that didn’t mean much. Are they keeping watch? Wait, who cares? No one’s going to wake up the port authority about someone standing on the pier, that’s ridiculous.

Only a few meters ahead, Swift Journey bobbed ponderously in the bay. Rising well above the pier, the huge ship was a beautiful, gleaming planks interlocking with perfect precision. Twin masts rose like giants’ staffs from the deck, and a web of rope led from the deck and railings up to the tightly furled sails. Directly in front of Raysha, the glass windows of the stern quarters stood dark above the water of the bay. Supporting the overhanging quarters was a series of beams and braces.

That’ll do.

Raysha leaned casually against one of the pier’s wooden support poles and passed one of the envelopes to Octavian. He placed it on the pitch, and with the mallet in the bucket, pushed the paper into the sticky substance. With slight difficulty, he retrieved the package, holding it out to her on the end of the mallet. She cupped her hands around the envelope and tried to calm herself. She had done this a thousand times with her tiger’s eye as the focus. This was lighter; it should be far easier.

She channelled a sliver of aeon out and infused it into the paper.

“You can take it as slow as you want,” Octavian told her, then added in a yawn for good measure.

She frowned. That would mean more chance for a breeze to roll in and for things to go wrong. More importantly, she was tired and wanted to sleep.

With a flex of her will, the envelope shot out between her hands, flying towards the ship’s stern in a shadowy blur. The envelope struck perfectly into a crack between two beams, where the pitch instantly affixed it.

“Never mind,” Octavian said.

This was the hard part. Out of her physical reach, the aeon she had infused was quickly dissipating into the air. She needed it back. All of it. Concentrating harder, she mentally tried to seize back full control of the aeon, but the distance was too large. Dammit. Instead, she pulled back what she could, and her power snapped back towards her. Well, some of it—some had been wasted, becoming useless ambient aeon.

She gritted her teeth, frustrated with herself. She had such little power right now and wasting any of it made her want to pull her hair out. She needed to improve. “Can we go now?” she asked grumpily.

“Well, I suppose—”

“You’re buying me some of that duck on the way back,” she interjected with a glare.

Octavian’s eyebrows shot up. “Of course.”




It wasn’t the bright beams of sunlight that woke Raysha in the morning. Nor was it the mouth-watering scent wafting from the inn’s common room and kitchen.

No.

It was the sound of hundreds of talking, chatting, yelling, and laughing pedestrians outside.

Do they have no respect? Is this a normal thing for them? To wake with the sun and immediately start making as much noise as humanly possible?!

She grabbed her pillow and flipped it over, covering her head and trying to shut out the annoying outside world.

Someone tapped her on the shoulder.

And though her eyes were already closed, she symbolically closed them once more in her mind with an exasperated sigh.

“Yes, Vashi?” she grumbled, lifting the pillow a fraction.

A bright blue eye peered in, crinkled with laughter. “Is little Raya tired from a big night sneaking on the docks?” he teased.

“Eugh.” She threw the pillow at him, but lying down didn’t make it easy, and the pillow missed by an embarrassing margin.

She sat up groggily just as Hlaya entered the room. “Time to go,” the woman said with a small thud of her cane on the ground.

Well, at least she didn’t have to pack her bedroll. The one day she got a proper bed… and she couldn’t even lounge in it. She picked up her hateful pack, and slung it over one shoulder.

“Here,” Hlaya said, tossing a long, red fruit at her.

Raysha reached out, fumbled the catch, and dropped it to the floor. I guess it’s going to be one of those days. She picked up the fruit and dusted it off. Good as new.

“While you dozed, I went to the markets again. These should be a fair bit better than pearlfruit, so eat up. The seeds especially. And Vashi”—the older woman turned to him—“your two ‘letters’ are on an express courier to Hidan and Vinobar.”

“Oh, thank you. You should have told me you were going back to the markets, I would have helped,” Vashi said. “You should see the markets, Raya, they go on forever. A hundred different sorts of fish, a thousand different spices, and trinkets enough to put even a legion of tinkerers to shame.”

“Raysha will have to wait until next time to go spend her share of the money,” Hlaya said. “Octavian is downstairs, waiting with food, so let’s get moving.”

Well, that sucks. I’m rich, and can’t even spend my money. Waiting until Hidan to buy things was probably for the best anyway, otherwise she’d just end up carrying extra weight around. And something told her Hlaya wouldn’t let her buy a cart and horse. She only felt bad about not being able to go pareo shopping for Pala.

Breakfast was the remains of the pork haunch from the previous night, which had been incorporated into the ever-simmering stew in the inn’s hearth. Raysha wolfed it down and slowly felt some life flow back into her limbs. Still peckish, she reached into her pocket and withdrew the shiny red fruit Hlaya had given to her. Better than pearlfruit, well, that isn’t hard. She noticed that Hlaya had refilled her canister with the hated juice, so any change of pace would be welcome. Variety was the spice of life, after all.

Raysha bit into the fruit. She could have sworn that a slight grin was tugging at Hlaya’s lips, but that didn’t seem right. Her face might crack if she smiles.

It’s not really a fruit, is it? Crunchier but still juicy… in a way. Didn’t expect it to be hollow. She looked inside the fruit, and found the seeds Hlaya had indicated, all conveniently in a nice cluster. She popped the rest of it in her mouth, and then chewed the group of pale seeds. There wasn’t much flavour, just a slight tang. And a nice warm aftertaste in the back of her mouth. And the front of her mouth.

A nice, hot aftertaste.

Why is it getting stronger?

Raysha reached for a cup of water, keeping her face impassive. She took a sip.

And then she drained the cup.

A single tear made a break for it down her chin, and her nose threatened to run down her face as well. She sniffed, blinking to clear her eyes. Merciful spirits, is my mouth actually on fire?

She glared at Hlaya, pointing a judgmental finger. “You did this on purpose!” The accusation was overshadowed by the hoarse sound that came out of her throat and the booming of Octavian’s laughter. Even Vashi, the traitor, was chuckling softly.

“I tried a small slice at the markets yesterday—I can’t believe you just ate a whole one,” her brother said between breaths.

She ignored him, finger still fixed on Hlaya’s wrinkled, grinning face.

“I can’t believe this. I’d expect he”—she pointed to Octavian—“would be the one messing around. Not you.”

“I am simply more patient, dear. And note that everything I said was entirely true. In fact, if you want more spirit-rich food, you’re going to have to learn to love a bit of spice. You’ll have a pepper every morning from now on.”

“I’ll… get you for this,” Raysha threatened hoarsely.

Hlaya showed an offensive lack of concern.

A few minutes—and a few jugs of water—later, the party stood on the streets of Paratha. And, guided by the unwavering tapping of the historian’s cane against stone, they made their way north, leaving the city and procession of pareos behind them.




Chapter 16

Maybe it was the disturbed sleep. Maybe it was the numb mouth, or the gruelling pace. Regardless of the cause, Raysha was not loving life. Behind her, the cliffs of Paratha dwindled in the distance. Ahead, the land lay crinkled into a thousand small knolls and valleys.

It had only been half a day since they had left the city, and it would be another week before they even reached the Kaehwoods. A week, she was sure, which would be filled with annoyances.

Her boots and pants were covered with prickled grass seeds that itched her ankles fiercely. They had left the dirt road behind them and forged directly across the wilderness. Like savages. Normally, such a trip would be exciting, and she was honest enough with herself that her surly mood probably stemmed more from her low aeon reserves than her physical discomfort. Still, the grass didn’t exactly help brighten her day.

Vashi bumped shoulders with her. “I’ve never seen someone stare so hatefully at grass before,” he said.

“I am so damn itchy! First, after we left the pass, and now we’re wading through it again! How are you just ignoring it?!”

“With great difficulty, actually,” he admitted. “Why is it so long here? Shouldn’t something eat it?”

Raysha picked a prickle off her thigh and flicked it off her thumb dismissively. “What creature would want to?”

“Beats me. Anyway, what happened last night? You didn’t give me all the spicy details.”

Raysha glared at him. I’m going to stuff one of the peppers down his throat when he’s sleeping. “What’s there to talk about? Octavian charmed some soldiers until they were practically begging him to enlist and join their little family. I sat there trying not to ruin everything by saying something stupid.”

“Stop that,” Vashi said.

Raysha looked over curiously. “Stop what?”

“That,” Vashi said, waving his hand generally. “You’re so hard on yourself. So let’s try something different. Just for practise.”

Vashi’s eyes seemed unusually serious, so Raysha swallowed the joke she was going to force out in response. I’ll give it a shot, I guess. Just this once.

“Ah, well, we went down to the docks. I kept jumping out of my boots, expecting guards or sailors to pop out of every shadow. But it turns out no one really cares what you do. Unless you light something on fire, I suppose. We didn’t burn anything down to check. Just tarred the envelopes, stuck ’em, and walked away.”

“Whoa, almost sounds like you helped.”

Raysha smiled wryly. “Behold my power, for I now treat the Path of Sticking Paper to Ships.”

Vashi gave a serious nod. “A power to rival the greatest of Ascendants.”

“Behold my Technique…” Raysha reached down, plucking another hateful prickle from her pants. “Supreme irritation!” She flicked it at Vashi.

It sailed harmlessly over his shoulder.

Dammit.

“Did… uh… you want to try that again?” Vashi asked, suppressing a grin.

“Maybe later. When you’re eating. Or sleeping.”

Vashi inclined his head with fake solemnity. “Delightful. And would this be before, or after, I continue working on your staff for you?”

Raysha thought for a long second. “Either works for me, frankly. And you know you don’t have to try and improve the staff.”

“Oh, I know. I figured I might as well put the time to use, and it’s good to practise. I think I’ve got the layout correct now anyway.” He gestured to the staff tied to the side of her pack. Fine black lines from his inscribing traced over the whole staff.

“Yeah, I’ve been trying not to touch it and smudge anything. And you enjoy making all those… scribbles? It seems—and don’t take this the wrong way—incredibly boring.”

“I notice that far-off look you get when you’re making formations, and you’re doing it for hours every day. And when you had more aeon, you were practising your shaping skills every morning. Do you find those boring as well?”

“Not really. You can feel your aeon, and always work to improve it. I find it calming, I guess.”

“It’s almost the same,” Vashi said, “except it’s harder. The same hunt for perfection is there. It just takes longer. When your core is fixed and you can try something like metal or wood shaping directly, you should give it a try. Once the tedium is gone, who knows, you might like it too.”

“If all of this doesn’t work out, I just might. No promises. However… if… when this does work, I am going to find myself a cave, shut myself in it, and not come out until I’ve figured out a way to fly.”

“You don’t want to pick an easier goal?” Vashi asked.

“I mean, if we solve one impossible problem, how hard can solving a second one be?”

“Obviously, a piece of cake.”

“Please don’t say that word unless you have some. It’s cruel.”

Vashi let a small smile creep onto his face. “You know, you could squat in a cave for a few months, but we do have dedicated meditation rooms at the Academy. Some of them even have cushions.”

“No wonder it’s so exclusive. What luxury! Do the rooms come with cake? Or maybe ice cream?”

Despite the absence of cake both in her hands, and apparently in the Academy meditation rooms, Raysha felt her good cheer return. The siblings hurried on after the shrinking backs of Octavian and Hlaya. Catching up took far longer than they’d expected thanks to the murderous pace. With Vashi’s leg now healed, Hlaya had apparently decided—once again—to push the pair of them to their limit. Which was her limit, given Vashi was back to integrating Resilience. From the bounce in his step—and the stumble here and there—it looked like he had started integrating a tiny amount of Force as well. She wasn’t quite jogging yet, but at this rate, she might very well be tomorrow. The day crept past slowly, the sun baking the plains and hills under its harsh glare. Sweat dripped down Raysha’s face and stuck her tunic to her back unpleasantly. By the time the sun shuffled to the horizon, she was sure that once she collapsed for that night, she wouldn’t be getting up for at least a week.

They made camp in a valley formed by two jagged hills in the broken terrain. Vashi was put on fire duty, and Octavian ran off after Hlaya pointed him in the direction of nearby game. Raysha simply plopped indelicately to the ground. She hoped the warrior was finding something good for dinner—travel rations were not the most filling of meals. Her hopes were not in vain, and Octavian returned a short while later, having caught some game. Outside of the camp, he deftly prepared the small deer, and minutes later cuts of meat were roasting over her brother’s fire.

“We made good progress today,” Octavian told her from across the flames. “I’d guess twenty miles at least.”

Raysha froze in the act of massaging her tired legs. “Are… are you expecting similar progress tomorrow?”

By her side, Vashi started laughing. “I’ve never heard someone so afraid of fast walking,” he said.

She hit him on the shoulder.

“Not all of us can just integrate and have our bodies recover at the drop of a hat!” she protested.

“It might be worth just a hint of Life integration overnight,” Octavian said. Hlaya nodded in agreement.

“The chilli you ate should have helped marginally, yes?”

Raysha nodded glumly. It had helped, at least more than pearlfruit did. But she felt nervous when she wasn’t close to full power, so she’d have to make sure she made the Life rune was as small and efficient as possible, then draw the tiniest thread of power she could through it. That bought a question into her mind, which she addressed to the whole group. “Hey, so, does making runes larger or smaller let your draw more power or less through them?”

“No,” Hlaya replied, before she went back to tending to the meal.

“No is technically correct,” Octavian offered, “but not the whole story. Physical size has little meaning in your core—its not a physical place, after all. The important thing is your intent. By making the runes ‘small,’ you’re intending to draw less aeon through them. It’s similar to the imagery behind Techniques, you provide helpful guidelines to assist your mind. So making a small rune might help you intuitively draw less power through it, but making a large rune won’t allow you to tear power easily out of your core.”

“That explains the soulburn at the Oasis, I guess.” She had made those runes as large as she could, but still vastly overextended herself.

Octavian nodded. “Precisely. There are ways to train yourself to draw out your power faster, but…”

Raysha finished for him as he trailed off. “It probably involves using your power as fast as you can. Which I can’t do.”

“Yet,” Hlaya added. “On that note…” The historian reached into her bag, pulled out an even larger chilli, and held it up. With a dignified grunt, Raysha forced herself to her feet and walked over to retrieve the fruit. I wonder if this counts as will training as well. Is it even a fruit? Or just fire given edible form?

“Thank you,” she said reluctantly.

“I’d recommend eating it right before the meat so that you get less of it lingering on your tongue.”

Raysha nodded again, staring at the chilli in her palm with a confusing mix of emotions. She would munch it down, along with literally anything else that helped, simply because of how effective it was. She just didn’t appreciate the lack of warning given when she’d eaten the first one. Raysha would do anything to overcome her disability, but that didn’t mean she was enthusiastic about the pain that was going to follow.

“Vashi, have you got Concealment integrating?” Hlaya asked.

“I figured most of it out last night after you showed me, and I’ve had it active since early this morning. It, uh, needs some more fine-tuning.”

“Thankfully, you have no other evening plans.”

Vashi glanced guiltily towards the staff. “I’ll work on it after we eat, I’m sure I can make it more efficient and better aspected.”

“Hmmm,” Hlaya replied, unconvinced. “Maybe Raysha could help you, as it seems she has a gift for formations. Until you get it perfected, it would be prudent to replace any other integrations with just Concealment.”

“You want me to get rid of everything else?”

“Ooooh, yes, this is a great idea,” Raysha chimed in. “You can join me in being sore. We’ll see who’s laughing tomorrow night!”

Vashi looked helplessly back at Hlaya, but her gaze was devoid of mercy.

“Don’t blame me because you’ve been neglecting your runeshaping in favour of academic pursuits.”

Vashi blinked incredulously. “They were your academic pursuits!”

“And I thank you for the help. It’s still not an excuse.”

Vashi looked over at Raysha, and she gave him a gleeful look. Ha, I’m winning at something officially, now!

Octavian did his best to look serious despite the corners of his mouth twitching.

“You’re all damn traitors,” Vashi said. “I’ll do it now, let me know when there’s food.” He then closed his eyes like he did when he was training with his sister.

Raysha idly took note of the position of the few stars visible in the evening twilight. I wonder how long it will take him.




Three days later, Vashi finished his work on the staff. The past few nights Raysha had watched him as he had sat by the fire with his camp knife, delicately turning the charcoal lines into shallow grooves. He would wait, verify the runes, and then go back over them with his knife, widening and deepening them.

“Raya, come check it out!” he told her, holding the staff up with a smile.

Raysha dusted a smattering of wood shavings off the bedroll and sat down next to her brother. “Looks impressive, Vash.”

He waved the compliment away, intent on explaining his hard work. “So I set the topaz in a few days ago after verifying the Absorption and Release runes were working,” he said, pointing to two different gems inset at roughly one-third and two-thirds down the staff. Raysha nodded politely, impressed by the small detail of the glyphs surrounding the gems, even if they were totally foreign to her.

“The trick was to do it in stages,” Vashi told her. “Charcoal lines don’t have the same properties as a groove, but the vast majority of the difference from Persuasion is due to the material of your staff, not the method of laying out the formation. So I set the gems in and used the charcoal to tune it. Then I scratched a pattern in, and I can adjust the design slightly when I carve out the proper groove.”

“That… sounds like a lot of work,” she said.

“Hours!” Vashi responded happily. “But once I figured out the first of the Resilience glyphs the rest were just repeats, so I only had to do it once. The aeon’s flowing through smooth enough, so the whole thing should be much more durable now; feel free to go flat out when training. It’s not perfect, you can definitely feel the staff is a tiny bit warmer than it should be, and some energy is definitely breaking apart the bonds in the wood, but it should last for quite a while, and for a first attempt…”

“It’s pretty great,” she finished. “Thank you, Vashi.” She gave her brother a hug, which he returned a second later.

“It was surprisingly fun. And I’ve made something now!” He grinned at her, obviously proud.

“Next up, a gift for Shirin,” she reminded him. Internally, she sighed in relief. It had been a while since he had smiled like that, and she was overjoyed to see it once again.

His smile fell slightly as he became suddenly serious. He ran a hand through his hair. “Any ideas?”

“Yeah… but,” Raysha gestured around at the empty plain in which the group was camped, “not exactly anything decent to work with here. Hlaya has those scales from the drake, remember? You could make sure something positive came out of that. I bet they have some special properties too!”

A shadow had passed over Vashi’s face at the mention of the Oasis, but it didn’t infect his words as he said, “Yes, good point. When we’re back in Hidan, we’ll go to the library and see what they are best used for. After all, we’ve got half of the gems from the Oasis to spend when we want. We’re practically rich!”

Damn straight! She wasn’t rich rich, but for the first time she wouldn’t have to worry too much about having a shard here or there. Maybe she should send some back home when this was done? Her family wasn’t poor, but neither were they particularly well off. A small windfall might allow Palaya to attend the Academy as well. Wait, if I have the money, then I can just purchase a slot at the Academy, regardless of what happens to my core! Hells, I could even go and not have to find a part-time job like Vashi to support myself.

Soon.




Eight days. Eight days since the comforting embrace of the soft mattress in Paratha had been left behind. Eight days of chasing the dust kicked up by Hlaya and Octavian. Eight days of sore muscles, sunburnt skin, and fitful sleep, just to try and put distance between them and the possibility of being tracked. It was best not to even think about the weeks of walking since they’d left Hidan, otherwise her body might decide to revolt over its harsh treatment.

Raysha looked back over her shoulder. If they could just know if they were being pursued or not, it would make it all so much easier. Aching legs were easy to justify if they were keeping you safe from harm. This gruelling pace with an unknown threat was just frustrating.

There was one small benefit to today though: they had finally reached the Kaehwoods, and the first line of massive trees stood before her.

An old pine tree back home might rise a hundred feet out of the ground. Almost up to two hundred, in some cases. And they were the tallest ones around. In comparison to the giants here, they looked like saplings. These trees towered over her. They reached up to the sky as if to challenge the supremacy of the mountains themselves. Their canopies fought over the sun, and only meagre scraps of light filtered through to the undergrowth.

Raysha turned around, looking out over the rocky grassland they had just traversed. The air shimmered with the heat being put out by the stone, and even just seeing the dried, yellow grass made her feel another wave of itchiness.

She turned back to the forest just ahead. With the deep shadows cast by the trees, grass no longer had sufficient light to grow. Which meant, once you crossed the line into the woods, grass was replaced with dirt and deadfall.

About damn time we had some shade.

“Hey Hlaya,” Raysha called out to the figure just about to disappear between the trees, “is there anything we should maybe know before going in?”

Hlaya stopped and turned to face Raysha. “Good question. The woods have a long history which we don’t need to go into, yes? There are several minor spiritual nexuses. Some of the trees may have attained sentience. Wildlife here is, compared to the plains or your hometown, feral and aggressive.”

That made even Vashi pause. “That sounds… dangerous?”

“It’s not that bad,” Octavian said. “Hlaya has her keen eyes keeping track of everything, and I’m here if something slips past. I’m excited—fingers crossed we stumble across a few specimens; I haven’t visited the southern Kaehwoods before,” Octavian said. He patted his sketchbook fondly. “This part of the wood is so remote, who knows what new sketches I’ll be able to add?”

Raysha and Vashi shared a look. I just hope he’s not trying to tick off ‘horrendous tree monster’ in that book of his.

“Maybe on the return journey,” Hlaya said. “Let’s keep things simple.”

Raysha and Vashi quickly agreed, ignoring the crestfallen artist. They slipped past him and into the tree line, stepping between the trunks of two trees that were so massive a dozen people linking arms wouldn’t be able to encircle it. The sun was swallowed by foliage, and Raysha felt the relief of blissful shade. Even if there were giant tigers or whatever else, it was worth it.

She took back her suspicion of the forest, it was lovely. Shaded, cool, and surprisingly quiet. It was like the sound of the wind and the rustles of grass had been sucked up by the springy soil and muffled by a million leaves swaying silently a hundred feet above her. The silence wasn’t oppressive, instead broken into comfortable pieces with the chirping and calls from birds lost in the canopy.

Underfoot, the grass of the plains faded away to detritus and rich brown soil that smelled of life. Ferns nestled between the roots of towering trees, flowering vines dangled from above, and odd plants with massive, thick leaves lay lazily in her path. Underneath their leaves looked like a great place to rest for a few minutes.

“Puts the ‘jungle training’ field at the Academy to shame, doesn’t it?” Vashi said.

“Ah, sorry Vash, I’m not sure I got to see that.”

“Oh, it was a section in the Garden. They do what they can in the limited space… but obviously it can’t compare to this. Not that I’ve ever used the Gardens, to be honest.”

“What? It’s right there and you didn’t use it? I thought you guys didn’t get to use it much, but not at all? Are you crazy?”

“It was just never my focus.” He shrugged.

“Well, that’s going to have to change,” she said with a smile. “Once I’m there you’ll have to show me how to get all the good passes.” She pondered this for a few more seconds, brown eyes sparkling. “Or maybe you can just stay in your room reading books while your friends take me.”

“I’m sure they’d be delighted,” Vashi said sincerely.

Raysha frowned. The correct response would have been to assert that he’d show her himself. Hopeless.

Vashi turned to Hlaya. “So what’s the plan in here?”

“If there’s a site to find, it won’t be too far inside the forest,” Hlaya said. “Or more so, where the forest line was a few thousand years ago. We’ll head towards the mountains now and should reach their base by tomorrow. We’ll then continue heading deeper into the forest while following the range north.”

“Any chance you mean that we’ll reach them tomorrow at a calm, leisurely pace?” Raysha asked hopefully.

Octavian clasped her on the shoulder, in what was probably meant to be encouragement. Instead, it just made her burnt skin sting. “Of course not,” he said, “we haven’t finished your endurance training yet!”

“This is training?!”

“No, that was a joke,” he replied.

“Oh…”

“We haven’t wanted you to worry over something you have no control over, but to put it plain and simple: we know a blood tracker was summoned. And this means there are only two options. The first option is that it took them too long to recall the tracker, and by that point, the link to Vashi was too faint or clouded by our decoys, and there isn’t another soul in a hundred miles. The second option is that we bought a small amount of time with the decoys, but the tracker and his support are somewhere behind us.”

“So what, we keep assuming the latter for the rest of our lives?” Raysha demanded. She knew that was an unreasonable question, but a week of their gruelling pace had worn her temper to a brittle stub, and now that she was in a quiet, shady space, she just wanted a break and a nap.

“Our fearless guide probably has some ideas to that end. But perhaps, think about it this way: right now, most people compensate for poor physical physique with integrations. It’s easier to set up passive systems rather than active formations, and easier still to lean into those systems. Remember, using aeon actively is hard work that strains the abilities of most people. The average person hits a wall, and requires vast mental and physical effort to progress past Awakened or Initiate. You can’t—and shouldn’t—lean on integration. Strengthen your actual body, and when you integrate you’ll get compounding benefits. And by not using integrations as a crutch, you’ll progress further and faster than your peers.”

Great points—if only ‘freeing up her spirit’ meant something to her right now. She wasn’t integrating, so her spirit was as ‘free’ as possible. That didn’t change the fact she still had to ration her power. She opened her mouth to respond, but Hlaya interjected first.

“We’ll have an answer for if we’re being followed soon,” the historian said.

“What do you mean?” Vashi asked.

“You’ll have to wait and see,” Hlaya said with an evil grin. “Come.”

Without waiting for their response, Hlaya deliberately turned her back and sent off at a brisk pace. With a helpless shrug, Vashi patted Raysha on the back. Raysha felt her eye twitch.

“Did you want me to take some of the weight out of your pack?” her brother asked.

Raysha furrowed her brow. There was a difference between not enjoying being constantly sore, and needing to be babied. She wasn’t an invalid. Not yet. She took a deep breath—Vashi was just trying to be helpful. Focus on the intention, not the implications.

“Nah, I’m fine. Was just venting, don’t worry about me,” she said with a forced smile. Raysha stepped forward, overtaking her brother. “You just focus on keeping up with me, alright?”

Vashi wisely decided that now was not the time to point out he was barely sweating.




Hlaya led the group deeper into the forest, clearly making her way to a specific point out of sight.

Every hour they forged inwards increased the greenery around them. Raysha ducked under another vine that stretched between trees like oversized spiders’ webs. Moss clung to the vines, coating the surface of exposed bark. Leaves she could have worn as a cloak lay just out of reach. I should get a cloak in Hidan. With pockets.

Ahead, Hlaya jumped lightly from rock to rock, crossing another gurgling stream that meandered across their path. Ever since the first day she had met the old woman, Raysha had known that she wasn’t frail or slow, but seeing her move so fluidly despite looking older than dirt was disconcerting.

Raysha followed her to the stream bank. Flickers of tiny fish shot to hiding places as she looked down at the clear water. Small flies and insects buzzed fitfully above the mud. Downstream, a broad tree on the gravel bank soaked up all the water and sunlight it could, and birds flitted amongst its branches, dining on honey-coloured flowers that hung below the leaves. Raysha planted her foot on a broad rock, and with a few deft hops crossed halfway. There, she paused for a second to relax, to let the bubbling brook and babbling birds wash away some of her tension.

It really was peaceful here.

Raysha slapped her neck, squashing another bug.

It really was almost peaceful here.

After crossing the stream, Raysha brushed aside another heavy leaf and hurried to catch up to Hlaya, leaving Octavian and Vashi behind.

“So… not even a hint about where you’re taking us?” Raysha asked.

“Oh, it’s less about the mystery and more about it being anti-climactic.”

“Anti-climactic?”

“Tunnels. We are heading to a curious set of tunnels. Exciting, yes?”

“Will we get to explore them?”

“Only if you manage to shrink yourself.”

“Then no, not very exciting. Impressed though—I thought you could only sense big things from a distance, not small tunnels from, what, a dozen miles away?”

“I’ve spent fifty years working to discover ruins and ancient sites, both within and outside Rhodus. Haven’t we talked about this?”

“Hold up—you’ve been off the continent?”

Hlaya smiled, eyes staring back through the decades.

“Almost fifty years ago now. The Royal University of Kanaga funded an expedition to the mainland. Kassandra—”

“What?!” Raysha exclaimed.

“Kassandra was my partn—”

“No, no, no. Mainland?”

“Ah yes. As much as each sovereign state in Rhodus likes to pretend they’re big players in the world, there is much more out there. Provided you have a big enough ship, sufficient provisions for the journey, and enough spiritual muscle to deter the leviathans lurking in the deep.”

“And? What was it like?”

“Do you remember the feeling when you first saw Hidan? Realising that Hayet, which loomed so large in your mind, was only a tiny village?”

Raysha nodded.

“Something like that,” Hlaya said. She paused for a second, considering. “Maybe not that extreme though. Kass got a spot and managed to get me in as well. That was actually when I had to develop my reconnaissance speciality—spaces are limited to those who can significantly contribute. It worked well for us for many years.”

Raysha remembered Octavian’s words over dinner back in Paratha. Kassandra had passed away, taken by sickness.

“And you still do it, even now?” the young woman asked.

“It’s my life,” Hlaya answered simply. “And when I do uncover something, it feels like Kass is with me again.” Hlaya looked into Raysha’s eyes with a wistful smile. “Octavian takes after her a lot, or more so the other way around, though you wouldn’t think it given his child-like approach to life. She too was larger than life, and had a brilliant smile that was always close by.” Hlaya shook her head as if clearing off cobwebs. “Listen to me prattle, my goodness.”

Raysha had been silent as a mouse, scared to startle the historian out of her reminiscing. It wasn’t often she talked properly outside of her efforts to educate the siblings.

“So, uh…” Raysha cast around for a question not about Kassandra. “What do you normally find?”

Hlaya chuckled drily. “Most of the time, nothing. Sometimes you get lucky and find a site that hasn’t been destroyed completely, and you get to tease out the beliefs and society from the items left behind. Twice, we found preserved sites, places that were already hidden from nature and spared the curse of time. The last one was more than thirty years ago. With any luck, this will be the third.”

“You honestly think so?”

“I know the timing is perfect for you, but this has been a project a decade in the making. Not that I don’t appreciate the company, though I may seem a grouchy old lady.”

“Oh no,” Raysha protested quickly, shaking her hands, “you don’t seem that way at all.”

Hlaya stamped her cane against the ground. “Being a grouchy old lady is not a bad thing, girl. It means I’ve suffered enough fools to last me a lifetime, and I intend to suffer no more. Someone here”—she fixed Raysha with a piercing gaze—“might even learn something.”

Raysha put her hands on her hips. “I don’t know what you’re talking about!”

“Really?” Hlaya jabbed her shoulder with a bony finger. “You want to pull that card on me?”

Raysha wilted under her gaze. Her shoulders slumped. “No.”

Thankfully, she was spared any further introspection by a loud yelp behind her.

Raysha looked back down at her brother, but a literal forest was in her way.

“Hells below, this is disgusting,” her brother’s voice echoed in the distance.

Raysha glanced over at Hlaya, who sighed and turned around. Keen to both extract herself from the conversation and see whatever oddity had caused Vashi to call out, Raysha sped back down the path.

She found her brother moments later. Why is he wrapped in vines? If it wasn’t for Octavian’s unconcerned posture and Vashi’s look of disgust, she would have been worried.

Raysha walked up to Octavian, who was observing Vashi from several yards away, obviously content to let her brother sort himself out. I’m guessing this is an impromptu training exercise.

“Whatcha doing there, Vash?” Raysha asked innocently.

Vashi stood there, arms crossed and looking intently displeased. Displeased, but calm.

“Oh, I don’t know, Raya. I just thought that my clothes weren’t disgusting enough.”

Disgusting was the right term. The vine was sticking to his clothes where they touched. When Vashi pulled back slightly, long strands of brown sap stretched between the vine and his clothes. The smell, by the nine hells! Putrid was putting it nicely. But the interesting part was definitely the fact that the vines were moving. It was with comical slowness, sure, but any movement was more than she expected from a plant.

Beside her, Octavian pulled out his sketchbook. The warrior fished out a charcoal stick from a pocket, and then held it up, measuring distances with his thumb on the stick.

“Are you serious?” Vashi asked flatly.

Octavian looked down, making a few decisive strokes. Raysha peered over and watched him work. The man really was quite a talented artist.

Vashi, meanwhile, looked incredibly unimpressed with the vine.

“Raysha, may I borrow your staff?” her brother asked.

“Eww, you’re going to get it all covered in sap. Find a stick or something.” Raysha repressed the urge to smile at her brother’s exasperated expression.

“Find a… stick?” he asked flatly.

“A long, pointy one.”

“Is that so?”

She nodded happily, an evil grin sneaking onto her freckled face. She pointed her hand towards a long, broken branch lying on the ground a dozen yards behind Vashi. Decisively out of his reach.

Vashi followed her gesture and then looked back at her. “You’re having a laugh, aren’t you?”

Raysha shrugged innocently. “I would never.”

“Supreme irritation, you were right on the money. Except for, you know, the fact everyone else can use their aeon without concern.” And then he held out his hand and flooded his aeon out towards the stick. A foot from his body his power started rapidly dissipating into the air, but Vashi simply channelled more power until a thick thread of aeon connected him to the stick. And then, with a mental command, he jerked the stick into his outstretched hand.

Raysha frowned.

“That’s cheating,” she told him.

Vashi ignored her. Instead, he set about prying the vine off him without getting his hands covered in the sticky sap. It was slow work, but, a few minutes later, he’d managed to disentangle himself. He then stepped away from the vines, bearing only a few diagonal bands of brown sap on his clothes, and holding one thoroughly sap-coated stick.

“Catch,” he said, tossing the branch in an under-armed arc to Raysha.

Raysha screamed a desperate “Nooooo” as the stick arced slowly right at her. Stringy droplets of the sap detached from the stick, flying higher into the air. She raised her hands, ready to deflect the object with a small burst of her own aeon—and then she remembered how low her reserves were. Raysha hesitated. That was all it took for the opportunity to pass.

The dry end of the stick bounced harmlessly off her tunic, and it fell to the ground with a wet thunk.

Raysha sighed in relief, glaring at her brother.

And then she felt it.

A rain of sap.

A single drop hit her hair.

Vashi’s eyes widened, caught between amusement and horror.

Raysha’s hand flew up to the top of her head and came away sticky. Vashi turned and legged it towards Hlaya.

“My hair?” she yelled. “I’m going to kill you, Vashi!”

She tore off after him, screeching insults and the horrid fates that awaited her brother.




Back in the now peaceful glade, Octavian slowly packed away his sketchbook. Above him, several drops of sap hung suspended in the air. His hair, of course, was blemish-free. He had been taught that lesson as a young man, and there were some things he’d taken to heart. Slinging his pack back over his shoulder, he followed the fading sounds of chaos deeper into the forest.




Raysha looked up as Octavian rounded the corner, wet hair dripping into her eyes. Vashi squatted next to her, their quarrel forgotten as both knelt by a small stream and scrubbed at the sap.

“Any luck?” the artist asked them.

The siblings grunted in unison.

“A recommendation, then—hot water will help liquify the sap.”

Vashi rubbed his temples in frustration. “Of course. Why didn’t I think of that?” He dug around in his pack and pulled out a wooden bowl, which he dipped into the water. Channeling fire-aspected aeon around the container, he quickly heated it to bathing temperature.

With a mountain of relief, Raysha felt the drop of sap start to shift after the hot water worked its magic. The relief was almost enough to forgive her brother.

Almost.

Raysha hurried to extricate every last hint of the sap, for Hlaya stood on the bank tapping her cane with obvious impatience.

“Shall we continue?” Hlaya asked a few minutes later.

Raysha quickly nodded her assent and stood up. Her brother followed suit, plucking at his clothes unhappily. It seemed the sap had permeated the fibres. Serves him right.

They camped that night by the roots of a particularly large tree. Vashi seemed a little lost without enchanting work to do, and spent the night flicking through The Art of Formation I: Foundational Runes, hunting for inspiration on what to make Shirin. Raysha sparred with Octavian, but the big man didn’t push her to collapse, choosing instead to spend more time correcting footwork and digging into the more technical aspects of staff fighting. After dinner, she resumed her practice of cycling through random formations without ever actively using them.

In the morning—if it could even be called that with the sun still blocked by the canopy above—the group set off once more. Raysha moved back to holding Fourth Awakened, and felt she had almost perfected it.

Hlaya continued to cut a direct line through the forest, and the group steadily ate through the miles.

It was less than an hour after they had finished their walking lunch when Hlaya waved their idle chatter into silence. “We’re here.”

What? Literally nothing has changed.

The party rounded another massive tree, and then Raysha understood.

The mighty trees gave way to a round glade. Ferns and broad-leaved plants that normally reached over her head were growing at knee-height.

In the middle of the clearing stood a tree made of frozen fire.

It was not a fire of flame and heat, though. It was a fire of colours. Five-pointed leaves glowed with an intense yellow at the base, shimmering into orange, red, and a burnt black towards the edges of each leaf. Millions of them weighed down sprawling branches that enveloped most of the glade. I’ve never even heard of something like this.

As she watched, a leaf detached itself and spiralled lazily to the ground. As it fell, the pointed edges curled in, the colour in the leaf running to black as a flash of flame consumed it.

“It’s gorgeous,” Raysha said in a quiet voice.

“Do we have a few minutes here?” Octavian asked, and dug out his sketchbook once more after Hlaya nodded.

“Not many people have seen an ancient Pyrakon like this,” Hlaya said. “The name means a ‘statue of fire’ in the tongue of Erasted’s antiquity, before they were harvested almost to extinction. The wood is said to emanate warmth indefinitely after the tree is cut, and has the benefit of being fireproof.”

“Still, to cut down a tree like this…” Vashi began.

“Unthinkable,” Hlaya agreed.

“Is it safe to go underneath it?” Raysha asked. “We won’t be burned?”

Hlaya knelt, placed her hand on the ground, and closed her eyes. A few seconds later, she nodded and stood up. “Don’t disturb the leaves,” she warned, “and watch your step.”

Raysha quickly agreed, and then waltzed into the glade, eyes fixed on the thousand fiery shapes of leaves glowing above her.

Almost immediately, she tripped and fell forward.

The soft loam cushioned her head as it thunked gracelessly against the ground, so the fall only wounded her pride. Is that a new record? Two seconds after being told to ‘watch your step,’ to fall on your face? Probably.

She sat up and brushed ash and dirt out of her auburn hair. The culprit lay in front of her: a dip in the ground like a collapsed rabbit hole. For the world’s largest rabbit. There seemed to be dozens of pits scattered around the base of the tree, all of them smoothed out and filled by the passage of time. Is this what Hlaya had felt in the ground? Collapsed tunnels? Or was it the roots of the Pyrakon tree in front of her?

Raysha held out a hand, and her brother grabbed it, then pulled her to her feet. Treading more carefully, she wandered to a low-hanging branch, reaching up to the leaves. Mindful of Hlaya’s warning, she didn’t touch any of them directly, and instead rested her hand just beside one. As she thought—the leaves were warm. Not the hot, painful warmth of metal left in the sun—the warmth of curling up in a blanket in front of a winter fire. It was comforting.

Unable to resist, Raysha sunk down into her well and formed Receptivity. She noticed her reserves were getting back to where she wanted it. I guess those peppers have been helping. She opened her eyes, and then pulled a sliver of aeon from her core, drawing it out into the palm of her hand. She directed her power around the leaf, then closed her eyes again, concentrating to feel the minute flow of her power on a spiritual level. Normally calm and responsive, the aeon touching the leaf swirled with energy, tiny vortexes forming and vanishing over and over. A similar thing happened around ripe pearlfruit, but on a far smaller scale.

And if every leaf was like this… Raysha looked up, trying to estimate just how many leaves were growing on the tree, each presumably as packed with spiritual energy as the one she examined. Vashi would have a number, but the answer would be something like a lot. “Does it bear fruit at all?” Raysha asked hopefully.

Except Hlaya was still with Octavian on the edge of the glade, out of hearing range. To her side, Vashi shrugged. “We can ask, but I haven’t seen anything.”

“Maybe there’s some hidden in the upper branches?”

“If so, it might as well be on the moon. If we found a seed though… imagine one in the village green.”

“Imagine the havoc children would cause with a plant that spontaneously combusts.”

“I’m sure they would learn,” Vashi replied defensively.

“It would only take one time,” Raysha agreed. “Well, I’ll look for any… fire-acorns?”

Hlaya walked over while the siblings were combing through the charred skeletons of fallen leaves.

“You won’t find anything,” she told them. “They flower once every few decades. I’ve read it’s quite the sight; the flowers unfold for a single day, and when they wilt at night they combust. Not like the leaves, but all at once, hot enough to melt through metal. It sets off a chain reaction that wreathes the tree in fire, and at the end, you’re left with bare branches and a foot of superheated charcoal blanketing the ground.”

“But that’s not going to happen soon, right?” Raysha asked.

“Unlikely,” Hlaya agreed.

“So… what makes this area special, then? It’s all the holes in the ground, right?”

“It’s all the holes,” Hlaya replied with a nod.

“So…”

“So, best you and your brother gather up a few armfuls of firewood.”

Hlaya shooed them off into the forest without explaining further. The third time that Raysha bought an armful of sticks back and Hlaya waved her back to gather more, she threw them all to the ground, glared at the historian, and turned back into the woods with a huff. It took an hour before the siblings had gathered a large-enough pile to please the wrinkled little dictator, and at no point did Hlaya explain why she needed such a massive pile of firewood. Does Hlaya age a year every time she explains something?

Raysha knew it wasn’t a fair thought—Hlaya did often talk and explain things to her, but this was apparently not one of those times.

On top of that, it was only frustrating because the historian didn’t offer to help; instead, she just sat on the ground, resting her eyes.

On what must have been the millionth armful, the old woman finally stood up. “Start gathering up the wood.”

“Can you please tell us what this is for?” Raysha said, exasperated.

“Start building a wooden pyramid over that hole there,” Hlaya said, pointing to a deep pit near the base of the tree.

Raysha and Vashi begrudgingly complied, walking over. It seemed that while they had been gathering wood, either Hlaya or Octavian had excavated the hole slightly, and she could now see that beyond the initial blockage of dirt, it stretched down and outwards into darkness. She started laying a few smaller sticks across the pit to form a base to build off.

“It’s not common knowledge anymore, but Pyrakon trees have a symbiotic relationship with a feline spirit—a Khaliun. The tree draws in aeon and nourishes the spirit which, right now, hibernates underground, wrapped around the Pyrakon’s roots. We know of their existence because every time the tree flowers, the spirit leaves its burrow, manifesting to draw in the extra fire aeon. They are incredibly territorial, and incredibly aggressive.”

Raysha paused in the act of laying another piece of wood down.

“You want to wake it up?” she asked incredulously.

“Oh yes,” Hlaya said.

“But what about us?”

“I said I wanted to wake it up, not stay and pat it. This is the closest tunnel to the spirit, almost directly above its physical shadow. Filling the burrow with hot coals should be sufficient to bring it out of its slumber. I’ve confirmed the spirit is still firmly asleep, and we’ll be away before it wakes.”

“You must be frustrated,” Vashi said to Octavian, “being so close to a rare spirit that’s just out of sight.”

Octavian sighed dramatically. “It’s an artist’s lot in life to suffer for our dreams, and being around an annoyed Khaliun is perhaps not wise, no matter how amazing the image. Perhaps one day, once your sister has broken into the realms of Archon or Sovereign, I can return under her protection.”

Raysha threw a stick at him.

Vashi finished distributing the firewood around the pit. “I think that’s it,” he said.

“There’s still one more task to do,” Hlaya said, casting a pointed look at Vashi.

“You want to make sure that if we’re being followed, the trackers linger here and don’t just walk through it?” her brother responded.

The historian nodded.

“Which means,” he continued, “you want me to leave some blood behind.” Vashi looked mildly annoyed. “You could have told me a few hours ago; I could have started integrating Life.”

Raysha frowned. “But if we are being tracked, they’ll feel another match coming from this location, and know all the decoys are just that: fakes.”

“Girl, if someone has been following a decoy and can feel a spot of blood weeks away, then nothing we can do will shake them off. But they will investigate, and I guarantee you they will have no idea what this tree means,” Hlaya said, before pointing at Vashi. “You want to do it, or should I?”

Still miffed, Vashi nevertheless withdrew the knife from his belt, and with a hiss, jerked the blade across his forearm. Blood welled up, and Vashi tore off a broad leaf from a nearby plant, then placed it atop the cut. Hlaya passed over a fresh bandage, and Vashi tossed the blood-stained leaf to the ground before wrapping his arm and staunching the blood flow.

Raysha bent down and placed a rock on the leaf. It would be a shame if it blew away, after all.

“So, what now?” Vashi asked. It seemed like being forced to cut his arm open again had not done wonders for his mood.

“Now, we continue on. A direct line to the mountains,” Hlaya said.

“Fantastic.” Vashi looked down at their wooden construction, and then flicked a finger at it, shooting a thick jet of fire at the tinder to set it alight.

Hlaya cracked her cane against Vashi’s skull.

“What was that for?” Vashi demanded, clutching his head.

“I’m surprised that hurt, given your head seems to have stopped working!”

“What?”

“Did I say to light the fire?”

“Well, someone had to do it, and you always make me do it!”

“You know, Vashi,” Octavian began, throwing a shoulder around him and steering him away from the fire. “You’re right. We were going to ask you to do it. The plan was just to do it from a great deal further away.”

Comprehension dawned, and Vashi looked back in horror at the growing flames. “Oh, no.”

“Relax, boy, it won’t waken instantly. Just try to think, next time.”

The ground trembled, and a handful of leaves fell from the tree, then combusted mid-air.

“But perhaps we should move quickly, regardless,” Octavian suggested. “Maybe a nice, brisk run to warm up our bodies?”

And with that, the party sped out of the glade.

Thankfully, no angry spirits followed them out.




With the majestic Pyrakon behind them, the journey returned to tedium for Raysha. Travelling through the shaded forest with its thousands of different plants was infinitely preferable to trudging under the sun-scorched plains, but there was never any time to just stop for a few minutes, get up close and personal, and examine a new plant or brightly-coloured species of bird.

As the day drew on and the mountains drew ever nearer, the route steadily became an uphill slog that set Raysha’s legs aching. Deciding that there wasn’t much difference between hurting physically, and hurting both physically and mentally, Raysha restarted her practice of holding as many runes in her formation as possible. Just like her practice before the Oasis, she crystallised two separate formations in her core, each a pair of interlocking runes. Almost immediately she felt the throbbing of a headache as her mind tried to split itself too many ways.

During the scores of hours Raysha had spent crystalising and releasing formations in the walk to Paratha, she had come up with dozens of new designs. Many were quadforms that all interlocked properly, so she could hold a quadform, but that was easy to do now. It almost felt like cheating. Instead, she could practise holding Fourth Awakened, and practise holding separate formations in her core, and walking over uneven terrain, at the same time. It was more mentally exhausting and her formations more prone to shattering—a painful experience at the best of times—but that was a small price to pay for faster improvement.

It was only with the setting of the sun and thick cloud cover that spoke of rain, that caused Hlaya to halt and direct them to set up their camp on a small rise, under the protection of thick foliage from an obliging tree. Raysha swapped back to Third Awakened, so she could keep the formation persisted while she slept.

Tired from the forced march and her mental exercises, Raysha was the first to retreat to her bedroll. She rubbed down her calves for a few minutes, while she watched Vashi flicking through his precious book. He had asked for a piece of paper from Octavian’s sketch book, and started idly drawing out various glyphs and runes. From what she could see, he wasn’t trying to link them or make a multi-rune formation, but just drawing out the same few runes over and over. Probably to help commit them to memory.

So long as he’s having fun.

The wind gusted in, and the fire struggled against it. Raysha pulled her bedroll to the base of a tree, making sure she was under plenty of leaves. Sure enough, the clouds fulfilled their promise of rain, the scent of smoke and petrichor intertwining pleasantly. Only the occasional fat droplet made its way through the foliage to strike the ground. Lulled by the sounds of Vashi’s scratching and the deep thunks of raindrops hitting broad leaves above her, she drifted off.




Vashi heard the soft sound of his sister snoring. Falling asleep instantly was an incredible power, as far as he was concerned. If he didn’t unwind with a task like reading, his mind would run itself in circles for half the night.

He already had some ideas for ways he could improve Raysha’s staff. There were changes that would result in less energy lost from imperfections, or tweaks to distribute the aeon more uniformly down the staff. He could interlock extra runes that would reduce the weight felt by the wielder. There was even a curious glyph for elasticity that might allow the staff to become flexible at will. What chaos that could cause!

All of that would have to be saved for version two. Or, more realistically, version back-in-the-Academy-in-Hidan. Having naught but a carving knife was ridiculously far from ideal. Add in only having one reference book instead of the literal shelves waiting for him in the library… and ‘less-than-ideal’ was a vast understatement.

He idly placed a small gem into a tiny hole on the page he had made, connecting the runeform around the gem. He had thought up the exercise to help him iterate more rapidly.

Draw a potential formation, wait, and then feel the paper. Incorrect or inefficient designs would leak energy into the sheet. And as paper couldn’t store much thermal energy, it heated up quickly. If he didn’t stop the formation by rubbing out critical lines to disrupt the flow of power, the paper would burn. This way, however, he could more reliably investigate flaws in his prospective designs.

It was a simple process now that he had figured it out. Connect, wait, disconnect, test, redraw, repeat.

A thousand times slower than internal formations where you could manipulate aeon directly—and then make the formations out of your own power—but it was something. If only he were already a Archon. They could manifest crystallised aeon from their core into physical reality, and could vet designs in seconds that would take him weeks. He had heard that crystallised aeon wasn’t stable long-term, but for prototyping, it was perfect.

Of course, his current method of validating designs wasn’t bad, but it would be far better if the infernal wind would stop blowing—it was cooling the paper down too quickly!

An hour later, finally defeated by the incessant breeze, Vashi stowed the sheet and turned in for the night.




Raysha was shaken awake before dawn. She jerked upright and was confronted by a concerned Octavian, his body taut with tension. The big man moved and roused her brother with another quick shake of a shoulder. Her mental fogginess evaporated under the sight before her. Miles in the distance, the Pyrakon was burning—a glowing star shining with terrible brightness amidst a sea of suffocating dark. An angry howl echoed out of the forest.

“Raysha,” the warrior called out. She looked over, tearing her eyes off the fire with difficulty. “Life and Resilience, and don’t hold back on the amount of aeon you use.”

Hlaya stood up from where she had been sinking her senses into the ground.

“Time’s up, let’s move.”




Chapter 17

They had been running for hours, and Raysha was ready to collapse. Ever since being roused so suddenly, Hlaya had set a mad pace through the forest and into the foothills of the mountains. With the Pyrakon going up in flames, at least they finally had an answer to if they were being pursued.

They were. And their hunters were close.

Raysha gasped for breath and pumped her legs rhythmically into the soft dirt below. A hazy light was fixed in front of each member of the party, its jerking movements mirroring her own and throwing the ground into a discordant mess of shadows. It was nauseating. Falling and breaking a leg right now would be bad.

She had thought they were free—that the precautions Hlaya had been taking were a bit over the top. And then this happened. Shaken from sleep, a tree ablaze, and the howls from an angry Khaliun tearing through the air. She hoped the spirit had torn the people pursuing her brother to pieces. She wanted to laugh at the sheer unfairness of it all.

Instead, she just ran.

A few steps later, she faltered as her ankle caught on a root. Raysha fell and threw out an arm to try and break her fall. She hit the ground hard and started to desperately scramble back to her feet, only to be hauled up by Octavian, as was becoming tradition.

“Pack,” the big man said, and she wordlessly agreed, slipping off her backpack and letting him shoulder the extra burden.

“Focus on breathing. Nothing else,” he added. “Are you feeling Life and Resilience take effect yet?”

She shook her head—it hadn’t been long enough, despite the heavy flow of aeon she was funnelling into her body. It would take another hour, at least. So she set her gaze, sucked more air into her burning lungs, and forced one leaden foot forward, then the other, faster and faster, until she was shuffling along again.

At the front of the pack, Hlaya sped directly towards the mountains. They were close now, and by the silver light cast by the moons above, Raysha could see the mountains proper only a few miles away.

Within Raysha’s small world of just the next step, time stopped passing. She didn’t know for how long they ran, or for how far, she only noted the transition of the loamy ground to the hard impact of stone beneath her battered feet.

They paused only once. Hlaya stopped beside a rocky outcropping, laid her hands upon it, and cast her senses deep into the stone. A second later she was done, and then she sped off at an angle, following the mountains northward.

“Only a bit farther to go,” Vashi said by her side. “Hlaya must have found something.”

Raysha nodded. There was no breath left to talk. Her brother was sweating too, but nowhere near the sheer amount she was. Vashi had been integrating Resilience almost the whole trip, so his stamina exceeded hers. And even with the extra pack, Octavian hadn’t even broken a sweat. If they got caught, it would be entirely her fault: the one holding everyone back. She was back to that—the weight wrapped around everyone’s ankles. She couldn’t let that happen.

Raysha started to run again, able now to fix her eyes on Hlaya’s back. They ran, and ran, and slowly she was able to see more of the environment around her. The ambient glow of the sky was brightening; dawn was fast approaching.

They passed out of the ragged tree line, into an open expanse of rock and stone.

Getting caught out in the open here would be a death sentence.

“Octavian,” Vashi called out to get the warrior’s attention between gasps of air, “what’s the goal here? They are tracking me, not my sister, so shouldn’t we separate?”

Even Vashi’s struggling.

“No,” Raysha forced out between breaths.

“You heard your sister,” Octavian said. “We’re not going to throw you to the wolves.”

“Well, it doesn’t seem like we can outrun them!” Vashi said angrily. “Can we fight them?”

“Trust Hlaya, she’s heading for something. If there’s a path through the mountains to lose them, she will find it.”

Vashi gritted his teeth. “Hang in there, Raya.”




A torturous half-hour later, the old woman paused for another brief moment. She reached out to a nearby rock to scout the path forward. For the first time since they had met, Raysha realised the older woman was breathing heavily.

“Almost there,” the historian said, then set off again, but in a different direction. She led the party down a broad valley, and a mile into it, came to a halt.

Raysha let herself slump to the ground, feeling a wave of hopelessness wash over her.

Directly ahead, the valley ended in a mess of broken stone and earth. It looked like at some point this had been a road, but a landslide had obliterated the path they were following. Were they going to try and climb over it? It would take hours! And then when their pursuers caught up, what could they do—wave down at them from their exposed position and hope to talk it out?

“Hlaya?” Octavian asked, seeing the tiny woman’s eyes raking over the northern face of the valley wall. “Is there another way into the pass?”

“It’s not a pass,” the historian responded. “There is a natural cavern here. Larger than any I’ve felt before. Unstable. That”—she pointed at the collapsed section ahead of them—“was the largest entrance.”

“But not the only one?”

“Hey!” Vashi called out, pointing up to a vertical outcropping of rock several yards high atop the valley wall. “That doesn’t look natural, is that what you’re searching for?”

“An outpost?” Octavian said.

“Of some sort. There’s a small tunnel there. Climb up,” Hlaya said. She cast a nervous glance back towards the forest. “Quickly.”

And, before Raysha’s exhausted eyes, Hlaya started… scampering… up the vertical side of the valley. Raysha tried to stand up to follow her, but her legs had stopped listening.

“Ah, Octavian?” Vashi said, drawing attention to Raysha’s weakness.

“Can you take her pack?” the warrior asked.

“I’ll manage it.”

“Good,” he said, then passed her bag to Vashi. “How are your arms?” Octavian asked Raysha.

“Functional, I think.”

“That will do.” Octavian took off his own pack and removed a length of rope from it before passing the massive bag to her. “Put it on.”

She eyed the pack. It was almost as big as her, but she didn’t argue. With a heave, she hoisted the straps around her shoulders, then tied the waist support on as tight as she could.

Octavian passed the rope to Vashi. “Tie her onto my back.” The warrior turned towards the cliff and jerked his thumb at his back and kneeled. “Hop on,” he said.

Raysha’s face turned red as humiliation coursed through her. He’s actually going to carry me up. Like I’m an infant. She wanted to protest, to say she could climb. But it would be a lie, and that lie might cost her brother his life.

She walked forward and wrapped her arms around Octavian’s neck, then crossed her legs around his waist. Vashi started tying the rope around the pair of them. She wanted to scream, to cry, to hit something. All the progress she had made felt like trickery—how could it be actual progress if, at the first sign of trouble, she faltered and became dead weight?

“That should be good, Vashi. You go up first.”

Her brother nodded and then ran forward. He wasn’t as fast as Hlaya, but he began clambering up the stone without issue. The historian had already reached the top, thirty yards above. After giving her brother a minute to get some distance, the big man followed suit.

The valley wall wasn’t sheer, and Octavian’s broad hands delved into the crevices and pits in the cliff. Hand over hand, he pulled the pair of them up the wall. The climb was surprisingly easy for the warrior, with obvious handholds always presenting themselves. And yet, when Raysha looked left or right, many patches of the wall were smooth—Hlaya must have found a good path.

Looking at one of the handholds, Raysha reassessed. The recessed sections were all set into the stone a uniform depth, and were perfectly spaced. They were also all the same size, which was a bit too small for Octavian’s large hands. It was as if someone with small hands had moulded the stone like clay. She followed the pattern of indentations up, and realisation dawned on her: Hlaya must have made them in her climb so quickly Raysha didn’t even notice.

Another useful skill.

A few minutes later, Octavian pulled himself over the edge to the walkway that greeted them at the top. Vashi untied the pair, while Raysha looked away, unable to meet his eyes.

“This is it,” Hlaya said. “There’s a way in.”

“What’s the point?” Raysha asked numbly. “They’ll still find us. This seems like a good spot to wait for them. Maybe throw some rocks down… or something.”

Hlaya frowned. “The point is that this passage is hidden. And the cavern I feel beyond the entrance here has multiple exits. It’s our best chance to lose them, and each day, the blood signature becomes fainter and harder to follow. Another few weeks, and the connection should fade completely.”

A few weeks? Is that a joke?

Raysha looked down the walkway past the historian. Sure enough, a smooth stone passageway into the mountain… for about two yards. Then it ended, in a blank stone wall.

Great.

“Um…” she said.

“Break it down,” Hlaya responded tersely.

“I don’t think I ca—”

“Not you,” she snapped. Octavian stepped past Raysha, and once again the young woman felt herself flush. Obviously not her. Obviously the giant man with a giant hammer.

Octavian walked down to the stone wall, pushing on it experimentally.

“You won’t have much luck pushing it open,” Hlaya told him. “It’s a runed door that’s fused with the tunnel. I can’t shape it or the surrounding tunnel at all. This entire area is resistant, so put your back into it.”

Octavian cursed. He set his feet, then swung Persuasion awkwardly in the cramped corridor. It crashed against the door with a hollow boom, scuffing the rock. He swung again, and Raysha saw a distortion in the air around the weapon as the man sent his power through it. This time, the impact sounded like a crack of thunder, echoing out into the valley and down into the forest.

The first fracture appeared.

He swung again and again. Peals of thunder boomed out as the warrior slowly battered down the door. After a few minutes, he stepped back, a faint sheen on his forehead and the door lying in pieces upon the ground. The stone was at least a foot thick.

Nine hells, maybe we should just have Octavian wait here and hit everyone coming after us with that hammer.

Raysha glanced to Vashi, and even he looked shocked.

Hlaya had been busy tossing head-sized rocks behind him, littering the entranceway.

“There are other ways out?” Octavian confirmed with Hlaya.

“Ventilation tunnels, multiple,” she said.

Octavian nodded, grabbed his and Raysha’s pack, and then ran into the tunnel. One of Hlaya’s lights materialised above him, and then above everyone else in the party. Raysha stared down the black mouth of the tunnel to the receding and flickering light attached to Octavian. Vashi reached down and squeezed her hand.

“Together?” he asked.

“Together.”

The pair ran into the darkness.




Behind them, Hlaya stepped through the broken door. The loose rock she had gathered liquified around her feet, flowing up behind her to form a thin stone seal over the entrance.

Light from the outside world disappeared.




Raysha turned when the light started to vanish, and watched in wonder as Hlaya sealed the entrance to the tunnel. After a pointed comment from the woman, she turned around and caught up with her brother. Her footsteps echoed in the dusty corridor, a frenzied, staccato beat ringing in her ears, and the dust thrown into the air from Octavian’s passage filled her nose. The corridor—initially barely wide enough for the man’s broad shoulders—was slowly widening as they ran. The stone ceiling began to rise, and then the edges of the stone corridor curved away from them. Octavian slowed. Raysha pulled up and stepped out beside him.

They were out of the tunnel, and now in a wide, triangular plateau that ended only a dozen yards ahead. She stared out into the void as Hlaya and Vashi arrived, her mouth hanging open.

Far above the party, cracks in the ceiling of the cavern let in faint sunbeams that cast an eerie light. Below the cliff face they stood on, an abandoned stone city filled the cavern from wall to wall. Every cliff face, every dint in the stone wall or branching tunnel she could see was filled in with buildings, constructed from stone blocks or directly carved into the wall itself. Ancient bridges connected different levels, most leading down to a central road that snaked its way through the city and down the long cave.

The buildings below were rough. They weren’t primitive, but decidedly… functional. It seemed like there were only a few different sorts of buildings, and an unimaginative architect had simply copied the same set of designs over and over. There were a few exceptions to this rule, specific buildings that rose above the others: a circular many-storied tower to the right, and a sprawling series of halls and pathways to the left. And, at the opposite end of the cavern, almost lost to the darkness, down long stone thoroughfares and over a yawning chasm spanned by arcing bridges, a great stone hall sat on a rise above the other buildings. Massive statues guarded its entrance. Miles to their left, part of the city lay buried under rubble from a partial collapse.

“That’s our goal,” Hlaya confirmed, gesturing to the hall. “I can feel ventilation shafts behind it too, no detour required.”

Raysha relaxed slightly. The entrance was fairly well concealed, they had a target in sight, and an escape route planned out. Maybe she even had a glimmer of hope.

“I am coming back here with a whole damn research team,” Hlaya muttered, her eyes taking in the preserved city below like a starving man would eye a feast. Despite the stress of the day, she looked positively ecstatic, and the years fell from her face. “Come,” she said, and marched down a long ramp on the side of the cavern to the floor below. With a wave of her hand, she conjured another set of lights, then scattered them high above the party.

Raysha followed, reassured that their pace was back to merely a fast walk. The small break while Octavian had hammered down the door had been welcome, but not nearly enough.

She looked back as the group descended the ramp. The cliff face they had been on wasn’t a natural outcropping. Windows decorated the side of the smooth stone, and inside she saw glimpses of long halls and rows of bunks. Was this an ancient barracks? Would that make the courtyard at the front of it a marshalling ground? It looked to be a mix of hard-packed dirt and stone, devoid of greenery.

The latter was to be expected, of course. Raysha had no idea how the inhabitants had once illuminated the vast cavern, but now, with only dregs of sunlight filtering down, and no natural source of water, there was no way to sustain life. Any trees or grass that might once have graced the area had been ground to dust by the relentless passage of time.

“You know,” Raysha said, “I thought these Lokam tribes you talked about were nomadic or something. I pictured tents, caravans, you know. Not a permanent city of stone.”

“Some cultures evolve past tribal phases, Raysha,” the old historian said, her eyes continuing to dart from building to building, no doubt cataloguing everything they saw.

Raysha was too tired to even roll her eyes. I figured. That wasn’t what I was getting at. “I just meant that this is very impressive, you know?”

“Then just say so, dear.”

Raysha decided to focus on trying to recover her stamina. Thank the spirits the integrations are kicking in now.

The party reached the courtyard below, where Hlaya angled for a broad road into the centre of the abandoned city.

“Current thoughts?” Octavian casually asked the historian several minutes later as they walked down the stone road.

“Right time period. No signs of a catastrophe or a panicked exodus. Most of the buildings have been stripped bare.”

“Curious. So what’s your best guess to explain it all?”

“Probably that,” Hlaya said, pointing up to the massive cracks leaking light in the ceiling. “The cavern is no longer stable, and it’s surprising that there hasn’t been a total cave-in yet. With the vibrations and impact of a city-worth of people living here, it wouldn’t be long before the whole ceiling came down. And the rest of the mountain behind it.”

“Makes bringing a research team less appealing,” Octavian said.

“Because the city is mostly empty, or because of the risk of collapse?”

“I was thinking that both might be valid concerns.”

“Hmm. Perhaps. I’m sure there are some interesting things left behind, buried, or locked in vaults somewhere. The hall ahead should contain a mausoleum, and most cultures hesitate to move their dead once interred.”

“This is quickly moving from archaeological survey to grave robbing.”

“I’m aware,” Hlaya answered with a frown. She opened to mouth to say more, but shut it abruptly, then held up a hand for silence.

Everyone stopped.

A deep boom reverberated from behind them. A dozen more followed, and the ground under their feet trembled. Raysha eyed the ceiling nervously, expecting to see the cracks widen. “Is it—”

Hlaya opened her eyes, and all her conjured lights vanished. In only the soft light from the ceiling, the lines of her face cut deep into her skin. Gone was the good cheer from the new discovery, and she now looked wearier than Raysha had ever seen.

“They have found the entrance,” Hlaya said softly.

Raysha turned her head and stared back at the barracks in the distance. Everyone held their breath. And the faint echoes of voices reached them. Raysha’s shoulders slumped as torches spilled out onto the bluff.

“Run,” Hlaya said. “The race is in its final stages. Straight to the tunnels.”

Heart thumping out of her chest, Raysha started running. Once again she wanted to just laugh in the face of it all. They had finally made it to the city, the culmination of a decade of Hlaya’s research, and they were being chased right back out of it. Just like how she had made it to the Academy, only to be whisked away the next day as well.

Life’s just a big joke, isn’t it.

She ran.

If not for her integrations starting to work, she would have barely managed a walk. She made a tired note to thank Octavian at some point. In the meantime, she just hoped her aeon reserves wouldn’t run out.

Chest heaving, arms pumping, and eyes fixed on the plaza at the end of the street, she ran while her brother kept pace beside her. Deserted buildings blurred past. Dilapidated gardens passed unnoticed, wrapped in dusty shadow.

And behind her, always, the echoing voices of their pursuers. A golden wash of light illuminated the cavern, and Raysha squinted at the change. Shouts came from behind her. The hunters must have spotted them.

Raysha forced herself to move faster. These bastards would not catch Vashi just because of her weakness. She overtook Hlaya and led the pack, making them all increase their pace to match hers.

She chased her shadow down the street, away from the source of that terrible, golden light. Then, a second shadow appeared, and the golden hues intensified. The light grew brighter and brighter, almost blinding her. And then, with a roar, the building beside her caved in. Dust billowed over her and she raised her arms to cover her face as she burst from the swirling cloud, coughing and struggling for breath.

Another yellow pinprick of light flew stories over her head, and hit something out of sight. With a flash of light and a splintering crack that split the air, the building collapsed. Oh spirits, they’re attacking us.

She looked up from the road, and saw only a hundred yards ahead was a bridge over a wide chasm.

No. They’re aiming for the bridge. If they could take it down, the chasm it crossed was almost a hundred yards wide—there was no other way she saw to get over it. They’d be trapped. She risked a glance backwards, seeing another barrage of energy rising into the air. Two torch-holding figures had remained atop the cliffs at the entrance, but a half-dozen or more people were on the street behind her several hundred yards away. What sort of monster can hurl their power over such a huge distance?

Raysha stumbled, so she quickly refocused her eyes on the road in front of her. Ignore the siege-level aeon being flung. Keep moving.

The bridge was approaching now, only a stone’s throw away.

Yellow lights shot down from the sky like ballista bolts.

The road in front of her exploded and Raysha was tossed aside like a rag doll.

A high-pitched whine filled her ears, but she ignored it and pushed herself to her feet. Raysha was covered in small cuts and scratches from rocky shrapnel. If there was a larger injury, she didn’t even realise. It didn’t matter, because she didn’t have time to stop and check. The young woman stumbled forward, beginning to run again.

Raysha made it to the base of the bridge, then continued forwards. Another sound pierced both the whine and the ringing in her head. It sounded like Vashi.

She looked back as she ran, trying to find her brother. He was waving his arms above his head at the base of the bridge, pointing up. Yelling… something. She frowned in confusion. Yellow light filled her vision, and a shockwave slapped her to the side. The bridge trembled.

Then it cracked.

Numbly, she stared at the cracks spreading between her legs. Oh no. She sprinted forward. No, no, no. The cracks widened and the bridge began to splinter. Behind her, the paving stones sagged as one of the supports crashed down into the chasm below.

Raysha ran forward, frantically trying to keep her feet while the ground lurched and fragmented. She was close to the end now. But so was the bridge. A massive groaning sound filled the air as the stone ahead was turn asunder. It was now or never. Raysha sprinted forward, drawing her aeon out of her well and holding it inside her body. She had to use her power; it was that or die. The bridge teetered to the side, slowly falling as the structure separated fully from the rock.

She leapt and hurled her aeon downwards. In reaction, she was blasted forwards over the chasm. She cartwheeled through the air, a puppet with her strings cut.

Raysha sailed out over the empty void and crashed with painful force onto the stone road. I… made it? She patted herself down. I’m alive. Spirits, I’m actually in one piece.

In fact, she was only lightly scratched from the tumble. Resilience is amazing.

Her mind started to clear, and she jerked her head back to the remains of the bridge. Raysha’s shoulders slumped in relief when she saw the rest of the party standing on the other side of the chasm. Vashi’s frantic waving must have been him trying to warn her about the bridge, but she had just charged ahead without understanding. Her bid to lead the pack had turned into her being separated from it.

“Are you alright?” she heard her brother call out over the gap.

“Fine!” she shouted back.

A few quick words passed between the group on the far side, and then Hlaya’s voice sounded out. “Keep heading towards the tunnels, we’ll catch up.”

Raysha nodded and then gave a more obvious thumbs up out to the side. On the far side, the group removed their heavy packs, apparently deciding to leave them behind. Octavian pulled Raysha’s quarterstaff out of the pack, and with a mighty heave, threw it clear across the chasm. It clattered to the ground a dozen yards behind the woman. Finally, Hlaya extracted a small pouch from her medical bag and passed it over to Octavian, who secured it in a deep pocket. They tossed their packs through a window of a building by the precipice, hiding them away.

Hlaya and Vashi split off, running parallel to the chasm to her right. She guessed there must be another bridge down there, out of sight.

Octavian didn’t follow. He beamed a huge smile to Raysha and waved at her. Persuasion gleamed in his hands as he set off in the opposite direction. Raysha swore the man had winked at her.




Chapter 18

Octavian rolled his shoulders, stretching out the tension that had been building all day.

Running away suited some people better than others. It had never particularly agreed with him. The situation wasn’t ideal, that was obvious. In any direct conflict where they didn’t have the element of surprise, Raysha would be cut down in seconds. No fault of her own, of course; life had dealt her a bad hand and she was doing an admirable job working around it.

Hlaya and Vashi had disappeared from sight, and Raysha should be hundreds of yards up the main thoroughfare. Safe, for now. He was alone.

Which meant now he could finally do something.

First things first. Information.

With a burst of force, the warrior pushed himself off the ground, splintering the paving stone underfoot. He shot up into the sky, planted a boot on the side of a boring stone building, and pushed again. The wall cracked, but Octavian sailed even higher, clearing the rooftop and landing lightly on his feet.

He twirled Persuasion idly in his grip, comforted by her weight. They had been through a lot together. We’ll get through this too.

No more attacks rose out of the tracker squad, which was good. With Hlaya and Vashi disappearing off the main street, it would be much harder for the attackers to spot an obvious target. They’d catch up eventually, which meant he needed to get their attention and draw as many of them away from Vashi as possible. Hlaya could handle herself, but Vashi was young, inexperienced, and still a little scarred by what had happened at the Oasis. He was a scholar at heart, not a front-line warrior. There was a hint of iron within him, but it needed to be drawn out and shaped slowly, not tempered into brittle steel.

Less than half a mile away was the tall circular tower they had seen from the entrance. It must have been a dozen stories high and loomed over the buildings around it.

It was probably a culturally significant building. He pursed his lips, wondering if there was a better option. Nope, that’s my best shot. Hlaya is going to have a fit.

He launched himself towards the building like a spear, the wind whistling in his ears as he leapt from roof to roof.

As he approached the tower, he drew back Persuasion, channeling his aeon down into the weapon until it glowed with an ethereal, blue light. His hair streamed in the wind and he grinned joyfully, revelling in the freedom of movement as he twisted through the air. He pushed off the last building, the tower now directly ahead. The warrior sailed over what had probably once been gardens surrounding the building. He landed on the ground, planted his feet, and skidded sideways towards the first great stone pillar ringing the ground floor.

His massive arms heaved, and in a silver blur, Persuasion shattered the first stone pillar. Despite the column being as wide as a man, it was smashed to pieces like a dried twig. The artist spun with the blow, took a single step, and demolished another pillar. In a flurry of movement, he reduced six more columns to rubble and then leapt back to a neighbouring building’s roof.

The tower groaned and then, with glacial slowness, shifted to the side. Octavian stretched his shoulders, watching the internal walls of the ground floor crack under the increased pressure. The screech of grinding stones rose as the tower tilted, and with increasing speed, toppled towards the main thoroughfare.

With a resounding roar, the building crashed into the ground, flattening a dozen homes underneath its mass. The ground shook and a dust cloud was swept high into the air. The thunderous sound echoed through the cavern a dozen times before fading.

Concerningly, the ground beneath his feet was still trembling. Octavian looked up with a worried glance. Did I overdo it?

From high above, the cracks in the ceiling seemed to grow bit by bit, and a collection of smaller stones rained down, illuminated in the bright morning sunlight forcing its way in.

One of the smaller stones crashed into a building in the distance, driving a sizeable hole all the way through—and then the building collapsed.

Maybe the stones aren’t that small, after all. Alright, no more toppling buildings then. What else?

Octavian drew aeon into his hands. Light wasn’t his speciality, but he had enough control to manifest what he needed. He hurled a dozen spheres of aeon high into the cavern and detonated them with a mental command. They each exploded with a different colour, sending thousands of glowing multi-coloured sparks through the air before fading out.

Just a little more.

He drew his power out again, shaping a more intricate form before throwing it even higher. This one didn’t explode violently; instead, it dissolved and manifested as a giant, glowing outline of a fist. Not my finest work anymore, but I think it will send the right message. Octavian bought his will to bear and shifted the fist, morphing the image to slowly extend its middle finger towards the soldiers.

Perfect.

Octavian dusted his hands off, gazing up proudly at his work. Toppling a building and demonstrating advanced will shaping. Oh, and flipping them off as a bonus.

Not exactly the actions of someone they could ignore.

They’ll split up, which meant I’ll have company soon.

He idly ran his hand through his hair. On one hand, great. A straightforward fight was a well-defined challenge, no second-guessing, no uncertainty, no running.

On the other hand… this was a tracking squad sent to chase down a group that had successfully wiped out a hit squad. Granted, the soldiers at the Oasis had been made of trash apart from three of its members, and they had ambushed the group while they had their hands full of an enraged drake. If he hadn’t taken a massive bolt of energy from the siege weapon right to his chest at the start, it would have been a quick fight, and he hoped their pursuers were unaware of that. Truth be told, he had no idea how strong the squad chasing them was. Was a head-on fight something he could walk away from, even if this time he could start in peak condition?

Ultimately, it didn’t matter.

The trackers were simply too fast to outrun, and they still had Vashi’s blood. There was only one way out of this scenario, and it was through them.

And so Octavian stood there, Persuasion resting on one shoulder, and waited.




Chapter 19

Vashi and Hlaya crossed another stone street, cutting through narrow alleys in their frenzied rush.

“There’s a pair of bridges a few minutes away,” Hlaya said as they turned down another small lane.

“Got it,” Vashi panted out. He may not be as exhausted as his sister, but he was not in good shape. I don’t know how much further I can go. Basic runes had a limit as to how effectively they could enforce one’s physical body. He was finding that limit.

Every time the burning in his chest and his legs rose, he forced it back down. They could hear their pursuers now. It didn’t matter how much it hurt, he had to keep going.

The pair burst onto another broad street that pointed back towards the entrance, and Vashi looked down the road. His heart skipped a beat. A scant few hundred yards away, they were being shadowed by a group of soldiers.

“Hlaya….” he gasped.

“Ignore them, move, boy!”

Vashi stumbled as the ground shook and a sound like a waterfall of boulders reached him. He glanced back and saw a rising dust cloud. The ground shook again, and another dust cloud rose far in front of him. What is going on?

Then, red, green, and blue pulses of light illuminated the buildings like a lightning strike, and he cast his head around wildly. Are they attacking us?!

In the distance, the outline of a huge glowing hand spun over the rising dust cloud. No. It’s got to be Octavian. What the hells is he doing?

Vashi ducked his head under a stone overhang and darted across the next street. He caught another glimpse of the people shadowing him. He and Hlaya were outnumbered.

He sprinted on, side by side with Hlaya, who easily kept pace despite her size and age. He wove through a narrow alleyway and approached another of the wide stone boulevards. Beside him, Hlaya reached out to grab his arm as she planted a foot into the ground, but Vashi’s momentum could not be so easily arrested. He stumbled out onto the street.

A hundred yards down, four figures had reached the road first and were facing him. In one pair of hands, a series of bright yellow lights revolved slowly.

Vashi had only a second to take in the golden light, before his eyes widened and the attack shot towards him.

He dove to the ground, casting a wave of deflecting aeon towards the projectiles.

The attack sailed over his body, hammering into a building behind him, where they detonated.

Vashi felt the impacts in his chest as waves of force rocked his body. The stone wall behind him was reduced to a cratered mess.

He hit the ground, shocked. An inch more, and the attack would have hit him. And his body would resemble the ruined wall behind him. Realising he was still in full view, Vashi panicked, trying to scramble to his feet. Down the street he could see another soldier drawing back on her bow, sighting down at him.

Spirits, not like this!

A thin man stood behind the front row of fighters, arms folded. Vashi saw his mouth move, but couldn’t hear what was said. The archer released.

With a scream, the arrow cut through the air.

Vashi closed his eyes.

And was thrown backwards as his chest exploded in pain. It felt like he had been kicked, not stabbed. He opened his eyes, expecting to see his lifeblood pumping onto the ground, and then realised there was no arrow sticking out of him.

In front of him, a stone column had grown out of the ground, shoving him away in an instant from the incoming arrow. Of the arrow, there was no sight, just a shattered hole directly through the stone column, leading deep into the street.

Hlaya stepped out onto the road, eyes blazing with anger. She stomped her foot, and the stone around her boot cracked. A wave of man-sized stone thorns grew out of the ground and rolled down the street towards the soldiers. A new man stepped forward to confront the wave of thorns speeding towards his squad. He threw his arms forward, and released a wave of raw aeon into the ground. When Hlaya’s attack reached the approached the squad, it fizzled out as Hlaya was unable to control the stone.

The historian hadn’t waited around to be countered. The road under Vashi rose up and unceremoniously dumped him through an open window of a sturdy house off the street. Hlaya jumped through the window a second later, immediately pressing her hands into the stone like it was mud.

Outside, a wave of cutting force decapitated the spikes, transforming the street into a desolate forest of stone stumps.

Vashi ducked down, awed at the power on display.

“What do we do?” he asked, but Hlaya did not answer. She’s back in the stone.

A cold fist of fear gripped his heart. Where’s Raysha? Is she alright? How could he have let her be separated? She couldn’t fight against these people. And now he’d have to fight… but how could he even contribute?

Vashi sat down, trying to calm his spirit and his chaotic heartbeat. He pulled forth a line of fire-aspected aeon into his hands, shaping it into a sphere of flame. Sweat dripped down his eyes and into the sphere, vanishing in a soft hiss.

Focus.

He stared down at the ball of fire, and compressed it down to a dense, pulsing bead.

Just stand up, throw it, and then make another. As fast as possible. Hlaya will help. It’s simple. Get up, and do it.

But he couldn’t.

Cold sweat covered his body and he trembled. The last time he had thrown a firebolt, it had worked—but not like he had imagined. Melted flesh, burnt bone, desperate screams, and the smell of cooking meat. The flame sputtered and fizzled away in his hands as Vashi shook and lost control of his aeon.

Hlaya took his hand, rubbing the back of his palm with her thumb. “It’s alright,” she said. “I’ll handle this.”

“Thank you,” he whispered back.

The light in the house dimmed, and Vashi realised Hlaya had liquified the stone outside. The woman was drawing it up to cover the house. The tide of rising stone lapped up over the window.

Vashi squeezed her hand.

And the light vanished.




Outside, Mentes advanced with his team, stepping over the stone spikes he had sliced apart moments before. Something odd was happening to the road ahead, ripples spreading across its surface. He waved to his men, and they paused their advance.

The ripples spread across the street towards them, and Mentes cast his own aeon into the road, seizing control of the surrounding material. As he did so, a burst of power spread through the buildings surrounding the squad, tearing tiles off roofs and flinging them at the soldiers. Hundreds of tiles shot in a rapid barrage, flying towards the hunters with terrifying speed.

A blond man stepped forward, raising his arms. A shimmering dome of crimson force congealed an instant before the first tile crushed a teammate. The slab shattered against the barrier. The air outside the dome became opaque with dust as hundred—thousands—of tiles crashed into the shield with terrific force. The defensive technique cracked but held. Outside the barrier, the last tile clattered to the ground, lifeless.

The blond man lowered his hands, and then stepped forward with the squad towards the growing hill of liquified stone. Except, when he placed his foot on the ground, he found only air. A pit opened up beneath him, and with a yelp, the man stumbled forward. Fast as lightning, the archer grabbed his armour, pulling her teammate out of danger. Mentes frowned, and cast his aeon deeper and farther out into the road, feeling the will of his opponent infusing the stone ahead of him. He pushed, contesting her control of the rock, and instead of resisting him, her will retreated. A good move—why waste attention on a patch of ground, when she obviously had other weapons on hand? A stone shaper in a literal city of stone.

It would be a blow to her pride when it wasn’t enough to save her.

“Inlas, light it up,” Mentes ordered.

A tall man stepped forward, forming a single yellow orb of power in his hand. He raised his arm, faced his palm out, and blasted the bead forward. It exploded against the exterior of the fabricated fort, splashing stone out in a ring as the structure absorbed the blast. Disconnected from his opponent’s will, the stone hardened instantly, turning into a deadly rain of hail. The blond man raised his hands again and conjured another scarlet shield above his squad, and the hail bounced harmlessly off.

The shield might have been enough to deflect the newly-formed rocks, but not the building brought down on top of the squad. With a groan, the supports of a tall building beside the squad liquified and a wave of liquid stone surged out onto the street in an effort to entrap the legs of the soldiers, while the rest of the building fell towards them.

“Forward!” Mentes barked, and his men obeyed instantly and dashed up the street. The captain drew his shortsword as they ran, slashing at the building and projecting cutting lines of force with his blade. Liberated from structural support, the floors crashed down instead of out onto the street. The tracker spun and sent a series of slashes at the mound in front of him. He didn’t know how far through they cut, and with the stone in liquid form, any cuts he made were instantly resealed by the fluid.

Ingenious.

“Hipotas, up!” the captain commanded. The blond man responsible for the barriers nodded, running ahead of the squad and bracing his legs. Around him, roof tiles rattled as the stone-shaper’s influence reached them. Hipotas channelled his power out between his hands. The squad ran at him, once at a time, leaping up as they approached, soaring well above the man on street level. Each time, Hipotas blasted them up into the air towards the roofline. Tiles cracked and shot towards the blond man once again, but with a dazzling display of finesse, Mentes cut through each slab with a projected blade, breaking his foe’s control. No attacks came while the squad sailed through the air, but as soon as Inlas landed on the roof, the ceiling began to melt until they contested the stone with their own aeon.

Finally, Hipotas jumped up onto the hall himself, flung high into the air with his own power.

“Secure the building,” Mentes said. Hipotas nodded, and redirected his aeon into the floor, permeating as deep as he could. The captain observed for a second before he put it from his mind. Hipotas would use far more aeon than the stone-shaper out there given this was her domain, but they had a hefty numerical advantage to wield. So long as the blond man could keep the foundations from her grasp, that was all that mattered.

“Lanika, Inlas, drill through.”

The archer nodded and notched a long metal arrow. She pulled back, stretching the thick limbs of the engraved hunting bow in her hands. The shaft shimmered as Lanika poured her power into the arrow, drawing her aeon down to the wickedly sharp broadhead. Next to her, Inlas formed a set of projectiles above a palm, and every second they shone brighter and brighter.

Mentes smiled. It seemed their opponent had realised something was coming, for the stone had stopped shifting, hardening into a solid dome three stories high.

Lanika released.

With a deep twang the arrow shot forward. A split second later, the golden projectiles followed in a tight helix. The arrow punched through the stone like a comet through a cobweb, drilling a foot-wide hole in a violent spray of rubble. The golden projectiles following right behind flew through the hole in the defence.

A terrible series of thundercracks split the area as the attacks detonated inside the stone shell. The impromptu fort shattered like glass, chunks of rock hurtling through the air to crash down in the neighbourhood. What remained of the building collapsed inwards with a plume of dust.

The echoes of thunder faded, and silence filled the city once more.




Chapter 20

Persuasion rested gracefully against Octavian’s shoulder, gleaming softly in the gentle light of the cavern. The warrior stood, patient as the mountain itself, feeling the approaching adversaries draw ever closer. He made no effort to hide, standing instead on the edge of a broad tenement, leaning on a neighbouring building’s wall. The image of a relaxing bystander was ruined by a shimmering barrier of force shrouding his body and armour.

Three figures broke onto the skyline as they scaled a nearby building and approached him confidently across the flat, open roofs. Their eyes were fixed on the solitary figure waiting for them.

Only three, that’s less than half their squad. I was hoping for more.

The trio moved forwards, crossing from block to block until they touched down on the roof Octavian had claimed as his own.

The artist sized up his opponents. The first was a tall, lithe woman armed with a sturdy longsword. She emanated a feeling of strength, like a panther on the prowl. In the middle was a nondescript man with a scraggly, thin beard. No visible weapons. Face like a goat. Both of them had numerous small wounds decorating their exposed skin. He guessed that the Khaliun had not appreciated its visitors. The last was a terrible cliché of an assassin. Black armour, unkempt black hair wearing a black cloak and a pair of daggers sheathed at his side. A thousand aureus that the daggers are painted black too. If his formations aren’t shadow orientated I’ll eat my boots.

“So, who wants to go first? You all going to draw lots?” Octavian inquired. It never hurt to be polite.

The black-garbed figure faded away into the shadows, disappearing from sight.

Well, yes, obviously not you.

The two remaining figures spread out on the rooftop, approaching him from two opposite directions.

“Should we at least do introductions?” he followed up. “No?”

The two soldiers—now mentally dubbed Panther and Goat for lack of actual names—continued to encircle him.

Octavian let them approach while spreading a thin, invisible, mist of his aeon into the surrounding air.

There!

Octavian swung Persuasion in a blur, demolishing a large swath of the neighbouring wall. A shadowed figure dove out of the way, tumbled, and rolled to his feet.

Octavian whirled, driving Persuasion through an ice spear that would have impaled him through the back, then slammed the head of his weapon into the brittle stone of the rooftop. It carved a ragged furrow deep into the stone and sent a deadly barrage of sharp rock towards Panther.

The fragments bounced harmlessly off her.

Eyes fixed on the two rapidly approaching soldiers, the big man stepped back to dodge a dagger thrust from Shadows, who had leapt back into the fight. As the daggers glided past Octavian’s twisting form, he frowned. The knives radiated a sickly presence, and a toxic, paralytic aura almost dripped from the weapons. The warrior sidestepped, drove his heel down through the layer of ice that had been forming underneath, and reached out, grabbing the hand of the would-be assassin. The attacker twisted in the air, raking his other dagger towards Octavian’s face. He jumped back, releasing the man and simultaneously deflecting a strike from Panther’s longsword with the haft of his weapon. He leapt to the side.

One of them would be fine, but three at once… that was less than ideal. And on top of that, Shadows employed poison. Gods above, I hate poison-users.

Then again, he also hated hypocrites.

The trio paused in their attack, taking the time to spread out. Shadows flickered once more, fading from sight, and Octavian extended his senses through his aeon in the air.

He almost laughed.

From the potent poison, Octavian had assumed Shadows was a seasoned warrior and had worried when the assassin faded away that the man would be able to teleport, jump from shadow to shadow, or become incorporeal. Instead, Shadows was just bending light around him while he tried to stealthily creep to a new position. If only all three of his opponents lacked advanced Techniques, but unfortunately it seemed like Panther and Goat knew what they were doing.

Shadows moved to Octavian’s side, but the artist pretended not to notice. Didn’t the man just try something similar? A one-trick pony—must be a new recruit for that bad habit to still be ingrained. Octavian fixed his eyes on Panther. She was the main threat here, and probably had a similar style to himself with a focus on physical integration and overwhelming force. She would not go down easy.

He dashed forward towards Goat, ducking under spikes of ice that the man had summoned the moment Octavian had moved. Panther darted in from his left, longsword arcing towards his exposed side. He battered aside the slash, and then drove the axe-side of Persuasion towards the woman. She stepped back, her blade unable to properly parry the massive weight of the warhammer-axe hybrid. Octavian twisted, sidestepping around another spear of ice and tried to position Panther between him and Goat-face.

She jumped over him instead, and as her feet left the ground, Goat flooded his power into the roof, sending a foot-high wave of ice surging outwards.

Octavian flared his power, pulsing a burst of destructive aeon through his feet. The incoming wave of ice shattered—so did the rooftop on which he stood, but by the time the roof started to crumble the artist was already airborne. He shot towards Goat while blasting force up into the air to disrupt Panther.

He struck out at the attacker, but a wall of ice manifested in front of the man’s scraggly beard. With a thought, Octavian triggered one of the runes on Persuasion’s head. The warhammer lit up, blowing through the foot of ice like it was wet paper, hammering into the stomach of Goat and hurling him back. The second the weapon hit the man, ice blossomed outwards and over the metal head in an attempt to seal Persuasion in a frozen cocoon.

It was a clever move—the fight would be over quickly if he didn’t have a weapon.

Behind him, Panther had used her own power to shunt herself to the side, avoiding the crumbling hole Octavian had left behind in the roof. She dashed towards the warrior as he brought an infused fist down onto the ice, shattering the growth and freeing Persuasion. He turned to deflect a thrust but had taken too much time. The sword slipped inside his guard and penetrated his barrier, slicing deep into his leather armour.

A massive boulder of ice struck him in the back and he stumbled forward, right into a vicious slice that cut through barrier and armour, biting into the flesh of his left shoulder. He grunted at the feeling of cold metal piercing into him.

The air parted. Finally.

Shadows had acted, seeking the opportune moment to sweep in. Unfortunately for him, being invisible to sight and being able to move through a cloud of aeon unnoticed were very different things. Octavian twisted his hips, driving his left fist into Shadows’ face. The assassin reeled back and out of reach, but one of his daggers fell from momentarily loose fingers. Octavian took the opportunity to bring his hammer down on top of the weapon, shattering it and sending the pieces skidding across the roof.

The split second cost him, as another massive fist of ice punched into him and lifted him off his feet. And then Panther was there, her sword striking like a viper—Octavian had to frantically defend himself from the darting steel tongue seeking his flesh. An ice spear stabbed into his side. Its momentum was dulled by his barrier, but it still penetrated through his armour.

He gritted his teeth and tore Persuasion through the air faster and faster. He needed to reduce the number of opponents quickly, or they’d wear him down and slowly carve him into pieces. He parried again, and the sword seeking his fingers cut a line across his forearm instead. The sneaking shadow of the assassin was a constant distraction, and every drop of aeon Octavian had to pump into the air to keep track of the man was one he could not use offensively. Eventually, he knew he would misstep, and the poisoned dagger would be there. He had to force Shadows’ hand. No way in the nine hells will I go down to some cowardly assassin.

He retreated, falling back under an incessant sequence of blows from Panther and ranged support from Goat. Blood from a fresh cut on his temple dripped down into his eye, ran down his face, and filled his mouth with a metallic taste. He danced around the rooftop, continuously moving to keep Panther between him and Goat. He felt blood trickle down his body as he waited for Shadows to make another move.

Octavian took another step, and then the rooftop shifted, cracking under his weight. He reeled backwards, out of range of Panther, and the air once again shifted to his right. Octavian pulled hard on his aeon, and shoved it all into Persuasion. Another ice spear crashed into his body, tearing through his barrier first, and then his entire calf in a blaze of agony. Son of a bitch! He shoved the pain down mentally, but still almost lost control of his aeon. He threw Persuasion at Shadows, and triggered another rune on the weapon.

The warhammer flew from his hands and a resounding crack filled his ears as the sudden vacuum of air collapsed behind the weapon. A muffled thud reached him a moment later when the hammer collided with the shadowed warrior. An instant after that came the third and final sound: a wet crunch as the man was lifted by Persuasion and launched violently back into the side of the adjacent building. Slowly, Persuasion and Shadows slid off the bloodied wall, falling gracelessly to the street below.

Weaponless, Octavian dove through the hole in the crumbling ceiling, barely able to dodge a swipe that would have taken his head. He saw beneath him an ancient atrium on the ground stories below. Passing through the jagged opening in the roof, he reached out to two fractured chunks of stone as large as his torso. With a touch, he infused them both. The first he commanded to shoot towards Goat in the distance—the second, he blasted directly up as hard as he could.

It was a feint. Midway to Goat, Octavian pulled on the block, jerking it back towards him. With a slight adjustment of trajectory, this meant going through Panther as well. With her attention focused on his falling figure, the stone pummelled her in the back and threw her forward. The chunk returned to Octavian’s hand. Panther fell through the hole, and Octavian expelled a wave of his power backwards. He lurched up, back at Panther. He parried a thrust of her sword with the chunk of rock he was wielding. The sword cut through the stone and then into Octavian’s hand, splitting his palm to the bone.

He grunted, pushing the pain to the side again, as he grappled the woman in the air. Without a weapon, he had to stay close, where her sword was ineffective. He grabbed her vest, pulling hard on the original rock he had hurled into the air. Octavian wrenched his opponent towards him and delivered a crushing headbutt right into her barrier.

It was like headbutting a steel wall. And now the wall was angry.

She smashed her head back into his face, and Octavian sagged and kicked away from her. They both fell through the air, and further into the darkness.

Octavian diffused more aeon.

This is starting to get annoying.

His fall was briefly arrested when his body crashed into the railing of the second story. The railing splintered under him before he slammed into the floor, ploughing through it with a thunderous crash before being driven into the ground properly. Panther smashed into the atrium itself, cratering the tiles beneath her back. Her sword rang like a bell as it bounced off the tiles, then skidded out of reach and sight in the pitch-black interior of the building.

Octavian and Panther forced their battered bodies to their feet. Panther cast around with her eyes to find her opponent.

Of course, one of them didn’t need their eyes—Octavian had his aeon instead. He could feel the presence of Panther as a void in his mind where his aeon was rebuffed.

Octavian cracked a bloody smile and jumped forward towards the void. Panther braced herself at the sound of shifting stone and cast a hurried light source up into the air. The light rose for only an instant until it was crushed by a block of stone hurling down with terrible speed. Panther raised her arms, but the block had too much momentum to be stopped. Her forearm shattered, and then the rest of the stone cracked against her body, driving her down onto her knees.

An instant later Octavian was there, striking her with furious blows, determined to end the fight while he still had strength. A dim light filled the interior of the building as a flare was conjured from above. Panther lurched up to her feet unsteadily and threw out her chin. With a mighty blow, Octavian struck, and Panther cartwheeled back, senseless. The warrior glanced up at the new light. Goat stood above him on an ice platform by the edge of the hole. Around him were scores of conjured spears.

Octavian dove to the side as an ice pillar larger than his body impaled the ground. A dozen smaller icicles peppered the surrounding area. Only one was now lodged in his back. That’s better than I hoped for.

Staggering to his feet, Octavian ran towards a side wall, his mangled calf screaming with each step and leaving puddles of blood. Closing his eyes and raising his arms, Octavian barrelled through the stone wall into the alley beyond, too low on aeon to destroy the wall from a distance. He ran towards Persuasion and the barely breathing cloaked figure beside it, scooped up the hammer, and activated the final rune. The last stored aeon in the weapon’s gems swept out and into him, and he partially replenished his barrier.

Octavian channelled some of his aeon to reinforce the barrier over his chest, then sent most of his remaining aeon into his good leg. He used it to propel himself up in the air. With another kick, he pushed off the two surrounding buildings and ascended to the rooftop. He crested the roof, already swinging his hammer in anticipation of the expected barrage of attacks. He deflected spear after spear, but for each one he deflected, two struck home, rapidly weakening his barrier.

He rushed towards Goat, driving his weapon at the man, only to be blocked by a shield of ice. He swung again, and again, hammering down the shield. His opponent conjured swords and spears, but all shattered on the enchanted head or shaft of Persuasion. Octavian snarled, surging forwards. Victory was close. Blood pooled around his legs as he moved faster and faster, his teeth set in a terrifying smile as Persuasion danced. Each conjured wall or shield came in thinner and thinner, until a mighty blow shattered not only the ice but the arm behind it. He reversed Persuasion, slashing the axe head towards Goat’s chest, and a final, desperate wall of ice formed over the man’s torso.

With a wrench of mental effort, Octavian pulled all the aeon infused out of Persuasion and directed it into his arm. He lashed out, driving his fist into the man’s face. Octavian felt his opponent’s jaw break as Goat shot backwards. Octavian lunged forwards and caught the man, then leapt high into the air. With a yell, he hurled the man through the hole in the roof. Goat fell and slammed down onto his unconscious companion at the bottom of the building. He didn’t get back up.

The artist slumped to the ground, taking a ragged breath. He reached into a pouch on his side, opening it to reveal shattered glass. The healing poultice it once contained started dripping out, and the potent aeon inside the potion continued to evaporate. He allowed a few glass-free drops to splatter down onto the hole in his calf, and a few more to awkwardly trail down his back to the wound in his shoulder. It wouldn’t fix the leg or back, but it’d stop the bleeding and help stitch the muscle back together. He picked the rest of the glass fragments out, then tore the pouch open and pressed the drenched material directly onto his gashed hand, holding it against his palm by pressing his hand against his chest.

He was annoyed. The fight had been far more taxing than it should have been, and it had been years since someone had been able to drive an attack entirely through his body. Compared to his former strength, he was as weak as a child.

Wearily, he struggled to his feet, picked up Persuasion and—with a wince—affixed her back into the straps over his back. He made his way down to the street level, inspecting Shadows. Somehow, the man was still alive. Octavian separated man and sheath, putting away the poisonous dagger, before picking up the bleeding man. With a heave, Octavian tossed him through the hole in the wall to join the two other comatose figures.

Octavian walked into the gloom, looking around until he located the longsword as well. No point in letting them keep their weapons.

He cast his aeon through the three soldiers. Shadows was the worst off, and the other two would come around in minutes. Shadows probably wouldn’t come around at all.

He hefted the dagger and frowned. His senses told him it was a paralysing poison, rather than a lethal concoction. If you weren’t hunting down kids, I wouldn’t have to do this. He withdrew the dagger.

“I am sorry about this,” he said, before making a cut on each of their arms and wiping the oily flat of the weapon into each wound.

That done, he dragged the bodies between two stone pillars inside the building. Then, Octavian dragged over a massive stone block, setting it next to the unconscious figures. That should be enough support to make it safe. I think. Dead warriors could be exhumed later. Live ones had to be rescued. He just had to make the rescue as painstaking as possible.

A few minutes later, Octavian had finished destroying the rest of the building’s supports. The structure sagged, and with a slow groan, collapsed onto the three soldiers and buried them under tons of rubble.

With a final shake of his head, Octavian reached into a pocket, withdrawing Hlaya’s stitched pouch.

“And now, hypocrisy,” he muttered.




Chapter 21

Raysha’s lungs were on fire, like two burning bellows unable to keep pace with the forge.

She thought that this trip had hardened her physically, mentally, and even in a small way, spiritually.

And yet here she was, a seventeen-year-old who felt like she had the body of a tobacco-addicted centenarian.

She ran towards the hall in the distance, hoping with every step to see her brother appear by her side, calm and collected. Or Octavian, flashing that broad grin of his. Even Hlaya, tapping her cane and frowning.

Instead, the ground trembled, and her shadow underfoot flashed dark against a rainbow of colours one after another.

She didn’t look back.

She didn’t need to.

They were fighting. That was the only reason anyone would throw power around in this death trap of a cave. They were fighting, and Raysha had been told to run away.

Which, she reflected bitterly, she could only do very slowly. She couldn’t tear down the streets in a blur.

Yellow lights flickered behind her, followed a few seconds later by dull thuds. Her shadow jumped from side to side on the stones ahead. Two fights, it seemed. Raysha gritted her teeth, worried about her brother. And yet… for some reason… she wasn’t terrified. She wasn’t even afraid.

There was no space inside her for it.

Her entire life she had been kept on the outside. Left behind on hunting expeditions. Paired with children in Elder Zahra’s training. Defended by her parents, by her brother, by Octavian, and by Hlaya.

Instead of fear, there was an ocean of rage. There was inside her a fiery desire to turn around and throw every scrap of her power against the adversaries that hounded her. She wanted to damn the consequences, throw caution into the wind, and simply give in. She wanted to prove that she could look after herself—that she could look after those she loved.

Except she knew she couldn’t, and it tore her up. The Oasis didn’t count. That hadn’t been a choice; her mind had blanked and she’d moved without thinking. Now, a month later, she was still recuperating from the expenditure of power.

She would become someone they could trust. Someone to rely on. She wanted to scream, however, because she needed it to happen now!

The city was shaking around her, and her knuckles whitened as she gripped her staff.

She harnessed her rage, her bitterness, her feelings of inferiority, and channelled them into the one thing she could do right now.

She kept running.




Chapter 22

Deep voices echoed from a vast distance, blending into a single, sonorous stream of nonsense. Vashi listened, though understood nothing. Time passed with a glacial pace, and the voices sluggishly separated, resolving into a softly spoken man and a curt feminine voice. Vashi opened an eye, casting his gaze around in confusion until blurred figures lazily came into focus. His other eye wouldn’t open, and he was dimly aware of a hot, throbbing pulsing from the left side of his head. He tried to reach up, but his motions were cut short and accompanied by the jangling of chains.

“Rise and shine, little rabbit. You led us on a merry chase,” the deep voice said.

Confused, Vashi looked up at the man, his appearance tugging feebly on the thin threads of his memory. Vashi tried to raise his hands again, but once more something stopped him. He looked down, puzzling out the thing getting in his way. Two broad metal bands encircled his wrists, and a sturdy iron chain linked the cuffs to each other and then to a stake driven into the rock below. Runeforms danced across the surface of the cuffs, and tiny flecks of blood-red garnets were embedded in the polished steel.

A wizened hand sought his own. His eyes followed the hand up, past its own pair of cuffs, to Hlaya’s concerned face. Dried blood had filled the wrinkles of her dark skin, and locks of her curled hair stuck out at frazzled angles.

“Vashi, can you understand me?” she asked slowly.

It took several seconds, but then he nodded.

“You took a blow to the head. Just relax, things will make more sense soon.”

I’m glad Hlaya is here. She’ll sort it all out.

She was speaking to the rabbit-hunter now, a barrage of curt words flying at him like angry bees. Something about medicine. Vashi smiled softly. He hoped the rabbit-hunter had some, because annoying Hlaya was always a silly thing to do. Heavens forbid anyone disappoint the historian.

Vashi tried to stretch his legs. They moved, that was good. They didn’t move much, though it was probably because of the rope around his ankles. Vashi idly traced his fingers over the formations carved into the cuffs, taking some small comfort in looking at the intricate designs. At least formations had rules—they made sense. Unlike the rest of the world, right now.

Vashi didn’t notice the rabbit-hunter moving away, lost as he was in visualising the formations in front of him. Gradually, the fog in his mind receded, the world began to right itself, and ignored injuries pressed in on his consciousness with sharp throbs of pain. He groaned.

“How are you feeling?” Hlaya asked him.

“Great,” Vashi mumbled. “I feel like a building collapsed on me.”

One of the soldiers sitting close by chuckled, and a second later a pair of boots appeared in front of Vashi. He looked up at the owner. The rabbit-hunter—no, the squad captain—stood before him, and despite his gaunt figure, he radiated power. Behind him, three soldiers guarded the perimeter.

“Second time’s a charm,” the man said. “Mentes,” he said by way of introduction, holding his hand out. Automatically, Vashi reached up to shake his hand—the cuffs clinked, blocking him.

“Still a bit woozy, I see,” Mentes continued. “No matter.”

The captain tugged a heavy pack over, sat atop it, and looked down at Vashi like a hawk.

“Do you now mean to interrogate my aide, Captain?” Hlaya asked with cloying sweetness and a fake smile. “Has the Advocacy fallen so low as to kidnap not just the elderly, but children as well? What phantoms do you imagine hide in a pair of archaeologists, exactly?”

Mentes laughed. “Ah, archaeologists. There’s a first time hearing everything!” The captain extended a thread of his aeon to a rune on the cuffs, activating one of the formations.

Hlaya responded angrily… or at least she tried to. The air around her mouth shimmered, and though her lips moved, no sound escaped.

“I’m curious about you, young man,” Mentes said. “This is some…. unusual company you’ve been keeping. And the young are so often manipulated against their will. I understand. I’ve seen it happen before, and it does allow for a degree of clemency, provided proper cooperation.”

Vashi sat motionless, glaring at the captain.

Mentes continued calmly. “Did you know that I sent three of my men to apprehend your comrade, yet none have returned? After picking you and the old woman up we returned here, and I sent two more to investigate. They brought news that my soldiers are buried under a collapsed building. Severely injured, but still clinging to life. And now, both of those men are unconscious from some strange alchemical attack.” The captain was studying Vashi’s face carefully. “This surprises you, I see. Perhaps this man is a new companion who has concealed his skills from you? Tell me of him.”

Vashi didn’t respond.

The man sighed. “Come now, kid, you’re obviously in way over your head. Let me help.”

“Way over my head?” Vashi responded incredulously.

“A young man, still only Awakened, being used as a pawn by political powers. Not exactly typical behaviour, nor an enviable position to be at the current moment.”

“Are you threatening me?”

“Of course not, I am stating reality. Do you disagree with the assessment?” Mentes’ eyebrows rose fractionally, and he looked obviously at the cuffs and Vashi’s own injuries.

Vashi had to admit the captain wasn’t wrong. Enviable would not be the right word.

The young man decided to change tack. “She’s telling the truth. I’m an assistant at Hidan Academy, you can check. History and archaeology.”

“Ah, and your group works for the Darius government then?”

“What? No. We don’t work for anyone.”

Doubt was written plainly across Mentes’ face, and from beyond the hot, throbbing pain from his injuries, Vashi began to feel icy fingers of anger reach forth.

“I am telling the truth,” Vashi bit the words out of the air. “We are here to study the city. And I will be damned before I apologise for defending a peaceful spirit in its own habitat!”

“Ah, finally, the crux of the matter. First, how… amusing… to hear you talk about disturbing a spirit after you sprang one onto our group. Between the spirit and that tree bursting into fire, I lost several of my men. But no, that’s not what you’re talking about, so let’s put aside any hypocrisy and discuss your incident with Captain Imbrus at the Oasis. The report is very curious, so I shall let you set the record straight.”

Mentes pulled a folded report from inside his leather vest, and his thick eyebrows furrowed as he read off the paper: “Party of four, waited in ambush, unprovoked attack on the third detachment under Captain Imbrus, destruction of Adept-level artifact, employed explosive artifact estimated at third-realm power.”

The man folded the parchment and put it away. Vashi sat still, his mind working as fast as it could under the circumstances. Third-realm power? They don’t know it was Raysha… and they think it was some device. That… that’s good? They won’t be targeting her. The captain’s voice jerked him back into the present.

“Now… this sounds a bit unreasonable, doesn’t it?” Mentes said in a harsh tone. “Some academics out on a history trip, including students, that accidentally laid in wait and ambushed an armed detachment. Students who just happen to be carrying around incredibly expensive artifacts, on the off-chance they would like to commit mass murder?”

The man’s voice softened into an entreaty. “Come now, lad. I doubt this was your idea. Maybe you got in too deep and couldn’t get out. But you’re out now, so just tell me what happened, and who she”—he gestured to Hlaya—“works for.”

“Ah yes, a mythical employer that recruits students to attack a squad of soldiers. You know, I don’t think those actually exist,” Vashi replied, his voice having the warmth of a frozen winter day.

“A fantastic point. So either you are not a student, or you are simply a small, linking glyph in a larger formation. Which raises another question: where are your friends? You and her, to be honest, are useless. A very commendable application of stone shaping, I will give you that,” he said to Hlaya, “but outside of a rocky environment, useless. And you, lad… what are you, middling Awakened?”

Vashi stared at the man, and disliked that the captain was correct. He was only behind others his age because he spent his time trawling through books. Not that I’m about to justify anything to this asshole.

“Don’t take that as an insult; you’re young, it’s expected. The recruits sent with Imbrus were of a similar level to you, with a few small exceptions. They were to get some initial experience fighting against a stronger foe under the supervision of more talented individuals. They also easily outnumbered you. We found your blood, so obviously you fought before using the artifact, despite those apparent unfavourable circumstances. So, why fight against a superior force at all, if you possess such a weapon? The only conclusion I can draw, is that whoever is actually in charge didn’t think the detachment was a superior force. So, tell me about the missing link here. Tell me about your companions.”

Out into the city, the fallen body of the great stone tower lay conspicuously across the ground.

“Nope, it’s just the two of us,” Vashi replied drily.

One of the soldiers laughed. The man spoke up, addressing the captain, “There are… faster ways to gather information, sir, methods which inspire a rapid and deep obedience.”

Mentes shook his head. “We are in no rush, Inlas.” He looked meaningfully at Vashi and Hlaya. “We simply have to wait.”

With a chill, Vashi realised the man was right.

There was no way that Octavian and Raysha would simply head into the ventilation tunnels and leave the cavern without the two of them. Why hadn’t that occurred to him sooner? He glared at Mentes, and then his mind calmed as he came to a decision.

If there’s no one to rescue, Raysha will have to leave.

He took a deep breath and tried to summon his power. Nothing happened. His aeon felt more than sluggish—it ignored his will, sitting placidly in his well. He closed his eyes, visualised his core, and pulled harder, bearing every ounce of will to bear. His power… rippled. The cuffs allowed nothing more than that, and several of the runes embedded in their design glowed a dull orange in response to his attempts.

He opened his eyes to see a derisive smile on the face of the captain. “I’m curious, lad. Even if that worked and you managed to escape the cuffs, what do you honestly expect would happen? You’d throw the cuffs off and just… walk away?”

Vashi ignored the man out of necessity—there was no good response. Instead, he examined the restraints once more, trying to match runes carved in the metal to ones he’d read about in his book. The same book lost somewhere in the stone city. Shirin would understand, given the circumstances.

After several moments of silence, Mentes left him, moving to speak with his soldiers.

Vashi could figure out nothing. The formations were well beyond his beginner understanding, and even if he could understand, it wasn’t like he could interfere with the runes.

“I’m sorry, Hlaya,” he whispered. “I don’t have any ideas.”

The historian squeezed his hand reassuringly, though she was still muted by the cuffs. After a few moments that Vashi spent dejectedly staring at the floor, she pinched his hand.

Vashi looked up, worried, but then followed Hlaya’s gaze out into the ancient city. Dull red light flickered fitfully below, and dust from the scores of destroyed buildings hung in the air. The historian looked back at him, and he saw the fury in her eyes. And determination. Coupled with her blood-matted hair, the look was quite disconcerting. She jutted her chin out, pointing with it towards her cuffs. One of her hands held his and she had placed her other on the ground. Vashi’s eyes widened slightly as he saw—Hlaya had flicked a tiny fragment of stone onto the cuffs. The containment rune on her cuffs glowed so faintly Vashi wouldn’t have noticed if the historian hadn’t drawn his attention. The sliver of stone skittered across the cuffs until it lay directly above the activated formation.

The stone began to melt into the engravings, smothering the faint light.

Her hand squeezed his again. He squeezed back and gave her a small smile.

I knew Hlaya would have a way out. We’re coming, Raysha.




Chapter 23

The rumblings of the great stone city had subsided minutes before, and the cavern re-embraced its ancient slumber. Dust hung high above the ruins, a silent testament to the violence brought in by outsiders. Raysha breathed in another lungful of the stale, musty air.

Her feet struck a ragged rhythm across weathered flagstones.

The long hours of running through the Kaehwoods and down into the mountain were taking their toll. Thought had long since been chased out of her mind, and she operated now in an exhausted haze.

Raysha had decided to leave the main street, the uncomfortable feeling of having a target between her shoulders eventually encouraging her to pick a less visible path.

She ran slowly down another winding street, and at each intersection picked whichever option seemed to point most directly towards the hall ahead. She was close.

The exhausted woman rounded another corner, finally arriving at the hall. In front of her stood a great courtyard of barren dirt and stone pathways that hinted at past splendour. Behind the courtyard rose a vast, monolithic set of steps leading to the stately hall at the top of the plateau. A series of oversized statues stood guard at the height of the steps, casting stern gazes over the empty court.

A cough sounded behind her when Raysha stepped out into the square, and she whirled in a panic. She swung her staff in a hurried strike.

Octavian caught the cap of the staff with one hand, grinning. “Didn’t mean to startle you there,” he said.

Raysha dove at him, tackling him into a rough hug as she buried her face into his chest.

Octavian put his arms around her, patting her on the back. “It’s… alright,” he said, at a loss for the right words.

Raysha stepped back after a long second, grabbing her staff off the ground where it had clattered. She reached up, angrily brushing away a tear that had leaked out. Time enough for that later, when she had her brother back. She took in the warrior’s appearance. His armour was cut through in multiple locations. Dried blood ran down both of his arms and was caked over part of his face. His leg was literally coated in blood.

She frowned. “You look like shit.”

“You should see the other guys.”

“Bad?”

“Bad,” he confirmed. “Out of the fight for a few days.”

“And Vashi?”

Octavian winced. “I haven’t seen them since we separated.”

“Maybe they got away?”

The warrior shook his head apologetically. “They’ve stopped pursuing us for now. Three came after me, and I felt four souls continue after Hlaya. Which means they’ve captured them and will question them while the grunts dig out the men I put down.”

Raysha’s face paled. “Question them?”

“Nothing like that, believe it or not. The Advocacy has strict rules about interrogation.”

Was he just saying that to reassure her? Did he really know their interrogation procedures? In fact, what would be the chances of someone outside their military knowing those details? Who exactly had he been in his past life? “You sure?” she checked, insistent.

“They’ll be safe, I promise. Time to worry about us.”

“The ventilation tunnels are out of the question now, aren’t they?” she said.

“Indeed. This leaves negotiation or force, unless you can use that young mind of yours to think up a third option. But while we’re here, let’s do what we came for—Hlaya would never forgive us if we left without proving her research correct.”

The pair walked together across the empty courtyard and up the scores of steps. They passed under the judging statues, then approached the heavy carved doors of the hall. Across the doors was written an ancient inscription, but without Hlaya to translate, the meaning was lost on the pair.

With a heave, Octavian pulled on one of the doors, and it ponderously swung open with a harsh grating sound. Raysha stepped through the gap between the doors. Inside wasn’t the darkness she had been expecting—it was blindingly bright. Wide ribbons of light ran down the length of the ceiling and illuminated every corner of the resplendent hall. Formations and gems were studded into the roof, feeding power into the light-forms above and whatever other functions existed outside of her knowledge. Octavian pulled close the door behind her, and with slow steps, they walked down the hall. A dozen yards to either side, wide alcoves had been set into the wall, each bearing a proud statue of a man or woman and an inscription beneath. Towards the entrance, the statues appeared to depict craftsmen and builders, and the tools of their trade were placed in their hands or attached to their belts.

“Honouring masters of their crafts?” Octavian guessed.

“Who knows?” Raysha replied. While the statues would have been fascinating any other day, her travelling companion—and her ticket out of here—was still drenched with blood. She wasn’t sure how she could actually help, though. “Um… do you need me to bandage anything?”

“Hmmm?” Octavian glanced down at his gashed armour. “I’d like a bath, but don’t worry, it’s all surface wounds at this point.”

“You took out three of them and got only surface wounds?”

“I got lucky, and integrate a more advanced form of Life,” he said and waved her concerns away. “Now stop worrying about me, you’re missing all the culture. Look at these beautiful statues.”

Culture, my ass. I’ll get to the bottom of this later.

As to the statues, she had no idea what they might represent. She’d just let Octavian memorize everything they saw, and he could pass whatever he remembered back to Hlaya. Unless the statues could come to life and fight to help her free her brother, she didn’t care about them.

They walked steadily towards the rear of the hall, where it flared outwards like a giant letter ‘T.’ The enormous back wall was dedicated to a relief carving of incredible size and detail. Stone benches filled the back of the hall, all facing towards a small raised area directly in front of the carving. A podium or stage? Was this more than a place of burial? A place of religious observation? A theatre? Public forum? What the hells are we supposed to be looking for? I can’t even read any of the writing!

“Raysha,” Octavian said, tapping her shoulder to draw her attention, then pointed down to a striking statue to their left. It was the last alcove before the hall opened up, and it showed a stately warrior with a proud visage. Two stone hands rested on the base of a great dual-headed axe, with the face of the weapon sculpted into the ground in front of the warrior’s feet. The bare-chested figure had few adornments: a flowing cloth falling from the warrior’s waist to the ground, and a pair of intricate bracers on his forearms. Deep eyes, a broad nose, and back-swept hair completed the statue. The expression carved into the face was stern, lips pressed together and eyes glaring at an imaginary foe.

“It’s definitely the most detailed one here,” she said uncertainly.

“The inscription, Raysha.”

“You know I can’t read it.”

“Me neither, but I know the name we’re looking for. This is Mkekhem.”

Raysha looked back, puzzling out the strange writing underneath the base of the statue. It did look like what Hlaya had shown them. So this is…was him. She looked up at the sculpture, her heart starting to pound in her chest. And yet, she also wanted to keep walking—if this was him, then they would have an answer soon, and that terrified her. At least in the unknown, there was always a glimmer of hope… If it was snuffed out now…

“Come,” Octavian said, seeming to sense her anxiety. He guided her over until they both stood directly in front of the ancient figure.

Octavian was silent for several long moments as he studied the base of the statue and ran his hands over the inscription. Raysha realised that since he didn’t have his sketchbook with him, there was no easy way to document what they saw, so he was probably trying to commit every detail he could to memory.

The artist stood up and gave a small, respectful bow to the stone warrior. “Hlaya will be incredibly annoyed by this,” he said.

“She can come back one day,” Raysha offered, but Octavian shook his head.

“No. This.”

He hefted Persuasion, and with a blow brought her down directly on the inscription, shattering the covering into a thousand pieces. Behind the broken plaque lay a long, dark alcove and a stone plate. Resting on it was a desiccated skeleton covered in tatters of fabric. Octavian knelt and pulled on the plate, sliding it free of the alcove and out onto the tiles. The skeleton, jostled after centuries of peaceful rest, shifted and collapsed, and then a few seconds later an acrid, musty smell assaulted Raysha. She resisted the urge to gag; she literally had particles of a corpse in her nose. Disgusting.

Octavian stood over the skeleton, a small frown on his face. “He deserved better than this,” the warrior said. “Come over, Raysha, and extend your aeon through him.”

Raysha approached cautiously, forcing herself to view the skeleton with a scientific detachment. From the long fabric cloth around his waist, Mkekhem had been interred in the same garment present on the statue above. The bracers were missing… but then again the bracers were common on statues around her, so maybe they were a ceremonial symbol. The empty skull stared at her, faint wisps of hair lying strewn on the stone. Great… but what now?

She drew forth the smallest thread of aeon she could, holding it firmly in place with her will. She shaped it out into a broad net, and then cast it over the skeleton, making it fall slowly through the body to the stone below. She got little from the action, only a vague impression of shape and density—she had no runes that focused on feedback, analysis, nor the denser, more potent aeon that someone like Octavian would have from advancing past Awakened.

She let her aeon sink lower, feeling mildly disgusted about what she was doing. Several inches into the skeleton she felt something: a slight tugging on her power—an invisible pull towards the sternum. She closed her eyes, visualising the net of her power before her. The closest thing she had sensed to this before was when a tinkerer had visited Hayet years ago, showing off a lodestone to the excited children of the village. Raysha had been one of the adolescents there, holding scraps of iron in her hand and feeling the invisible force drawing them to the stone. This time, her power was the iron, and it was being pulled harder and harder as it sunk down. It was torn out of her control, and Raysha felt her aeon spiral out of her control, before being sucked out of existence. No, give it back! I don’t have any aeon to waste!

Raysha opened her eyes, curious, excited, and angry. Octavian grinned back at her, obviously having felt a similar thing with his own aeon. “Might as well get your hands dirty,” he suggested, and Raysha shuddered, but then steeled herself and nodded. She apologised internally, then knelt down and reached into the skeleton’s chest, rummaging around for a few sickening seconds until she pulled out a smooth black lattice the size of a plum.

She held it up between her thumb and finger, positioning the lattice between her eyes and the band of light above. It wasn’t perfectly opaque, and a faint sliver of light seemed to permeate through the structure. It’s some form of odd, black crystal? It was roughly spherical, and the structure was comprised of a fine, lace-like mesh of threads. The web of connections they formed seemed to spiral inwards, the pattern shrinking in size the deeper she looked, until she couldn’t make out the details at all.

Can any human create something this precise?

“This… this is it?” Raysha asked.

“I’m optimistic—it absorbed aeon after all. Have a seat and see if you can figure it out.”

“Any ideas?”

“If it’s like a spirit seed, then just stick some aeon in it and follow your intuition.”

Ah. Intuition, how specific. She sat cross-legged on the ground and stared at the crystal. Cautiously, she extended a tendril of aeon towards the object. Sure enough, the tendril broke as the power was pulled quickly into the spiral. As soon as her connection snapped she lost the ability to feel the aeon, so she brought forth a thicker thread of power. This time she let it touch the crystal while still intact, and she could feel her aeon split into a dozen smaller lines that connected to different points on the sphere. She felt it swirl and spiral faster and faster into the invisible centre of the object.

More than that, as the crystal siphoned her power, it seemed to grow lighter. A faint glow emanated from deep within, and the object seemed to twitch.

She cut off her flow of aeon immediately.

Is that normal? Am I doing something wrong? Or right?

Of course, Hlaya and Vashi weren’t here to help, and every second Raysha took here was one extra moment that they had to spend captive. She glanced once to Octavian, who didn’t seem concerned–he even gave her a thumbs up for encouragement. The fact he did so while covered in blood did make him look a bit insane, but Raysha supposed she was in the same boat. Regardless, the time for caution was well past, and it was time to roll the dice.

She placed the crystal down on the ground in front of her, ready for another test. On the stone plate, the skeleton’s skull was facing her, and the empty eye sockets seemed to radiate disapproval. Look, I’m sorry, alright, but I sort of need it more than you do right now! Raysha shook her head. Stop talking to skeletons. Focus.

Raysha attached another thread of her power to the spherical lattice with a wince. Every drop the crystal absorbed was one she couldn’t use to help Vashi… but either she had enough to activate the… thing, or not. Her reserves were dwindling, and less than a third remained, with the integrations over the past few hours removing all the progress she had made on the walk to the Kaehwoods. No point worrying about what I can’t control. She still worried, of course, but held the thought in mind and drew more power out. She felt it swirl into the crystal faster and faster, and she kept feeding in her precious aeon. The lattice began to lighten, black giving way to grey, and the soft glow from the centre of the lattice grew brighter and pulsed rapidly.

The sphere wobbled, and then rolled towards the thread of power, seemingly as attracted to the aeon as the aeon was to it. She squeezed the flow of her power down, compressing the stream into a thin line that connected her sternum—and the core below it—directly to the crystal.

The lattice rolled towards her, and then as it continued becoming more translucent, it rose into the air. Raysha brushed it with her fingers, surprised to find it far lighter than when she had initially picked it up. How is it losing mass?

The crystal came to rest against the tunic, pressing in lightly.

She looked up at Octavian, who was standing a few yards to her left, holding his thumb up and visually measuring off distances with his hand. No doubt an artist’s technique to help him recreate the hall later in sketches.

Raysha looked back down to the crystal ball pressing against her. Spirits, I hope I don’t regret this. She untied the front of her tunic, pulled it open and exposed bare flesh to the disapproving skeleton. The floating crystal pressed against her sternum, but this time it rested directly against her skin, rather than cloth. One of her hands hovered nervously nearby, ready to pluck the crystal out of the air if it pushed in too painfully.

With a deep breath, Raysha plunged in, and brought the rest of her power to bear. She condensed her remaining aeon into a spiritual fluid so thick it felt like honey in her mind’s eye, then fed it directly to the spherical lattice. The crystal drank it in greedily, blazing with a blinding light. The sudden increase of pressure against her sternum decreased as the crystal continued absorbing her power. It faded from grey into a perfectly transparent structure of glass. Its mass seemed to bleed away with the light.

Octavian halted his measuring of the architecture, and looked over at Raysha, a small smile twitching at his lips. He took a judicious step back, and waited.

Nothing happened for a long minute as the crystal continued to press and absorb her power. She was almost out, only seconds of aeon remaining. Raysha put the concerns out of her mind, focusing her will on the crystal. Infused as it was with her power, she could see it in her mind’s eye, hovering in the air against her skin, lattice burning like lines of fire in the air.

The crystal flared brightly as it absorbed a final burst of power, and then it faded from physical sight completely, replaced only by a structure of light. In her mind, the lattice blazed even brighter, becoming solid. She pulled on it with her will, just like it was her own aeon. The world flashed white and a hurricane of energy tore through her.

Reality seemed to distort around the young woman. Raysha screamed, for she suddenly felt like she was falling. Her body, and the skeletal remains an arms-reach away, drifted into the air as gravity vanished. A bright beam of light shot from her chest, and it melted a hole right through the mausoleum. Drops of molten marble hissed as they splattered onto the floor.

A vortex of wind and energy whirled around her, buffeted her, and—with the last dregs of her aeon gone—consciousness began to fade.

The crystal pulsed, its transition complete, and the vortex stopped in an instant. Gravity reasserted its dominance, slamming Raysha to the ground. And, most unusually, consciousness raced back into her mind, like someone had crammed an entire pearlfruit tree down her throat.

Did it work?

Almost paralysed by hope, Raysha sunk into her core and opened her spiritual eyes as fast as she could. Her well and formations sprang into view. And there, in the centre of her well, was a structure of pure light. The sphere was now a part of her.

The crystal had used her power as a bridge between the physical and spiritual realms, and here, in her spiritual core, it was different. Reversed. In the physical realm, it had absorbed her power, drinking it in greedily, and she could still feel it in her actual body—a swirling force drawing in aeon. But in her core was the other end to the funnel, and the lattice poured forth purified power.

Wait.

It was giving her aeon.

It worked?!

She started shaking, and instantly Octavian was by her side

“Raysha!” He grabbed her shoulders. “Are you alright? Hurt? What’s wrong?”

Raysha felt her core start to replenish the aeon she had fed to the crystal. Not via a trickle, but with a torrent. Octavian’s shaking barely registered—it was nothing compared to this new feeling.

She started laughing.

She started crying.

“I’m—I’m alright,” she gasped out before another heave of confusing tears flooded forth.

A welter of emotions tried to express themselves all at once, but the tangled mess of conflicting thoughts jumbled together chaotically.

It worked… I’m not broken anymore. Raysha’s mind jumped between a dozen topics haphazardly. It was all thanks to Vashi… but he’s being held captive. She was finally free of her shackles… Hlaya and her brother weren’t. What would she do with her life now? How would they rescue Vashi? Should she actually travel with Octavian and see the world? Join the Academy with Vashi and his friends? Would they even escape this city with their lives? Her parents would be so happy. Her parents would never hear from her or Vashi again.

It was too much for Raysha to process, and she let out a sob. Octavian held her as she cried, and gradually the tide of her emotions ebbed and subsided. She wiped her eyes on the sleeve of her tunic, then looked up into the warrior’s concerned face.

“Sorry,” she said, sitting back up properly.

“Everything alright?” he asked, eyes locked onto hers like he was trying to see inside her mind.

With a wan smile, she responded in a soft voice. “It worked.”

“Can you use it?”

Raysha held out a hand, channeling her power into it and willing her aeon to burn. A small tongue of fire manifested on her palm and the flames licked high into the air. She concentrated, increasing the amount of power being channelled into the flame to match the influx she could feel in her core. The tongue of fire became a jet of flame that reached a foot into the air.

She looked at the flame, her eyes threatening to betray her again. Instead, she nodded to Octavian.

“I can.”

For the first time since they had reunited, a proper smile shone forth from his face. The motion cracked open a dried wound and blood began to bead on his skin. A devilish gleam appeared in his eyes, and Raysha could tell it was mirrored in her own gaze.

The time for celebration would come later.

Now was a time to recuperate, gather their newfound strength, and plan.




Chapter 24

Raysha and Octavian crept like shadows from building to building, slowly and stealthily approaching the encampment of soldiers. They had been at it for hours now, wary eyes scanning rooftops and streets for any lookouts, but none had been spotted. The pair had rested for a while in the great hall, and Octavian had encouraged Raysha to nap while he stood watch. She had agreed, reluctantly, knowing that she needed to be at her best to help rescue Vashi.

And now, here she was, approaching an unknown force, but at least she felt refreshed, and could finally feel her new integrations having an effect.

Raysha was maintaining Fourth Awakened, with a formation that combined Resilience, Motion, Force and Receptivity. Of those four, she was integrating Resilience and Motion into her body. Ideally, Force would be integrated as well, but she hadn’t practised it as much, and when she had tried it in the Crystal Planes, most of her time had been spent crashing to the sand. She was kicking herself that she hadn’t just kept integrating, regardless of the expenditure of aeon, so that she could become more comfortable in a Force-aspected body.

They were close now, closing in on the final ring of buildings around the marshalling ground. Dozens of floating orbs hung above the structures, casting pale light across the cliff and all approaches. It wouldn’t be possible to cross that area of open ground without being spotted. So instead, Raysha followed Octavian into an ancient building that overlooked the empty courtyard. She padded silently up cracked stone stairs. She winched when the building groaned, convinced that any second the decrepit structure would simply collapse under the weight of them and the four recovered packs they had picked up on the way. Thankfully, the staircases didn’t crumble, and after climbing up two tense stories, she peered out of a window next to Octavian at the camp above.

There was only a slight problem: they were still below the level of the plateau. A solitary female figure stood just back from the edge of the cliff and the drop to the ground below… but that was all Raysha could see. Vashi, Hlaya, and gods knew however many other people were farther back and hidden away from her sight. Neither she nor Octavian had Hlaya’s incredible stone-sensing skills to gather more information. How are we supposed to do this if we don’t even know what’s waiting for us up there?

“Five are out of the fight, three left to deal with, and Hlaya is only partially available to help but has weakened the tunnel,” Octavian whispered to her.

“What? How?” Had Octavian rapidly developed some stone-sense as well? Or is it telepathy?

“The barracks façade, down at the bottom.”

She looked cautiously out. Lit from the dozens of spheres overhead, the pale stone seemed to glow. It looked like every other building she had seen here, cut brick, functional, except with some carvings on an exposed wall near the ground. The carvings looked suspiciously like a set of symbols and numbers.

“Hlaya made those?”

Octavian nodded and translated the shapes from left to right for Raysha. “Vashi and her are fine. Bound. Partially. Five down. Three up. One of which is dangerous. And at the end, escape and cracked paired together, so Hlaya has been spending her time to good effect. This is great news. That last one was me, not Hlaya,” he clarified.

“First, great? Second, how are five down? You said three people came after you.”

“Well, about that,” Octavian said, glancing up at the ceiling. Is he abashed right now?! “I put the three that came after me down, and I may have stuck them with a paralytic poison. Which they bought to the fight, I add. And then… I collapsed a building on them. Hlaya also takes a potent poison with her when travelling. I dislike the practice, but we haven’t had to use it before, and she says it’s for emergencies only, you understand. In light doses, it will render someone unconscious. In larger doses, it will stop the heart. I… might have sprinkled the building with the powder so that anyone sent to dig them out would inhale enough to… ah… encourage them to rest.”

“Poison?” Raysha said, raising incredulous eyebrows. Mr Direct with his giant fuck-off hammer, stooping to poison. Incredible.

“Look, the situation wasn’t ideal…” he replied, not meeting her eyes.

She said nothing.

“Don’t you look at me like that. Aren’t you all about practicality, anyway?” Octavian said.

“No, that’s Vashi,” she responded. “Anyway, I get it, and I don’t really care. You took out at least three people, that’s pretty fucking ideal to me. But there’s more left. What’s the plan?”

“Same as before. It would be best if you waited here.”

“Not a chance in hell.”

“Well, let’s go make an entrance, then.”

With no more fuss, Octavian jumped out of the window.

Fuck it.

Raysha jumped as well.

She plummeted the two stories, and then sent a wave of force out of her hands, slowing her fall in the last split second. Her reinforced legs absorbed the rest of the impact.

She might not be on Octavian’s level yet with his monstrous strength, but compared to yesterday, she felt like a god. Her ability to revel in her newfound strength was blocked by the knowledge that—as strong as she was now—everyone else was a thousand steps ahead. Raysha tried to stuff her terror and anxiety deep down. It doesn’t matter that everyone else is stronger. This is the only way to get Vashi back.

Sounds came down from above as the lookout called out their sudden appearance, and a thin man with wispy hair stepped up to the sentry. The soldiers watched them slowly walk up the long ramp towards them.

The air felt like it was frozen in the sudden tension. Raysha made sure to keep her hands placidly at her side despite the overwhelming desire to take up her staff. The ramp—which only took seconds to walk down initially—seemed to have somehow lengthened, and it was an age of nervous sweating until she and Octavian approached the top and the two waiting soldiers. A third man with blond hair sat in the back with five unconscious figures, watching the newcomers. Somehow all of the moisture in Raysha’s mouth had managed to end up coating her palms, and her heartbeat thumped so loud in her ears that she was sure everyone around could hear it. Octavian and Raysha raised their hands peacefully, dropped their packs, and approached cautiously. It was then that Raysha was able to see behind the soldiers to their captives. Hlaya and Vashi were chained to the ground further back.

Her eyes locked onto Vashi’s, taking in his dishevelled appearance in one angry instant. One eye was crusted shut from blood, and his face was a mess of discoloured skin, bruises, and scabs. His arm was a motley sight as well, and heavens knew what injuries his tunic hid from sight. Hlaya looked better. Not good, but relative to the painful collection of injuries that was her brother, her unkempt hair and small wounds looked the very image of hearty and hale.

Hlaya ignored Raysha’s inspection, and instead shared a rapid but meaningful conversation of looks with Octavian.

Vashi was left out of the silent exchange and instead sat rigidly, tension practically oozing from him. He was probably worried about her. She tried to reassure him, but the facsimile of a smile that her face made wouldn’t have fooled a blind man. Vashi seemed to get the intent, and his own wan attempt of a smile was echoed back to her.

“I take it you’ve come to surrender?” the gaunt man said to Octavian. He didn’t even glance at Raysha.

“How about a trade? I notice some of your men there”—Octavian gestured with his chin towards the unconscious soldiers—“seem to be in a sorry state. Regrettably, they must have been poisoned. Fortunately, I know the location of an antidote.”

“Or, I simply take you now and you tell me where it is.”

“We prefer the first option,” Octavian replied, then grinned at the man.

“And I prefer doing my job,” Mentes said, his hand drifting to rest on the pommel of his sword.

“Pragmatism—that I understand. Well… shall we?” And with that, Octavian launched himself up and backwards, out into the open space above the court. He twisted in the air, unholstering Persuasion with fluid grace. Mentes darted forward just as Octavian began to drop, then drew his sword and followed the artist over the edge. Short negotiations was an understatement. Plan B, then.

Separate the leader, check. A good start?

Raysha whipped her staff around, terror boiling away under a wave of adrenaline. She dove to her side as an arrow tore through the space she had been a moment before. That would have gone right through my leg! The sound of chains rattled in the background, and a rich golden light reflected off the stone walls as her other opponent summoned his power.

The ground shook as the titans battled below. On second thought, things are off to a rocky beginning.

The blond soldier stumbled as the ground beneath him cracked and opened up. The man let out a surprised yell and then fell into the yawning pit. He disappeared in a torrent of liquid stone that swallowed him and his unconscious comrades around him whole.

Oh merciful spirits, thank you Hlaya! Neutralise the active soldiers… half of a check.

Raysha turned to face her real opponent properly. The woman had discarded her bow and was advancing with a shortsword extended. She looked conflicted.

The trembling in the ground intensified, and cracks appeared intermittently across the floor, golden light shining through. Raysha guessed the soldier swallowed by stone was unhappy with his current predicament and was trying to force his way out. She hoped Hlaya was strong enough to keep him contained because one person was already going to be an almost-impossible challenge.

Behind the advancing woman, the historian had managed to free the chains binding Vashi to the ground, and he was busy smashing rocks against Hlaya’s cuffs.

She put all of them from her mind, shrinking her world down to her opponent.

Raysha shifted her centre of gravity and moved her weight onto the balls of her feet, adopting the stance she used when sparring with Octavian. It’s just like a training session. Don’t panic. She swallowed, her throat dry, and her bladder distressingly full. She channelled a stream of aeon into her staff, imbuing it and the air around it, before wrapping herself in a light shroud of Force and Resilience. It wouldn’t be as strong as the barrier Octavian had shown her a few hours ago… but she needed every edge. A voice in her mind worried that she was wasting aeon, and even though she didn’t have to worry about that now, a lifetime of habit wasn’t so easily discarded. She silenced the voice; her brother needed her, and that was all that mattered.

The woman before her had approached slowly, observing the teenager before her. The soldier walked with an intimidating feline grace, confident and strong. A braid of brown hair hung almost down to the infused shortsword in her hand, which shimmered and seemed to leave ethereal afterimages when it moved.

That’s concerning.

The woman extended her sword, pointing it at Raysha. “Put down the staff, kid. I don’t want to hurt you. You’re being used.”

Raysha tightened her grip. The woman sighed, then stepped forwards. Her sword flickered forward in a quick, probing strike, and Raysha overreacted, smashing the weapon aside with far more strength than needed. She didn’t have any time to reflect on her mistake, however, for the woman was not done. The shimmering sword flicked for her shoulder, her legs, and her face in graceful sequence, and Raysha had to step back with each parry.

The woman was faster than Octavian had ever been in their sparring. Luckily, Raysha was now faster as well, or she would already have taken numerous cuts.

Raysha focused on her staff, imbued it with her aeon, and tried to hold the image of the weapon being a natural extension of her. The staff grew lighter in her arms, though her mental burden increased. The soldier stepped in, flicking the sword in a swift arc that would have opened Raysha’s throat, but the tongue of steel met a strengthened staff. The sword gouged into the wood despite the protective runes and power. Raysha didn’t hesitate. She twisted the staff and flicked the base towards the woman with a burst of Force.

Before her strike made it halfway, it was stopped abruptly and almost jarred from Raysha’s hands. The swordsman stepped in, blade whistling towards Raysha in retaliation. She leapt back, yet a line of fire crossed her thigh, and blood welled from the slice. Her barrier had done absolutely nothing.

Raysha jumped back once again, trying to gain some distance while she quickly shaped some of her aeon over the wound to apply pressure and stem the blood flow. Behind her opponent, she saw that Vashi had managed to crack Hlaya and his cuffs with a stone wedge. He threw the stone aside, and was blasting a small section of the metal with fire-aspected aeon to weaken it. His skin burned around the area, but the flames never faltered. Below her, the ground still trembled. Whether it was the trapped soldiers, or Octavian and the leader fighting, she had no idea. Cracks spidered across the ground beneath her feet, and buildings toppled around the courtyard.

Raysha kept retreating as the woman pursued her, thinking rapidly.

Her opponent followed her but seemed content to give Raysha space. “Last chance, kid.”

Raysha didn’t respond. The swordsman probably could have killed her already if she’d wanted to, which meant the woman was under orders to capture, not kill. How can I use that? Think, Raysha!

And then the time for thinking was gone as she was forced to defend against a combination of strikes that pushed her further and further off balance. She gritted her teeth, spending more of her power to infuse her weapon and increase the speed of her strikes. She tried to respond, driving the staff towards her opponent but found no opening. Her strikes were easily rebuffed.

The woman moved, driving Raysha towards the edge of the plateau. The swordsman stepped forward, but the rock underfoot had been liquified. Her foot sunk in an inch before the woman cast her own aeon down and dispersed Hlaya’s influence. The stone hardened instantly, fixing her foot in place. Raysha threw a hand forward, letting her power surge out of her palm towards the woman in a dense wave of force.

The woman threw up a wedge-shaped shield of aeon, dispersing Raysha’s attack to the side, where it hammered harmlessly into the stone walls. The soldier tore her foot free of the stone with a savage wrench and stepped over the widening cracks in the ground. The trembling from the other fights was growing in magnitude, and the constant distraction eroded at Raysha’s mental hold over her formations. If she hadn’t spent every waking hour practising holding Fourth Awakened, her formation would have cracked under the stress at the start of the fight. Even with that practice, she wished she had pushed herself further—every scrap of power would be a massive help.

Raysha dug deeper and split her concentration more ways as she pulled power down to her legs. She threw herself forward, blasting herself over the crumbling ground and light shining up through the cracks. She focused the power in her staff, intent on driving it through her opponent.

The woman moved to the side with such speed it seemed like she simply teleported, and with a graceful brush of her sword, she deflected the staff out wide, spinning Raysha. The soldier turned Raysha’s speed against her, grabbed her arm as she stumbled, and threw her towards the far wall.

The young woman experienced only a single moment of weightlessness before she slammed into the stone wall. Deep within herself, she felt something crack, and she fell to the ground gasping and clutching her side. Thankfully it was only a rib and not her formation. The cracked rib came with a chilling realisation: If I didn’t have Resilience integrating, I’d be dead.

“Raysha!” a voice called out frantically.

She ignored it, hand scrabbling on the ground to find her staff. Raysha pulled herself to her feet. The world swam dizzily around her. The blurry form of the woman leapt forwards. The voice called out again in agitation, and a weak torrent of flames surged from Vashi to wash over the soldier. She burst from them and appeared unharmed, the flames all diverted by the layer of protective aeon coating her body.

Blood was freely flowing down Raysha’s leg again, but she felt no pain, for her focus was completely on her opponent. She screamed her defiance and threw herself forward at the woman. Taking a page out of Vashi’s book, she forged a half dozen beads of power, shooting them out in a spray towards her opponent’s face.

The spheres hit. They splashed off her opponent’s face like water on rock. They had, however, blocked her sight for the briefest second. Raysha drove furious blows at the speed of lightning towards the woman, burning through her power rapidly. They were all parried, and so, with all her strength, she bought the staff down in a massive overhand strike. If speed wasn’t going to be enough, then Raysha would have to try something else.

The swordsman intercepted the strike, and caught her staff in one hand, arresting the momentum with a cloud of her own power. The woman twisted her shoulder and lunged her sword forward. Raysha formed a desperate barrier in front of her, but while the metal of the weapon was slowed, the afterimage seemed to project out of the sword, and sliced through both barrier and skin like they didn’t exist.

Raysha let out a muffled yell, jerking backwards and releasing an undirected burst of aeon as her control slipped. The energy she had been infusing into her weapon flashed into light, sound, and heat. Raysha’s skin sizzled. A stone barrier rose in an instant between Raysha and the soldier, just before a bright line of the woman’s power split the block at waist height. Raysha risked a glance towards her brother and the historian. Hlaya sat on the ground with one hand on the wall next to her, clearly manipulating the stone cavern. Vashi tore off the remaining cuffs and stepped forward, finally free.

A flaming bolt formed between his hands in a split second and flew towards the woman with a sharp crack. Yes! Maybe we’ll have a chance now. Except, what if Vashi’s attack meant the woman focused on him? He was already hurt—she couldn’t let him suffer any more. Not when she still had power to burn.

Raysha leapt over the bisected stone barricade blocking her from the woman, slapped her hand down on the loose broken segment and imbued it with a wave of aeon. She leapt into the air as she used her aeon to hurl the block forward. Bolt after bolt of Vashi’s fire pelted into the woman’s chest as if drawn by a magnet, and then the stone smashed into the soldier’s side, cracking her barrier. Raysha came flying in behind the stone, driving her staff at the woman’s chest. The swordsman barely diverted the strike, but her riposte opened another shallow cut on Raysha’s chest. More of Vashi’s bolts hammered into her, though they didn’t seem to have much effect.

Raysha staggered as the ground lurched. Cracks ran up the walls to the ceiling over them, spiderwebs spreading like black lightning into the shadows above.

The loss of balance cost her, and Raysha took a cut to her arm as the woman’s sword slipped under her guard. The swordsman’s barrier was slowly reforming in front of her eyes, and frustration and desperation started leaking into Raysha’s attacks. If a half-ton of stone wasn’t enough to knock her down, how am I supposed to do it?

The ground shifted suddenly and she stumbled. The swordsman moved to strike, but a block of stone detached from the ceiling and hurtled towards her. The woman dove out the way, then rose off-balance to an incoming Raysha. The young woman swung her staff, hammering the metal-capped end into the swordsman’s shoulder and knocking her opponent back. Raysha ducked under a returned slash, then jumped back as another large stone plummeted from the ceiling.

The woman looked up as the rock fell down, and with a surge of power the edges of her weapon flashed brightly. A ghostly image of the sword leapt forth and seemed to triple the length of the blade. The swordsman whipped the blade up vertically, and—to Raysha’s disbelieving eyes—cut the stone clean in half. Her adversary then directed the two pieces to either side of her with a blast of force from her hand. She’s just tiring us out! With the woman’s arms upraised, and the ground underneath her cracking, Raysha saw the only opportunity.

“Vashi!” she called out. “Force!”

Raysha gathered most of her remaining power, mentally squeezing and compressing it into a roiling silver sphere in her hand. An instant later and a torrent of Vashi’s power streaked past her, and she hurled her own attack right behind her brother’s. The waves merged, combined, and crashed into the weakened barrier of the swordsman with staggering force. Atop the bucking ground, the soldier could not even set her feet. She was tossed backwards like a ragdoll out into the empty air.

As if waiting for a signal, the ground shook violently. A nearby building caved in like a house of cards when a thin figure was driven through the walls. A second later, Octavian landed heavily on the cracked ground next to Raysha, bleeding from numerous wounds, old and new.

“Out!” he yelled hoarsely. “Go! Go! Hlaya, make sure the path is open. Raysha, Vashi, barrier the entrance now! Everything you have!”

The group ran down the long corridor to the surface. A dozen steps in—where the path began to narrow and turn into a tunnel properly—Raysha turned and threw every scrap of her aeon into a floor-to-ceiling barrier as solid as she could make it. Her core burned as she tore power too-quickly from her well, but Raysha ignored the pain. Instead, she thought about the mountain itself, and tried to impart that image onto her aeon to strengthen it. She had no idea if it had any effect. Octavian did the same beside her, creating a second shield before throwing a condensed sphere of power up towards the ceiling. Vashi threw up another layer before following Hlaya down the tunnel. Raysha waited for the dizziness to strike her from emptying her well, but the vertigo that she felt vanished after a few heartbeats. Behind them, stone sprayed as Mentes tore through a wall and hurtled through the air towards them. Octavian’s projectile exploded on the cavern roof, and the ground shook violently.

Raysha turned and sprinted down the hallway, holding fast in her mind the concept of an impregnable wall. A few seconds later she felt her aeon crack as a force cut through it in a single blow.

She might be out of power now, but she had one thing in spades—sheer will. A lifetime of scrounging to control every single drop of aeon had trained her for this moment.

Her barrier may be split—but that just meant she now had two barriers.

She reached out and mentally seized control of the two fragments and commanded them to remain intact and unmoving. Her power, disrupted from the cut, wanted to disintegrate into ambient aeon. She refused it.

Another cut split her barrier yet again, but her will was iron. She risked a final glance backwards, and behind Octavian she saw the gaunt captain unleash a blistering flurry of blows that diced her shield into a hundred pieces. Then—and only then—did the structure start to decay.

The barriers had held them back long enough—a cascade of stone crashed down from the ceiling. The soldiers were forced to leap back as rock filled in the tunnel entrance. The terrible groaning of the mountain resettled, and stone kept pouring into the tunnel behind her.

Raysha sprinted, following her brother’s back, until the group burst into the twilight.

She allowed herself to collapse to the ground, exhausted. Hlaya immediately put her hand to stone and began slowly reshaping the side of the mountain to flow into the tunnel and bury it properly.

“Everyone alright?” Octavian asked.

“Yeah,” her brother responded, but he cast a worried look towards his sister.

“I’m fine,” she said between breaths. “Just give me a minute.”

“I’ll need ten to solidify the loose rock,” Hlaya said. “Rest. And integrate Life, yes?”

Raysha wearily nodded and clenched her fists to try and stop the trembling in her hands.

“It will pass in a while,” Octavian said when he noticed. “It’s normal. You did great, alright? Just take a minute and let the adrenaline ebb.”

Vashi sat down next to her and took one of her hands in his.

Oh, he’s shaking too.

Her brother gave her a wry smile, and Raysha squeezed his hand in response. He winced, and she looked down. From his wrists down to his fingers, there was naught but a mass of burns and lacerations.

Raysha looked up to catch his gaze. “How?”

Her brother shrugged. “We had to get the cuffs off. They’ll heal.” He looked at her with questioning eyes, but seemed to think better of asking. “You’re wrecked. Just rest and don’t worry about me.”

She was too tired to argue. Instead, she slumped back.

“Thanks for coming to get me,” he added in a soft voice.

Oh, Vash. Of course we weren’t going to leave you.

She gave his hand a much lighter squeeze. He’d understand the message.

For many long minutes, she just lay there on the weather-smoothed stone, bathing in the warmth of the sun while her body slowly recovered.

Vashi was even kind enough to bind her leg and shoulder with strips from his pants.

Bless him.




Chapter 25

Gradually, Raysha’s pounding heartbeat steadied and slowed. She floated down slowly, sinking into her core. The blackness of closed eyes was gradually replaced by her mind’s eye. For a long time, she just observed. She watched, fascinated, as the crystalline device that was now part of her funnelled power directly into her well.

It was beautiful.

She didn’t have any idea how it worked, and her sense of curiosity had been smothered by bone-deep exhaustion. It was enough now to simply see it, to feel the power of the world flowing into her. She could feel it, in her physical body, as a faint attraction. She could sense the aeon start to become hers as the heart purified it before it was billowed out into her well.

It felt impossible, and some part of her worried if she slept, she would wake only to find it was all a cruel dream. She tried to push those thoughts deep down.

At this rate, her well would refill in less than a day, maybe even just a good night’s rest. Compared to the months of pearlfruit, it was a blink of an eye. It was the most amazing thing that had ever happened, and she shouldn’t cheapen it with her worries.

A hand on her shoulder registered in her mind, and she knew her brother was trying to draw her back. She inspected her current formation, the mixture of Force, Motion, Receptivity, and Resilience that had allowed her to survive the fight. Raysha had held it perfectly, even when injured. But now, she needed something else. She dissolved the formation, and moved to Motion, Resilience, and Life—another one of the ones she had practised on the way to Paratha. Her battered and bruised body would certainly be able to make use of as much life-aspected aeon as she could provide.

The hand on her shoulder squeezed again, and Raysha closed her mind’s eye, then opened her physical ones. Sure enough, her brother was by her side, a reassuring smile on his face.

“Back with us, Raya?”

“For now. I am exhausted.”

“You did well,” Hlaya said. “You fought a stronger opponent to a standstill for several minutes, that’s something to be proud of.”

Raysha laughed, but it turned into a cough as her chest spasmed. “It wouldn’t have been a standstill if she wanted to kill me, and if you both hadn’t helped.”

“Hey, you know what she means,” Vashi said. “Would the Raysha who left Hayet village a few months ago have been able to do that?”

Raysha grunted noncommittally. Her mind sluggishly digested the compliment. Maybe she had done something impressive?

“Actually…” Vashi said, drawing out the word, “how did you manage to do that?” He grabbed her hand, hope shining in his eyes. “Tell me you found something.”

Despite her exhaustion, Raysha managed a lopsided grin, gesturing for Octavian to explain.

“We found the tomb of Mkekhem,” he said. “We, ah, respectfully excavated the remains, and within we found a spirit heart.” He ran a hand through his hair. “It was… unbelievable. I’ve never seen a formation that complex, nor a fractal spiral so fine my eyes couldn’t make out the details. You should have seen it, Hlaya—it was the size of a pheasant’s egg. Raysha figured it out, it seems, and absorbed it into her core.”

“You absorbed it?” Vashi exclaimed, grabbing her shoulder in excitement. “It works?!”

Raysha raised a hand, palm facing the sky, and as she had done with Octavian, willed aeon to flow forth like fire. With the help of the spirit heart, she had recovered more than enough power to use her aeon again without experiencing dizziness. Her core still throbbed painfully though, for she had strained it at the end. A glowing torrent of fluid burst from her hand, forming a jet of incandescent spiritual fire that seemed to reach into the sky. Raysha matched the output to the amount the spirit heart was supplying once more, and the light tempered itself into a steady stream a foot tall over her hand.

“Equilibrium,” she explained simply.

Vashi stared at the torrent of aeon pouring from his sister and dissipating into the air for a long second. “Oh Raya,” he said, voice breaking as a sob escaped him. He hugged her close. “You did it.”

Raysha cut the flow of her aeon, then let her hand fall as she returned Vashi’s hug. She held him close as her brother composed himself.

Finally, she allowed herself to relax—to accept that this wasn’t a dream or cruel trick. She was fixed, a whole person for the first time in her life. She wanted to laugh. She wanted to cry.

In the end, she did both, overwhelmed by a future that now had the options she had yearned for her entire life.

And there, on the rocky edge of the Firet Mountains, covered in dust, grime, blood, and tears, a brother cradled his sobbing sister.




Octavian walked over to Hlaya and let the siblings have some time. They had both earned that much of a reprieve—they had seen more since leaving Hidan than many people did their entire lives.

He leaned over to Hlaya. “That was a close one, wasn’t it?”

The old woman huffed and whacked Octavian over the head with her cane. “You blundering oaf, I saw that tower come down. The archaeological discovery of a century and you destroy one of the most important finds? All to pull a few Enlightened? Kass would be disappointed you had to resort to such measures.”

Octavian chuckled. “I flipped them off, as well.”

“Yes, I saw that. How did you manage to never grow up?”

“Why change perfection?” He grinned at her. “And it worked, that’s what counts.”

“Hmmm. I’m done filling the tunnel behind us.” Hlaya nodded at the siblings. “Best get them back on their feet, I don’t intend on camping here tonight. My back will be messed up for a week if I sleep on solid stone with no bedroll.”

Octavian pushed himself off the wall. “Right you are,” he said, and ran his hand through his hair. He took a few steps over to Raysha and Vashi, and the pair looked up when he approached.

“You both did great today. It takes guts to execute a plan like you did,” Octavian said, nodding at Raysha. “And to understand and accept the costs for freedom,” he continued, catching Vashi’s eyes and gesturing to his blistering hands. “But now I’m going to need some more guts from the two of you, because we’re not done for the day.”

Raysha groaned loudly.

“We’ll rest in a few hours once there’s some distance,” the warrior said. “No one is going to be digging through that in a hurry, not with the risk of bringing the mountain down on top of them, but there’s no reason to tarry here.”

“What about the ventilation tunnels?” Vashi asked.

Hlaya shook her head. “I can still feel the soldiers disturbing the stone to try and dig out their comrades I buried.”

“Is there a way here over the mountains?” Octavian asked.

“Yes, down the cliff and over the old cave-in blocking the valley,” the old woman said.

“Let’s take that route, then. Hlaya, you can seal the ventilation tunnels as we pass them, we’ll break into Erasted proper, and then head south with haste. There are a few small settlements along the range—we can resupply there. Hlaya, you have funds? And can you make some stone containers so we can carry some water?”

“Bottles will be simple. The gems are still safe,” the historian said, tapping her boot.

“Great. Rations will be tight until we can find some game.” Octavian looked at Vashi and Raysha.

“I imagine the two of you might want the peace and quiet of Hidan as soon as possible. And Raysha, I believe you might want to retake their entrance exam.”

Vashi’s eyes lit up, and he spoke before Raysha could. “Oh, spirits, yes!”

Raysha grinned.




Chapter 26

Dust hung thick in the air, suspended lazily in the solitary sunbeam pouring in from the tiny window high up on the wall. Raysha sat patiently, waiting for the austere administrative clerk Emina to summon her over. Waiting a year was only for those without the means to pay for the examination themselves.

Raysha now had the means. After days of hurried, hungry travel, they had arrived back in Hidan. Of the hunters, there was no sign. This didn’t surprise Raysha, because with her integrations all active, they had been able to move at a far greater pace than previously. She’d been able to keep up. More than keep up—they’d had to slow down to match Vashi’s pace, not hers. Raysha had secretly wondered just how fast Hlaya was capable of moving, and would pay dearly to see a race between her and Octavian.

Vashi sat next to her now, and his wiry shoulders held far more tension than hers. His legs bounced up and down impatiently, and she knew he was worrying needlessly over her upcoming examination. That, or he needed to use the toilet. Or maybe he just wants to catch up with his friends. We did come straight here after all, and it’s been a long time, especially away from Shirin. In his hands, he idly twirled one of the drake scales from the Oasis. One of the few benefits of keeping them in his pockets was that they hadn’t been left behind with the packs.

She placed her fingertip on his bouncing knee, pressing it down firmly into the ground. “You can go say hi, Vash, I’ll be alright.”

He shook his head. “I’ll stay. How’re you holding up? Stressing?”

She shrugged. What will be, will be. And after everything that had happened, it still sometimes felt like a dream from which she would soon struggle awake. She had ruthlessly quashed her excitement and was now just tense. She had done a lot of thinking on the travel back to Hidan. Lots of planning. Lots of experimenting with the aeon at her fingertips, and spending every day under the effects of a different integration.

She had a lot to learn.

And she wanted to do it here.

“Raysha, of Hayet Village, down the hall.”

Raysha stood and stretched her back. She was nervous but knew she shouldn’t be. If only the flutter in her stomach would listen to common sense. After all, she already knew what was in the test, and she had improved in every area since she had taken the first examination. Vashi squeezed her hand, and she walked down the corridor. Raysha knocked on the same door as last time. Opened it to the same man. Sat down in the same chair.

“I wasn’t expecting to see you again so soon,” he said with a smile.

Raysha felt some of her nerves ease. She had done this before. She glanced at the sign on the man’s desk.

“Peran, how have you been?” Raysha inquired. Last time, she had been so consumed with the test that she hadn’t even noted the man’s name.

“Good, good, same old. You know how it is,” he said. “I take it you’ve had some progress since our previous talk? No, no, don’t tell me—show me.” He pointed to the tetrahedron on the corner of the desk. “Do you remember the challenges?”

Raysha nodded. This time, she was Fourth Awakened. The structure flew up into the air, where her aeon pulled it. She set it spinning. She heated nodes, cooled others, made one glow and one emit a sound. With Peran’s prompting, she deftly manipulated her aeon to meet every additional task he added. Easy.

Then he pulled out the machine to measure her core, and her nerves came back. What if the machine picked up only her natural ability? What if the spirit heart didn’t count?

“Alright, final part again, you know the drill. Imbue with aeon, thumb in, push down, all there is to it,” her examiner said.

“I remember,” Raysha said. All too well. She put her thumb on the indentation, pressing it into the tiny spike, eyes fixed on the gauges. First, the left-hand one moved. Its needle practically flew around the dial, pushing against the maximum reading limit. She saw it but didn’t pay any attention to dial, so intent was she on watching the right-hand gauge. The one to measure replenishment.

It moved.

After an agonising second of lag, it moved.

Peran’s eyebrows rose, and as the dial kept rotating, his brows continued their meteoric climb into his forehead.

Both dials reached the maximum value and hung there.

The examiner looked up, locking eyes with Raysha. “This is… ah… decidedly unusual.”

“If you knew the month I’ve just had, you’d understand.”

He looked down at the needle again, tapping the glass. “I don’t doubt it, and it’s not my place to pry.” He picked up his pen, dipped it into his inkwell, and made a few final notes on the report. As before, he folded it in half and handed it over. Unlike last time, he smiled at her and said, “I feel confident in welcoming you to the Academy, Raysha.”

Raysha nodded her thanks, unable to stop a broad grin from forming on her face. Her chest swelled, warm and full like a joyful fire had been kindled in her heart. She took the report, closed the door behind her, and drew her shoulders back. Then, she marched confidently down the hall. She held her head high and handed the file to Emina. Raysha didn’t return to her seat, instead opting to wait as the clerk’s eyes flickered over the test results. Her heart fluttered when the woman’s eyes lingered on the report, but she crushed her anxiety. This was her day; she had trekked across countries, saved the life of a spirit, freed her brother, and fought toe-to-toe with professional soldiers. She would not be undone by a sour-faced clerk. Emina’s lips pursed at the end, but she did not comment.

Emina stamped the report.

“Raysha of Hayet Village, accepted. Please see the housing office downstairs for quarters.”

Raysha turned as her brother swept her up in a massive hug, lifting her clear off her feet. “Yes!” Vashi shouted, spinning her around and laughing. She hugged him back. Damn right it’s my day.




Her brother stood proudly before his friends in the common room of Nasdin’s Hall. Shirin was by his side, and Leyli, Kardan, and Manzid lounged on a ratty couch around an old coffee table. “Everyone, may I present to you the latest member of the misfits!”

Raysha gave a small bow, a cheeky grin fixed on her face.

“Welcome,” Shirin said happily.

“Fantastic. Want me to show you the meditation rooms tomorrow?” Leyli chimed in.

Manzid nodded, and gave a simple, “Congrats.”

Kardan grinned. “Soooooo, you’re here for the long run, hey?”

“Not just here in the hall, I’ve got a room on the fifth floor,” Raysha said happily. It turned out that her portion of the sold gemstones had been worth quite a hefty sum of money. She had paid for an entire year of a fifth-floor room, which included a larger bed, a private bathroom, and even a small balcony. And after paying for that, her coin purse still bulged dangerously. She was going to go visit Ribald tomorrow and fix that problem. First, though, I’m going to become best friends with that moustached ice-cream man.

“Sweet heavens, here for five minutes and already you’ve rushed past all of us,” Kardan said. “I hope that life of luxury you’re planning on having still includes some actual training. The tournament is two months away—you are going to enter, right?”

Raysha’s smile became wolfish. “Enter it? I saw the prize list on my way from admissions: spirit seeds, masterwork elixirs, a bloody talisman of flight?!”

She leaned forward intently.

“I’m not going to enter it. I’m going to win it!”




Epilogue

Aspirant Theolatos knelt before his god on the stone floor of the Temple of Sinetha. Between his extended arms was a smooth grey chest, engraved with golden runes to place the items inside in temporal status.

The chest floated out of his grip, resting in the air before the divine visage of Atareus, God of Knowledge.

“Only three hearts for me, Theolatos?” the god asked.

“I beg your forgiveness, your Holiness.”

“It will suffice. Did the spirits flee the area?”

“They have now, your Holiness. Our attempt to secure the fourth was derailed. Should I have intervened personally?”

“No, the Adjudicators are suspicious enough as it is. We must keep Ireshimho’s attention on Afi instead of us. Did you resolve the complication?”

“The tracking squad I sent was defeated. However, I have interviewed the survivors, and from their reports, I do not believe the group constitute a continued threat,” Theolatos said.

Even though the god’s focus was almost entirely on the unopened chest in front of him, he waved for the Aspirant to continue.

“Their intervention at the Crystal Oasis seems to be an unfortunate coincidence of timing, not a deliberate act by a foreign party. The group consisted of two students, a crone, and a man bearing a weapon of your sect’s design, sire. Captain Mentes said it bore the name Persuasion.”

A dry chuckle escaped the god. “No, Aspirant. Not my sect. Persuasion was my design. I am glad to see Octavian is still finding himself in unexpected places. It was his most valuable gift.”

The Aspirant almost broke decorum to look up at his deity. “You… know the man, your Holiness?”

“He was like you, an Aspirant of mine, many years ago. I gifted him his weapon to celebrate his ascension to the rank. It was a shame I had to cripple him, back when I had to play politics. Do not worry about it further.”

Theolatos nodded and kept his mouth shut. “Yes, sire.”

Hetados stepped into the room, bronze armour gleaming as bright as ever. He bowed low to Atareus. “You summoned me, sire?”

“Bring the two most promising Aspirants to join Theolatos here.”

The soldier nodded and swept from the room.

“You first, Theolatos. Stand.”

The Aspirant stood, head still bowed.

Atareus reached out a hand, laying it on Theolatos’ head. The god closed his eyes, and then the Aspirant felt the will of the deity roll over him. He surrendered himself to it. The chest opened briefly, and a jagged spirit heart the size of a lychee floated out into the god’s waiting hand, resembling nothing so much as a chunk of midnight onyx. While the heart was still ‘warm’ and malleable, Atareus shaped it with his will, and the crystal shifted like liquid as he sculpted it into layer upon layer of interconnected runes. The final result was a spire; a slightly tapered cylinder an inch in height. Feeling the shape of Theolatos’ soul, the god tweaked the structure, personalising it for his servant.

Once it was finished, he flooded the heart with aeon until it glowed and slipped from the physical realm into the spiritual. Then, he merged it with the Aspirant’s core.




Theolatos felt as the spirit heart slipped past the boundary between realms and entered his core. It materialised in the centre of his well, and released a torrent of energy that Atareus stilled with a single thought. He felt his core gain a spiritual weight it had lacked before. In his mind’s eye, the spire was a shining structure that dominated the mental landscape. It was a labyrinth of runes, all designed to take aeon from the bottom of the structure, and release it at the top, where a thousand open connections lay ready and waiting for Theolatos to build his own formation on top of. It was a masterpiece of design, and he felt anew his devotion for the deity which could not only create such a profound work of art, but was then gifting it to his followers.

Atareus stepped back, and Theolatos bowed deeply.

“Thank you, sire.”

“Hetados will brief you on its use when he returns, but no doubt you will intuit many of its functions. Master the spire quickly, Theolatos, and you have my blessing to advance to Applicant. Emperor Afi has taken his next step already. We will move soon.”




Afterword

Thank you for reading!

If you enjoyed this arc and want to continue Raysha’s journey, please leave a review with your thoughts.

As a debut author, reviews make or break whether I can continue the series.

If you want to be notified of future releases, head to my website and sign up to the list (which is just releases and updates directly from me). If you’ve any questions about the book or the system, I’m always around on /r/ProgressionFantasy subreddit, so that’s probably the easiest way to get in touch!
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